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Even before Death broke my heart, I thought of myself as a tragic figure. I was the Lord Byron of Wall Street, a blond-haired, blue-eyed Percy Bysshe Shelley in Armani, buffeted daily by the volatile storms of high finance. So when Jeannie, my girlfriend of five years, packed up her Victoria’s Secret collection and drove off in my Jaguar with the bastard who does my taxes, I fled to the secluded, seaside village of Peace Cove to sort out my life.


I had some vague idea that introspection would help me work through the heartache. For that I needed atmosphere, and Peace Cove fit my romantic vision. It had the right aura of moodiness about it. A high cliff loomed over the village like a lurking predator. At its base, a natural harbour opened onto a rocky beach, the perfect place to take long, lonely walks and contemplate my bleak future, with the dirge of crashing waves in my ears. And the thunderheads that often hung like a curse over this part of the Maine coastline only intensified the melancholy that pervaded the village. Yeah, Peace Cove was a romantic’s paradise.


But the reality I created was hell: cheap whiskey and plenty of it, enough to drown the sorrow in a thousand hearts. The innkeepers of Peace Cove still smuggled it in from Canada, decades after the repeal of Prohibition had ended cross-border rum-running most other places. Change comes slowly to Northern Maine. Which is the other reason I ended up in Peace Cove. In a place where time spins like summer tires on winter ice, I’d never travel too far from that Jaguar stealing wife of a tax accountant.


I had no idea what true heartache was back then.


As a stock broker I was familiar with the therapeutic value of whiskey. Stress reliever, uninhibitor, aphrodisiac--I don’t know how I got along without it the first fifteen years of my life. After one especially unpoetic visit to the shore left half the Atlantic in my rubber boots, I trudged up the cliff stairway, cursing the endless rain, and climbed aboard my favourite stool in the Pirate Den. The Pirate Den is the Cove’s version of high culture. Over the front door hangs a rusty whale harpoon; fishing nets and shark jaws adorn the walls, and in one corner red toy lobsters peer out from a pyramid of lobster traps like death row inmates. The epitome of seaside chic, n’est pas? At seven o’clock the fishermen file in, their faces ploughed into furrows and ridges by a lifetime of sharp wind and a driving sea spray. They sit at the same tables and have the same conversations about poor catches and falling prices, until Jake, the owner, rings the ship’s bell over the cash register at eleven o’clock and they all file out again, bringing another evening of heady excitement to an end.


What can I say--my room’s right upstairs, so I don’t have too far to crawl at closing.


Jake set a shot of whiskey and a beer on the bar in front of me. Boilermakers, yummy. "Evenin’, Mr. Sioux. You’re a mite wet--get caught in the rain?"


I grunted and told him to keep them coming. Outside, thunder rumbled in the dark autumn sky. Rain drummed on the windows like pebbles thrown by an impatient lover. "She Ain’t Pretty She Just Looks that Way" was playing on the old Wurlitzer jukebox in the corner, barely audible above the low drone of conversation. The song made my gut ache. How the the hell did some punk in a rock band know so much about the ugliness in a woman’s soul?


By my fourth round the storm had reached full fury, a real Nor’easter in local parlance. Shania Twain had just launched another in a long string of hurtin’ songs on the juke when the door burst open and a torrent of wet leaves and icy rain swirled into the bar. Before one of the dour old men could close it, in walked a woman. She had the complexion of chalk, with hair as glossy and black as a raven, and lips as red as a firetruck. Her exquisite body was wrapped in tight black jeans and a snug, black t-shirt. Drop dead gorgeous. I’m surprised she didn’t hear my erection knocking against my khakis. Hell, maybe she did.


She planted her hands on her hips and surveyed the room like an evil queen looking for necks to test a guillotine. A glass shattered on the plank floor. Over by the juke box, a toothless old man wearing a knitted watch cap clutched his chest and whimpered. Then the room fell into an eerie silence. Shania ground to a halt; the drone of conversation ceased. For one disturbing moment it seemed that time had slipped a gear.


Then a violent gust of wind rattled the window glass and the spell was broken. One by one the fisherman abandoned their beer and pickled eggs and hurried out of the bar, into the frenzied rain. Soon the Den was empty, except for me, Jake, and the beauty in black.


I tried not to stare as she sat down and put her long legs up on a table. Her black leather boots gleamed. Six inch heels pointed at me like twin daggers. For the first time in a week I forgot why I was in Peace Cove.


Jake set a pint of beer in front of her, then backed away. Jake was a mountain of a man with flaming red hair and biceps the size of my thighs, an ex-merchant marine who could wield a baseball bat like a professional street brawler when tourists stirred up trouble in his place. But when he put another boilermaker on the bar in front of me, his hands were trembling like the legs of a newborn fawn. "Who is she?" I whispered.


Jake shook his head at me and wiped up bar sweat.


"Come on, Jake, give."


"She’s... town business, Mr. Sioux. None of your concern. Now how about another drink--on the house?"


Sure. Tell Rebound Guy that the beautiful woman is mysterious, too--that should make him lose interest. "How about sharing just the juicy bits, and I’ll take care of the rest." I glanced at her over Jake’s shoulder. She was sipping at her beer, watching us and grinning, as if she knew we were discussing her and were amused. Her eyes were deep and black and gleamed like pits of wet tar, in which I was already mired and sinking fast.


Jake’s face paled. "Please, Mr. Sioux. She’s trouble. Stay away from her, if you know what’s good for you." He went to the other end of the bar and began to recite the *pater noster*. Good Catholic boy was our Jake. Poor taste in women, though.


I took my boilermaker over to her table. "Hi," I said, putting my drink down.


She glanced up at me and burped. "What do you want?" she asked, patting her agonizingly perfect chest.


"Anything you’re willing to give."


"Take a hike, pretty boy. You’re not ready for what I give."


Rejection. I’m not a stranger to rejection, and I’m not talking about Jeannie now. I’m a handsome man, with the kind of boy-next-store good looks that make people trust you, a handy commodity for a stock broker. But even the handsomest man crashes into a female brick wall on occasion. Other women in other bars had told me to take a hike, and I had--right into the arms of someone more amenable. But this rejection plucked an exposed nerve. Her graceful ivory fingers were wringing from my soul all the frustration and anguish that a week of booze hadn’t yet dried up: "Think you’re pretty hot shit, huh? The type that gets off on ripping a man’s heart into tiny pieces? Well let me tell you something, sweetheart--the woman I love just emptied my bank account and ran off with my accountant in my Jag. So from where I stand you look like a fucking amateur."


I was about to storm back to the bar when she shoved a chair out and nodded at it. Her smile was familiar somehow, yet I knew I had never met her--she was not a woman a man could forget. Her lips were so lucious and red that I thought I’d die if I didn’t kiss them. "What made you change your mind?" I asked as I sat down. My heart was thumping like a disco in my chest. This close she was even more desirable. More breathtaking.


"People don’t talk to me like that." She laughed. "They beg, they cry, they lose control of their bodily functions, but they never ream me out, at least not to my face. You’ve piqued my curiosity, Mr. Stephen Sioux of New York City. So I give you leave to spend the evening with me."


"How do you know my name?"


She winked and offered me her hand. It was cold and sharp, like chiselled ice.


"May I at least know your name?"


"Death," she replied.


****


I fell hard and nasty that night. Jake brought drinks at her command, but mostly he stood behind the bar with his eyes screwed shut, praying. At 2:00 a.m. she squeezed my thigh and stood up. "Come," she whispered. "Jake wants to go home and kiss his children." Her breath was like the North Wind; it made the hairs on the back of my neck bristle. 


We took the crumbling, stone steps down to the sea two at a time, the rain lashing at us like a legion of sadists as she pulled me through the bowels of the dark village, past the silent boats bobbing on the black swells in the harbour, out onto the beach. By the time we reached the spot the locals call Hell’s Chimney, I was soaked and trembling. We scrambled up the eruption of jumbled rock. At the top the rocks levelled out and formed a circle around the mouth of a natural funnel, from which spumes of sea water sprayed like white smoke. The rocks were slick and treacherous, the air misty, and my vision so blurred that I kept wiping the water away from my eyes to see her. Somehow she was still dry. She kissed me with those red, red lips and my whole body tensed. She placed my hands on her breasts; they were as unyielding as marble, and I wondered as she tore off my clothes and shoved me down if gravity could ever alter their sculptured perfection. She tossed aside her black clothing and gazed down at me, her lips curled in a smile. Her body was an alabaster glory, a portrait in chalk, drawn by a master artist on a canvas of black sky, and I was both horrified and consumed by desire. Then she swept down like a ghostly bird of prey and made ferocious love to me, hammering me with her drunken lust until the razor sharp rocks under my back were wet with my blood.


My orgasm was swift, powerful, beyond anything in my experience. My heart contracted into a ball, a fist poised to strike out at eternity; my lungs collapsed in a painful vacuum. It was as if my body were imploding, becoming a portal for my soul to pass through on its final journey, a black hole to gobble up my version of the universe. Then she threw back her glorious head and screamed her satiation into the storm, and my body unlocked. Everything worked again.


She flopped down beside me, and took me into her arms. "That was good, lover," she whispered.


We lay together for a while, silent, the rain a gentle shower on my naked body as I practised breathing and revelled in the beating of my heart. Finally, she lit a cigarette. I saw her beautiful face in the red glow and I craved her again. "Wanna go bowling tomorrow night?" she asked.


****


I lied to myself that first week. A lot. I told myself she was a normal woman. Inhumanly beautiful, but very, very normal. Doors opened for us any time of the day or night because the people of Peace Cove were... unusually accomadating to tourists. We had the bowling alley, pool hall, or one of the village’s three bars to ourselves, except for one praying or weeping or gibbering attendant who stayed to serve us, because the people of Peace Cove were... hopeless romantics who went all soft and gooey in the presence of young lovers. But in my soul, I knew. It just wasn’t normal; she just wasn’t normal. But love’s funny that way, isn’t it? Blind and stupid.


Five nights after we met my delusions were shattered forever.


We were on the beach, after an evening of tequila shooters and slow-dancing at the Den. A lover’s moon sailed the midnight sky. We lay together on the rocks, watching a storm front move in off the ocean and listening to the waves pound the shore in their endless, erotic rhythm. Lightening forked across the horizon. Her lips brushed my cheek as she murmured sweet nothings in my ear. Gooseflesh rose at her touch. Again I was caught in the frightening volley between desire and repulsion, wanting her more than life itself, praying she’d go away forever.


"Well, well. Whata we got here?"


I tried to jump up, but a rough hand shoved me back down. "Did I tell you to get up, asshole?"


Two figures moved in the shadows. The taller of the two carried a Coleman lantern, which he turned to high. Yes, two men, young and obviously not locals. Both wore black jeans, shirts, and dusters. One had died his hair red with black bands, the other black with red bands. And they say that young people don’t fully grasp the concept of individuality any more.


Thanks to the full moon they had seen us from the harbour wall or the cliffs above, and had snuck up on us. And I could guess why. The musky scent of lust wafted from them like a malodorous aftershave.


There was no way I’d let them touch her. I’d rather die than let that happen.


I jumped up and pushed Black with Red back, but Red with Black pulled a .22 and shoved it in my face. "Whoa there, cowboy," he said. "We just want a few moments with the little lady, then you can have her back."


His partner snickered. "Yeah, and only slightly used. So get up bitch and let’s see the goods."


She obeyed and stood by my side. Red with Black raised the lantern for a better look, gasped, dropped it. I heard the glass shroud crack as the lantern struck a rock and tipped over on its side. Naptha leaked out and the surface of the wet rock burst into flames.


"Did you see--"


"Tastiest bitch I ever--"


"She’s... she’s so--"


My body tensed, coiled to strike, but she touched my arm and the outrage and hatred drained from me like blood from a wound. "Chivalrous, darling, but unnecessary," she whispered. "You stay put. I don’t want you getting hurt."


Red with Black’s eyes glazed over as she approached him. His gun arm drooped, then the gun dropped and bounced down the chimney, into the sea. She opened her arms to him, and he stepped inside.


A moment later he fell to the rocks. The ripe odour of feces and urine dissipated in a gust of wind.


She turned to his partner, smiling. "And you? Would you welcome my embrace even now?"


He nodded and she opened her arms to him, too.


When he collapsed beside his partner, she took a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of her black leather jacket and lit up. "Now, where were we," she said, taking my hand.


I pulled free and glared at her. All those opposites jammed together: black and white, hard and soft, desirable and repulsive. I didn’t understand what was happening, who she was, how I’d ever be free of her or survive without her. Worst of all, jealousy was chewing at my heart like a cancer. She had embraced two rapists in a way that she had never embraced me. They had peered into her essence, touched it, tasted it, joined with it somehow. But she had denied me that experience. I was second rate. Cheap. Even though I could see the results lying at my feet, I yearned for the touch she had granted them. Her Gift.


I didn’t understand any of it, but I grasped it all. "You killed them!"


"Yes, I did."


"But how... you didn’t... you just... touched them."


"It’s what I do."


"You are Death."


She laughed patronizingly. "I told you that the night we met." She kicked the lantern. It arced through the sky like a missle and disappeared into the water. "Now come. I wish to make love."


After it was over I smoked one of her cigarettes. I had quit smoking a few years ago. Brokering stocks and smoking are a deadly combination--all that stress and nicotine is bound to kill you sooner than later. But hey, when your girlfriend is Death, the spectre of lung cancer doesn’t seem so scary any more.


"Are you going to be okay with this?" she asked as she dressed.


Oh sure, no problem... except, when will you open your arms for me? When is it my turn? And why the hell do I want something that frightens me so much?


"Yeah, it’s just... you’re Death, you know? It... it’s hard to wrap my brain around that."


She crouched down beside me, kissed my cheek. "You can leave if you want, walk away, go back to your life. Is that what you want, darling?"





�


I shook my head. She helped me up and embraced me, and in her arms I glimpsed the Gift beneath the pretty wrapping, but it was only a glimpse, for she released me too soon. "Please don’t try to change me," she said, taking my hand. "Accept who I am then forget about it. Let’s not ruin our time together, all right?"


"All right,"


"Great! Let’s go shake Jake out of bed and toss back some more shooters."


"What about them?" I asked, pointing at the bodies crumpled on the rocks.


She shrugged. "Don’t ask me, I’m on holiday."


****


On the fourteenth evening Death took me straight to Hell’s Chimney. A quarter moon hung in the sky over the Atlantic like a brilliant smile. As we had done so many times on those very rocks in the last two weeks, we made swift, furious love.


And then she said good-bye.


At first I was speechless. I stared at her finely chiselled face, the eyes like black diamonds, the silkiness of her glossy hair, drinking in every detail of her beauty to steel me for the unbearable loneliness ahead. Two women had left me in less than a month. And I loved Death more after only two weeks than I had ever loved Jeannie. I didn’t care that she could kill with a touch, that holding her was like embracing a morgue slab or that I died every time we made love. None of that mattered. Because I loved her. She had conquered my heart the first time she walked into the Pirate Den, and I could not bear life without her.


I begged her to stay with me another week, another day, a few more hours. But Death was the ultimate woman of the nineties--she had her work and that came before anything else. She stared up into the night sky. A billion stars twinkled above us. "I’m sorry darling. I must go," she said, touching my cheek. My facial muscles twitched beneath her fingertips.


She started to melt into the darkness, the beautiful woman in black fading into the shadows, making the kind of exit only a fool would permit. But the fool of love know no gracious, sterile way to say goodbye. "Don’t you walk away from me," I screamed. "Don’t you dare just walk away."


She solidified again. Her eyes were wet and at first I thought it was ocean mist. But water never touched her; nothing of this world touched her, without her permission. No, it was not the ocean mist on her face: Death was crying.


It was the saddest thing I have ever seen.


I loved it.


"People depend on me--"


"So that’s it then. You just toss me aside like so much garbage, like one of your precious victims. Did I mean nothing to you? Was I just some holiday fling?"


"No, darling. You were more, so much--"


"I can’t live without you--"


"We’ll always have--"


"So take me with you."


She raised her equisite head and howled the moon, then flew at me, her face boiling with rage. "No," she cried, shaking me until my head felt as if it would slide off my shoulders. "Never."


I smiled at her pain. I wanted to hurt her and hurt her and hurt her; I wanted her to suffer like I had. Like I would. "Take me with you like you took those two boys on the beach."


Her fingers tightened on my shoulders. "You will never come with me, Stephen Sioux. Do you understand? Never."


"You slut!" I screamed. "You take everyone but me. Why not me?"


She released me. My shoulders ached, but I felt strong. Powerful. For the first time since Jeannie had left me. Maybe for the first time in my life.


She chewed her full red lip for a moment, studying me, then embraced me one last time and whispered in my ear: "Wait for me, Stephen."


"Pardon me?"


"Yes," she said, moving away again. Fading into the shadows. "I shall return to Peace Cove. To you."


"When! When will you come back," I cried.


"Wait for me." And then she was gone.


****


Waiting.


Six weeks after Death walked out of my life I lost my job at Simpson and Cloverdale Investments. Guy Walker, the company hatchet man, followed my credit trail to the Pirate Den, and came to Northern Maine himself to issue the ultimatum: return to work or find other employment. But I couldn’t leave Peace Cove, not after she promised to return, so I handed him the key to the executive toilet and my gold card and told him to get the hell out.


Death embraced Guy in a New York City bar two years later. She said his heart, pumped up on stress and alcohol and uppers, exploded in his chest.


Lucky bastard.


Waiting.


She drops in for a quickie sometimes, when her work brings her to Peace Cove. One bleak February night, after an old fisherman died of a heart attack while climbing the cliff stairs to the Den, she appeared in my room, cold and beautiful and ready to rut like a tiger in heat. As we made love she whispered how she had embraced Jeannie and one of her four grandchildren in the same night. But I felt no sorrow for Jeannie, no nostalgia, none of the old heartache. I felt only the little death of my orgasm. And jealousy.


I think Death enjoys tormenting me.


I sound bitter and I am but I’m not. Peace Cove takes good care of Death’s boy toy: whiskey, cigarettes, food, whatever I want, I get. And though my friends and family are long gone, I’m still twenty-six. No final embrace for the sheet jockey, oh no. Just unending youth, so she can come back year after year after year and pretend she’s just another girl on holiday, and not the number one cause of fatalities in the universe.


Waiting, waiting, waiting, for that November night when she’ll return to Peace Cove for two wonderful weeks, as she has every year since the village was founded in 1745. Sometimes I hate myself, so the barkeep--I think it’s Jake’s great grandson, but I’ve lost track--sets me up a shot of whiskey. Sometimes I hate her, so he sets me up another. And after a few shots of hate I love her again.


And I wait.





