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What I’m going to tell you isn’t true.  It’s all just lies, or one big lie, and it’s better for 
you if you convince yourself of it.  Remind yourself it’s just a story.  A fiction.  That way 
you can still sleep at night.  That way you won’t have to wonder as you walk down the 
street or through a crowded shopping mall: which ones?  Which are real people, and who 
are the others? 
 
I’d start with the beginning, but I don’t know when that was.  When I was born sixteen 
years ago, to parents who neither wanted to nor had the ability to love me?  Back when 
we moved into the condo on Fifty-Second Street where they could better hide their 
disappointing, pale, emaciated daughter?  Or when Alicia Manning, the prettiest girl in 
school, openly ridiculed me, calling me a “freak,” making me so angry that I used a chair 
to crack her skull and got expelled for it?  Maybe all this really began when the doctor 
told me, and my righteously indignant parents that I had HIV? 
 
No, I like to think it began on the day I met Hank, but even that’s not really right.  I’d 
known him for over two months before the day we bumped into each other at the 
elevator.  I admit it was my fault.  He was so handsome even then that I would do 
anything I could to not look directly at him.  Especially with my parents standing right 
next to me.  Hank was dark and exotic, like some kind of motel except he looked a bit 
weathered. You know, tough but cute, with light brown scars etched into his deeply 
tanned skin, his brown hair made lighter in streaks by too much sun exposure.  He 
dressed like an artist, which he was, all in black, and he always smelled so clean, like 
fresh linen.  Naturally, my parents despised him. 
 
But then, they despised everyone who wasn’t exactly like them.  Which, I suppose, is 
why they never loved me.  Not really.  I had pale skin, theirs were light olive.  My hair 
was dirty blonde and grew thinly compared to their thick crops of auburn. Sometimes I 
dreamed that I was a changeling, one of those fairy children placed into a human crib to 
be raised until the day my true family came for me.  That would be a better story than 
this, I suppose.  A flight of fantasy to smooth away the awful melancholy of what I came 
to accept as reality.  These are no fairies, no creatures of goodness and light to bring 
miracles to us.  There are only monsters, those seen and unseen, and the ones that slither 
by our ankles in the darkness.  The only miracles we can have are the hopes that 
somewhere, sometime, some thing might bring us merciful closure. 
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My thoughts weren’t so dark on that day when Hank stepped into the elevator.  Back 
then, what I thought about was the same any young girl in the flush of puppy love would, 
and my nervous fidgeting was checked only by the glowering stares of my parents.  Hank 
never looked at me, of course.  I didn’t expect him to.  He was far too old to not seem like 
a total pervert if he spoke kindly to me.  As if I would ever have been upset if he’d gone 
ahead and flirted.  He was a decent man, and a trait like that only fueled my restrained 
dreams.  The elevator reached the lobby without a word being spoken. He stepped off 
first and hurried toward the big glass doors at the front. I started after him but Father’s 
hand grabbed my arm and held me back. 
 
“Wait,” he said and watched Hank suspiciously.  I held back a sigh of disgust.  The 
elevator was only semi-public, not enough to convince Father he should hold back a slap 
if I were disrespectful. 
 
Hank stopped halfway across the lobby patting his pockets.  He turned back toward the 
elevator as Father stepped off, dragging me along, Mother close on my heels.  Hank 
looked at me then, and the look of pity in his eyes nearly broke my heart.  That wasn’t the 
way I wanted him to view me.  I pretended to stumble so I could pull away from Father.  
Mother stepped on my heel making my shoe fall off, and my pretense became real.  I 
threw out my arms to break my fall. 
 
Strong arms swept under mine, catching me.  Warm breath caressed my forehead as a 
pair of dark eyes filled the air above me.  “Whoa,” Hank said, his lovely mouth breaking 
into an uneven smile.  “Easy.  I gotcha.” 
 
And you can keep me, I remember thinking.  There was no way I didn’t look like an idiot.  
I batted my eyes, smiled, rubbed my shoulder on his chest as he lifted me, all the things a 
pretty damsel should do, I thought, when saved by the handsome prince.  Father grabbed 
me before the dream could become satisfying. He jerked me out of Hank’s embrace as if 
he’d just caught him stealing. 
 
“Keep your hands off my daughter,” he snapped.  “Don’t think for a second that I don’t 
know what you were trying to do.” 
 
“Excuse me?” Hank said as he took a step back.  He spread his arms to say he was 
innocent. 
 
“Father, please,” I began to beg.  The tightening of his grip on my arm was all the 
warning needed.  The next few moments swam by in a haze. I remember being relieved 
no one else was in the lobby to overhear the things my father said to Hank.  All I could 
do was stand there looking stupid.  Like a child.  Hank smiled kindly and took it all 
without a word, which made my father even angrier. By the time he turned away he was 
purple.  We were nearly out the door before Mother noticed I as still without my shoe and 
sent me back for it.  It’s funny how some things can make you feel more ashamed than 
others.  My father’s ranting or the way he dragged me around wasn’t nearly as 
embarrassing as the long walk back across the empty lobby, my gait made awkward by 
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my uneven leg-length.  Shoe, sock, shoe sock, shuffle across the carpet, over the parquet 
floor, to where my shoe lay. 
 
I was retying the laces when I noticed the pill bottle.  Squatting on the floor, I was out of 
my parents’ sight, so I didn’t hesitate to scoop up the bottle.  My heart skipped a beat 
when I saw Hank’s name on it. 
 
 
 

Henry G. Stereford 
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He must have dropped it when he’d caught me.  Maybe he’d realized he was still carrying 
it and hadn’t meant to, had found it in his pocket and was on his way to put it back in his 
apartment when Fate had struck.  And it had to be fate, because the drug in that bottle 
was Zidovudine, just like mine.  He was just like me. 
 
Hank had HIV. 
 
There was no other explanation.  Zidovudine was an anti-retroviral medication.  A big 
word, but it meant it had one purpose and one only.  It kept people with HIV alive.  
Mother and Father called him a freak, like the kids at school did to me.  You can’t 
imagine how my heart soared as I clutched that bottle.  How many times in your life does 
Fate send such a clear signal?  I had felt it, now I knew it.  Hank and I were soulmates. 
 
Even though he’d almost never said a word to me. 
 
Father called impatiently.  I shoved the bottle into my pocket as I stood.  Briefly, I 
allowed myself a longing glance at the elevator doors.  Hank was long gone, but I 
imagined him stepping out, saving me again, this time for good.  Then I pushed those 
thoughts aside, because sometimes it only hurts worse to dream about impossibilities. 
 
The next day I was feeling more hopeful.  Enough so that I dared to lie to my parents.  
“Where are you going?” Mother asked as I headed toward the door, Hank’s pill bottle in 
my pocket and a full sack of trash in my fist.  I’ve never figured out how to answer stupid 
questions without sounding disrespectful.  Isn’t it obvious what I’m doing? I wanted to 
ask.  Then again, maybe it was obvious, and that was why she asked. 
 
“Just thought I’d take out the garbage,” I told her.  “Father was so peed off yesterday, I 
just want to stay on his good side.” 
 
Mother sighed through her nose and looked skeptical.  Parents always seem to know 
when you’re not being totally honest.  Especially mothers.  But if all they ever have is a 
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vague suspicion to go on, they usually let you do whatever it is you were planning as they 
assure themselves that they’re just giving you enough room to hang yourself.  My mother 
was no different. 
 
“Fine,” she said.  “But don’t take forever.  Your father and I have a guest coming over 
and I want you to be here.” 
 
“Well, I thought I’d stop my Mrs. Hannigan’s,” I tried.  “You remember, she fell in her 
bathtub last week.  I thought I’d, uh, check in on her.” 
 
Mother gave me a hard look.  I could hear her teeth grinding.  “You heard what I said,” 
was all she told me.  I nodded and hurried away before she saw any look of triumph on 
my face.  It didn’t even occur to me to wonder why she’d want me there when they had 
company.  I mean, they thought of me as such an embarrassment that usually I spent the 
evenings they had people over locked in my room. 
 
No, Fate wasn’t done with me yet.  Some things that look simple on the surface have 
hidden, complex depths, and you just never knew a big change was coming until it 
swallowed you whole. 
 
Out in the hall, I ran as quietly as I could to the trash chute and stuffed in the sack.  I had 
to backtrack past my own door, tiptoeing there, in order to circle around to the building’s 
east side where Hank lived.  I was trembling a bit when I finally got up the nerve to 
knock. The door opened almost right away. 
 
“Hi!” I blurted like a moron.  I thrust the pill bottle at him.  “You dropped this.” 
 
Hank had a glow to his fact that made his look of surprise endearing.  I could tell his hair 
was damp, like he was fresh out of the shower, though he wasn’t fully dressed.  Believe 
me, I took notice of his untucked t-shirt, his bare feet, and the way the zipper on his jeans 
wasn’t up all the way.  As he took the bottle out of my hand, his fingers brushed over 
mine, making me shiver. He noticed my reaction and smiled.  For some reason, that 
didn’t embarrass me. 
 
“Where’d you get this?” he asked. His eyes found the name of the medicine, and his 
smile faded. 
 
“You dropped it in the lobby yesterday when we bumped,” I said, my words spilling 
quickly out of me.  “Well, I mean, when I fell and you caught me.  Which I never did 
thank you for and I should have.  So, thank you.  And don’t worry about me knowing 
about the medicine because nobody else has seen it, and besides,” deep breath, “I take it 
too.” 
 
I could see the knuckles on his hand whiten where he held the door open.  The pill bottle 
disappeared into his fist.  “What?” he asked.  “I think you’re mistaken. This medicine is 
for…a sickness you can’t have.” 
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Hard swallow and another breath.  “I’m HIV positive too,” I said to him slowly.  “I know 
what the medicine is for.  I bet you take Delavirdine and Nevirapine.  Of course, the 
doctors tell me the strain I have is something rare, and the medicines don’t really work 
for me.  I was on Efavirenz for awhile, but it gave me a rash and…” 
 
Hank held up a hand to silence me.  “Okay, okay,” his smile returned.  “I believe you.  
But, how?  I mean, you’re only sixteen Gillian.  How’d you – never mind.  I’m sorry, 
that’s a really inappropriate question.”  Then his eyes clouded.  “You said it’s a rare 
strain?” 
 
But I ignored the last question in my giddiness over the fact that he knew my name.  “It’s 
all right,” I said getting bashful.  “You can ask me anything…Hank.” 
 
I nearly giggle at my use of his first name. He shook his head at me.  “No, it’s not 
necessary.  Really.”  His eyes told me differently.  He looked at the bottle in his hand, 
then back at me, and I swear it felt like he could see inside me, right down to the core.  
“Thanks,” he added with sincerity. 
 
“You’re welcome,” I said.  “I have to go, but I was wondering…”  Here it came.  “Would 
it be okay if, maybe, sometime, we could like meet up and talk about it?”  I had my 
mouth open to say more, but my breath just kind of froze in my throat. 
 
“I don’t know,” he said.  His eyes were jumping around, touching everything but me.  
“You’re only sixteen, Gillian.” 
 
“I’m not asking for a date,” I said, feeling heat on my face.  It was the second time he’d 
used my name.  And how did he know how old I was, anyway?  “I just need to talk.” 
 
“Don’t you get enough of that at counseling?” he asked. 
 
“I don’t go to counseling.” 
 
“What?” 
 
“My parents won’t let me.” 
 
Hank shook his head in either disbelief or confusion.  Maybe both.  “What d’you mean 
they won’t let you?” he asked.  His pretty brown eyes tried to lock onto mine but I wasn’t 
brave enough for that yet. 
 
“They’re really strict,” I told him, focusing on his chin.  “They get my medicines but do it 
under a false name.  They don’t want anybody to know I’m sick. It would…upset them.”  
I didn’t want to tell him how my parents valued their social reputation more than their 
own daughter.  How I was an embarrassment to them by just being alive, and much worse 
now that I had a disease they labeled as belonging only to degenerates. 
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I risked a look into Hank’s eyes.  He understood.  It wasn’t sympathy or pity I saw there.  
Not really anger either.  It was something indefinable, the kind of look that might make a 
teenage girl believe she wasn’t being foolish or wasting emotion on somebody who 
couldn’t give it back. 
 
Yeah, I had it bad. 
 
“I can’t believe that,” he was saying when my attention snapped back to reality.  “I ought 
to report them to CPS.” 
 
“No!” I said sharply and grabbed his arm.  I jerked my hand away just as quickly.  “You 
can’t call Child Protective Services. They might…” 
 
“Take you away,” he finished for me.  “Yeah, I understand.” 
 
He didn’t though.  My fear was that CPS wouldn’t take me away.  Father was a natural 
born salesman, able to charm and beguile almost anyone, and I didn’t know if emotional 
neglect was a crime anyway.  What had come before would be nothing to the anger he’d 
take out on me if he was publicly humiliated by an investigation. 
 
My options, as I had always seen them, were very limited, and I lacked the courage to 
attempt a change. 
 
“Look, um,” he said and paused.  He looked at the floor, over my shoulder, over his, back 
at the floor.  “Do you want to come in or something?” 
 
Heat exploded from my skin and I was dizzy for a moment.  He’d asked me into his 
home.  Me!  It had clearly been an effort on his part, yet I could never make myself 
believe he was just being polite. 
 
“I can’t,” I said, finally finding my voice.  I have to get back.”  I watched for 
disappointment on his face.  All I saw was nervousness.  “Raincheck?” I ventured. 
 
A thin smile appeared on his lips.  “Yeah, sure,” he told me.  “Come by any time.” 
 
Of course, I instantly doubted my conviction.  Any sane girl would.  Did he see me as 
just a piece of ass, or was there more?  Then again, what did it matter?  I was dying. 
 
“Great,” I said.  “I don’t know when I can come back, though.” 
 
“It’s okay,” he said with a funny grin.  I think he really understood.  “I’m always home 
these days.  Come by when you can. We’ll talk.” 
 
It was the way he emphasized the world “talk” that finished erasing my worry.  I couldn’t 
stop a short giggle from bubbling out of me.  His smile widened to show teeth.  I’d never 
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had anyone look at me the way he did then.  Not lustful or anything, just…interested.  
Kind.  Appreciative.  I liked it. 
 
“Okay,” I finally said after a moment of silence.  “’Bye, then.”  There was another 
moment of clumsiness as we both just stood there trying to figure out if we should shake 
hands or anything.  He didn’t make a move so I just turned around and left.  I didn’t hear 
his door close until I was rounding the corner. I threw myself against the wall and let the 
shivers take over.  It was so hard to believe it had actually happened, that I’d been brave 
enough to talk to him, to reveal my secret.  He’d been so kind, so open.  So handsome.  
Everything I knew he would be. 
 
The shivers just kept going.  My knees were too wobbly to walk.  My vision was 
swimming and a ringing was growing in my ears.  Too late, I realized it was another 
seizure.  The muscles in my legs were rigid so there was no danger of me falling and 
being injured.  I just rode it out, hoping it’d be a small one, and it was. 
 
See, the drugs weren’t really working for me.  I was slipping downhill into AIDS and 
death.  My immune system was weakening, making me vulnerable to infections and 
worse.  They robbed me of my appetite and the resulting malnutrition was affecting my 
brain’s ability to control my body.  The rational parts were unaffected, so I can’t blame 
my emotional attachment to Hank on my sickness.  And that made me cling to it all the 
tighter, because it was something I could really believe was real. 
 
I lost some time during the seizure, so I wasn’t aware that a half hour had passed by the 
time I limped back to my door, exhausted.  I knew I was in for it when I turned the corner 
and saw my parents speaking to someone.  Father was clasping a man’s hand, smiling 
broadly as he led him in.  Mother spotted me, though.  Her fake smile vanished instantly, 
replaced by cold, hard fury.  I thought it was just because I was late, or that I looked 
sicker than usual after the seizure, but I underestimated her intelligence.  The trash chute 
was in the opposite direction, and so were the elevators. 
 
“Why do you have to be such a bad girl,” she hissed at me as she took hold of my arm 
and pulled me inside.  I didn’t bother trying to answer.  I saw Father to one side in the 
parlor, sitting down opposite the man.  Neither looked up as Mother dragged me by and 
shoved me down the hall.  “Go clean yourself up then lock yourself in your room,” she 
said hatefully, then turned on her heel and stomped away.  She paused at the parlor 
doorway to smooth her dress and reattach her smile before entering. 
 
I went into my room, by-passing the bathroom, and locked my door behind me as 
ordered.  I threw myself on the bed, too tired to even put on pajamas, and my last 
thoughts before sleep claimed me weren’t of the stranger in the parlor or why Mother 
hadn’t asked me about what I’d been doing.  I thought of Hank.  I dreamed of coming 
home to him and how he at least would have been concerned to see me looking like I’d 
been through the wringer.  Hank would care about me, not how I was a burden or 
anything. 
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That’s what I preferred to believe, anyway. 
 
Surprisingly, I slept undisturbed that night.  The next morning was even stranger.  Father 
was relaxed, Mother hummed to herself, and neither said a single word to me.  Being 
ignored wasn’t new to me, but it was weird to have a morning where they didn’t berate 
me for something.  Father left for work and then, to my amazement, Mother went out as 
well.  “Stay inside,” she admonished me on her way out.  But she said it with a knowing 
smile, as if she had no doubt I’d disobey. 
 
I figured it was some kind of a trap.  They were setting me up, leaving me unsupervised 
just so they could gloat when they caught me.  Mother must have told Father her 
suspicion about where I’d been.  They couldn’t know for certain, but knowing they 
already thought of me as a slut (how else could I have gotten HIV?) I assumed they’d 
guess I was off to see Hank.  And you know, I didn’t care anymore.  I was dying, damn 
it.  Dying.  I refused to waste what time I had left not pursuing the promise Hank had 
exposed. 
 
Mother was gone half an hour when I stepped out of the condo.  I half expected to see a 
camera or a spy, but the hall was empty.  I was shaking like a leaf as I made my way 
around to Hank’s door.  I wasn’t sure what to expect once I knocked.  My memory 
wanted to play tricks on me, worrying me with new interpretations of our conversation 
the night before.  The door opened a few minutes after I’d knocked, and Hank’s genuine 
smile chased away my fears. 
 
“You know,” he said, “I figured it wouldn’t be long before I saw you again.” 
 
“I’m not disturbing you, am I?” I asked. 
 
“Of course not,” he said and held his door open for me.  Believe it or not,  I actually 
hesitated.   
 
Do you know what stupid thought jumped into my head?  What if he tries to rape me?  
An instant behind that thought came the realization that he wouldn’t have to.  That’s how 
desperate I was to change my life.  It’s possible he picked up on that.  It might be why he 
made the offer later.  That, or he also believed in Fate. 
 
We talked about it later and couldn’t decide if we agreed about Fate and Destiny and a 
few other capitalized words.  All I can say about that morning was that it was magical.  
He gave me a tour of his place, showing me his studio filled with canvases, his starkly 
bare kitchen, the potted palmetto tree he had on his balcony.  I barely paid attention.  Just 
the sound of his voice, the nearness of him, it made my toes curl in delight. 
 
“So,” I said at one point as I sat on his sofa with my legs tucked beneath me.  “You must 
be pretty successful as an artist to be living in this building.” 
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“I do all right,” he said, settling into a chair at an angle to me.  I noticed his eyes dip to 
my shoeless feet jutting out from beneath me and resisted an urge to tug the hem of my 
skirt down.  I wanted him to look.  “What about you?  Your folks, I mean.  What do they 
do?” 
 
“Father is an executive at an internet service provider,” I said.  “Mother stays home when 
she’s not at one of her social clubs.” 
 
“You don’t call them ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad,’” he noted.  “Why not?”  He took a sip of the 
wine he’d poured for himself. 
 
“That’s the way they taught me to call them,” I said with a shrug.  “Do you think I could 
have some of that?” 
 
He looked at his glass.  “I’m betting your parents wouldn’t like it if you drank alcohol,” 
he said. 
 
“Nope.” 
 
A mischievous grin appeared on his face.  “Then here,” he held out the glass.  “Take 
mine.” 
 
I swung my legs down and took the glass.  It was heavier than it looked.  Lead crystal, 
not glass at all.  I did my best not to hesitate as I took a sip of the wine inside.  It smelled 
like raspberries and honey but the taste…I could get used to it.  I looked at Hank through 
the crystal as I drank. He was looking at my legs again. 
 
“Do you have a girlfriend?” I asked suddenly.  He looked startled.  “The wine’s good,” I 
added. 
 
“Yeah,” he said, eyes darting around the room.  “I mean no.  I mean…”  He sighed.  
“Yes, it is good wine.  And no, I don’t have a girlfriend.  Listen, Gillian – ” 
 
“I know,” I cut him off.  “I’m too young for you.  Don’t worry, I won’t try to rape you.” 
 
He looked even more surprised for a moment, then started laughing.  “You’re something 
else.  Do you know that?” 
 
I slinked against the back of the sofa, hoping I looked sexy.  “I try,” I said.  “Besides, the 
difference in our ages isn’t that much.  Only twelve years.” 
 
“Only,” he repeated and shook his head.  “Here I was thinking you were all shy and 
innocent and you’re really a wild thing.  Oh!  I’m sorry.”  He leaned forward, concerned. 
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I hadn’t thought my expression had changed.  I thought I was in control. But Hank saw 
right through me.  He saw that he’d hurt me.  It was stupid, because I knew he hadn’t 
meant to.  I put on a smile for him.  “Don’t worry about it,” I tried. 
 
“I didn’t mean anything, I was kidding,” he said hurriedly.  “I know you’re not wild or 
anything.” 
 
“And I got HIV anyway.”  I sounded bitter in my own ears.  I didn’t want that.  “My 
parents think I’m a whore.  They think I snuck out and shot up drugs or spread my legs 
for anyone who came along.  They remind me of what they think a lot.” 
 
I couldn’t stop.  The words just came out of my mouth.  “But I’m not, Hank.  I’ve never 
done anything.  They’ve never let me.  I have no friends, no boyfriend, nothing.  I’m still 
a virgin.  A sixteen year old virgin in this day and age is rare, you know?” 
 
“Gillian,” Hanks said from nearby.  I hadn’t noticed him move.  He was standing over 
me, an indistinct figure seen through the blur of tears. 
 
“They call me a freak,” I went on, no longer trying to restrain the flood.  “The people at 
school.  They’re cruel to me.  My parents hate me.  Why?  Why does everyone hate me, 
Hank?” 
 
The cushions beneath me shifted as he sat beside me.  “I don’t hate you Gillian,” he said 
gently. 
 
I leaned into him, grateful when he put an arm around my shoulders to comfort me.  If I 
were a poet, I could find words beautiful enough to describe what that felt like.  To be 
touched with kindness, with something akin to affection.  If I wasn’t in love with Hank 
before then, I forever was afterward. 
 
I pushed my hands under his arms and around his torso to hug him as I nestle my nose 
into the side of his neck.  His free hand touched my hair, curled through it, and cradled 
my head. 
 
“I love you, Hank,” I heard myself say. 
 
Hank tensed, then made himself relax.  “Don’t say something like that,” he said.  “You 
don’t know me well enough.  I could be a monster.” 
 
I shook my head which had the added effect of nuzzling him.  “No,” I said firmly.  “You 
couldn’t be.  You’re too cuddly.”  He chuckled.  The hand on my shoulder moved to my 
back as I twisted more toward him.  I was enveloped in a cocoon of warmth, only half of 
which was coming from me.  I wanted him to forget the taboo, but he was too much of a 
man to lose control.  His hands remained in neutral areas.  Intimately comforting, but 
unmistakably not erotic. 
 



Contagion                                                                                   Steven Carlton 
 

Page 11 of 36 
 
 

What does a man think about when he holds a woman in his arms?  How can he balance 
his natural urge to mate against his morals?  Women, I think, are a bit more evolved than 
men.  Yet maybe their backwardness makes them stronger in a sense.  Women allow 
themselves to feel, while men often don’t separate love from physical connection.  
Holding Hank, being held by him, I was blissfully drunk on my emotional attachment to 
him.  I didn’t need to know him deeper.  Instinct told me all I needed. 
 
Hank, on the other hand, could not allow himself to return my love so openly.  That 
would have meant, to him, the same as sexual desire, which his ethics forbade.  Women 
try so hard to change that in the men they love, telling them over and over that intimacy 
doesn’t mean sex every time.  It’s a level of emotional understanding some men never 
achieve.  So I knew Hank was capable of loving me even if he was trying so hard to 
repress his desire to do so.  After all, I was holding him close enough to know he was 
having a physical response to our hug.  It thrilled me to have that effect on him, to sense 
the swelling of his lust and know he couldn’t divorce that desire from his emotional 
center. 
 
A man doesn’t have to be in love to get wood, but once he reaches his climax the two 
worlds are blended so thoroughly that one becomes the other.  They aren’t lying when 
they profess their love to a sexual partner, they just can’t tell the difference for at least a 
few seconds.  Sometimes, that’s enough. 
 
Of course, I didn’t know all that back then.  All I knew was how good it felt to be held, 
and that I knew Hank wanted to love me.  “You know,” I told him, “in ten years, the age 
difference won’t seem like so much.” 
 
His smile was warm and genuine.  “You’re assuming that I’m even attracted to you,” he 
said.  “Gillian, this is the first time we’ve even spoken to each other beyond a few 
sentences.  As pretty as you are, you’re still too young for me.” 
 
You can imagine how it made me feel to hear him call me pretty.  “Too young for what?” 
I asked.  “For love?  Or for the sex that comes with it?  You know, in some cultures I’m 
already past marrying age.” 
 
“We don’t live in another culture,” he protested, pushing me away slightly.  “We live in 
this one.  And this society says it’s wrong for a grown man to have a relationship with a 
girl your age.” 
 
“I’m not a girl,” I said huffily and pulled away from him.  “I thought you, at least, would 
see that.”  I stood and crossed the room to the window.  I wasn’t as angry as I was acting, 
of course.  I could tell, even if he didn’t want to admit it, that he was only trying to talk 
himself into accepting what he’d already decided he wanted to do. 
 
“You know,” I said with my back to him, “it’s not as if I’d live long enough to be 
traumatized by it anyway.” 
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He was behind me suddenly, enfolding me in his arms, pressing against me.  I gasped 
more in relief than surprise and allowed my body to melt against his.  His nose nuzzled 
my ear.  I wanted to turn my head, to feel his lips finally on mine, yet hesitated.  He was 
still tense, reluctant, but I could tell he was weakening. 
 
“Once we’re gone from this world,” he whispered into my ear, “what we’ve done, the 
record of our lives, is all that will be left for anyone to see.  They won’t remember our 
voices, our faces, or the touch of our skins. They’ll remember that we had convictions 
and that we lived by them.  No matter how much we change or what life throws our way, 
we still have to abide by our own morals and ethics.  In the end, that’s the only thing that 
holds society together.  People don’t fear getting caught or punished so much as they fear 
exposure of their true selves.” 
 
“And what does your true self want?” I whispered in turn. 
 
His arms tightened about me.  I could feel his arousal pressing into my bottom and felt 
myself responding likewise.  “I think you know what I want,” he said.  “I just don’t know 
if I want it for the right reasons.  You deserve more than a pervert’s lust.” 
 
“You’re not a pervert,” I protested, then added.  “Besides, how do you know what I 
deserve?” 
 
“How do you know you love me?” he countered. 
 
“Instinct.” 
 
“The same instinct that tells you I’m a good man?” 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
He withdrew his arms and stepped away from me.  “Then you’ve made a mistake,” he 
said, and there was pain in his voice.  “Because I’m not a good man.  Gillian, I’ve done 
things.  Awful things.  You just don’t know.” 
 
I pursued him and took his arm, tugged until he face me again.  “It doesn’t matter,” I said 
to him.  “I’ll love you no matter what.  I promise.” 
 
“Would you?” he asked, laughing softly.  “Then you’re better than I deserve.  Either 
way…look, there’s just too many obstacles.” 
 
“But you admit you want to,” I insisted.  “You want to be able to love me.” 
 
There was a long hesitation, then he said, “Yes.” 
 
“Then do it.”  I touched his face.  “Love me.  Please.”  I know the warble in my voice 
wasn’t fair, and the single tear that rolled over my cheek probably skewed what he might 
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have said next, but there was a desperate, urgent need inside me that had to be met.  I 
needed his love worse than any junkie needed a fix.  If he could love me, I reasoned, then 
I wasn’t truly worthless, and my life could have some meaning after all. 
 
You could say to yourself that it was my desperation that was the driving force in the 
situation.  That my need overrode logic and compelled me to reach out to the first person 
who showed me any interest at all.  And you might be right.  Yet who are we to question 
why our hearts work the way they do?  It should be enough that we find love in the first 
place, or that any two people can overcome the differences between them and connect 
souls.  There’s no such thing as a perfect match.  I believed that then, and I believe it 
now.  The most we can hope for is that the good we find in one another outweighs the 
bad, an when it does then the scales tip, and we find ourselves in love. 
 
So I waited, almost on tiptoes, barely breathing, waiting to hear him say those three 
words.  He wasn’t quite ready to admit defeat, though.  “You only think you love me,” he 
argued, “because you think you’re going to die. You think I’m your last chance or 
something.  I’m not.” 
 
“I know that,” I said.  “And it hurts to hear you think that way.  Do you think I’d give my 
heart away so easily?” 
 
“You don’t really know me,” he persisted. “Without that level of mutual understanding 
there can be no real love.” 
 
“Oh,” I said and took a step back.  “I see.” 
 
“Now wait a minute…” 
 
“No, it’s okay.”  I flinched when his hand touched my arm but didn’t resist as he pulled 
me closer.  “You don’t love me,” I said.  “I see that now.  I’m sorry I was so…stupid.” 
 
He shook his head sadly.  “Gillian, you still don’t get it,” he said.  “You’re underage, so 
loving you is wrong, no matter what you want to think.  Even if it’s true.” 
 
My heart skipped a beat.  “What are you saying?” I asked. 
 
“Listen, what you feel for me is probably what I feel for you,” he told me.  “Of course 
I’m attracted to you.  You’re beautiful and charming how could I not be?  But only 
someone inexperienced in love would mistake it for attraction.” 
 
I moved against him until we were chest-to-chest.  His arms encircled me again.  “I know 
you want me,” I said as I took hold on his hips.  I pulled our pelvises together.  “I can feel 
how much you want me.  And I think you’re the one confused.  I believe our hearts lead 
us to the people we can love by making them attractive to us on a primitive level.” 
 
He gave me a funny look.  “You don’t talk like a sixteen year old,” he said. 
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“I read a lot.”  It was true.  What else did I have to do? 
 
I wasn’t prepared when he suddenly put his hand on my cheek.  There was no time to 
flinch or recoil, to betray myself.  Just his smile, his touch, those hypnotic eyes staring 
into mine.  “Are you afraid to die?” he asked. 
 
“Yes,” I answered promptly.  If not for his tenderness, I might have wept as a deluge of 
emotion surged through me.  “Are you?” 
 
“Not anymore,” he said enigmatically.  “What if...what if I told you there was another 
way?  Not a cure, just a better way to live.  A way to forget about death.” 
 
“I wasn’t joking when I said I was dying,” I said.  “The drugs don’t work for me.  None 
of them.  I’m a heartbeat away from a full-blown AIDS meltdown.”  It felt strange to say 
it, to believe it, and know that he, at least, would understand, could empathize. 
 
“I know what you mean,” he said and gestured at a pile of pill bottles stacked neatly on a 
shelf just inside the kitchen area.  “They didn’t work for me either.” 
 
I looked at him sharply, taking in his dark coloring, the fullness of his hair, the finely 
toned musculature of his body.  Then I looked at myself, pale and toothpick-skinny, 
wasting away.  And I realized in a flash what he was trying to tell me. 
 
He wasn’t sick anymore. 
 
The phone rang breaking the silence that was swelling between us.  As he moved to 
answer it, I drifted toward the pill bottles.  “Hello?” he said into the receiver.  I touched 
the top of one bottle, feeling like a thief in a museum.  The bottle was dusty, untouched in 
a long time.  There was a gap in the dust pattern on the shelf where one bottle had been 
removed.  The one he’d dropped in the lobby I presumed.  Hank hadn’t been taking this 
medicine in a long time.  They were all his, though.  All labeled with his name, address, 
everything in order.  If one bottle was missing, if he’d carried it down the elevator with 
him… 
 
“Okay, thanks,” he said and hung up the phone.  I heard his footsteps approaching and 
spun to face him. 
 
“Were you ever sick?” I asked.  “Did you drop that bottle on purpose just to get me in 
here?”  But even as I said it, I knew it was true.  And I wondered, should I be afraid or 
elated that he’d actually wanted me here all along? 
 
“That was James,” he said, ignoring my question.  “On the phone.” 
 
“The doorman?” 
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“Yeah.  Your parents are back.  He just called to warn me.” 
 
I hadn’t seen him use the phone while I was there.  He had to have called down to the 
doorman before my arrival.  He knew I’d come.  He counted on it, planned for it.  When I 
looked at his face again, I saw someone different than I had a moment before. 
 
“Yes,” he said, “I was sick.  I wouldn’t deceive you like that.”  He put his hand on my 
arm and held it gently.  “You have to go,” he urged. 
 
I let him steer me toward the door.  “But there’s no cure,” I said.  “If you had it, you still 
have it.  You can’t be not sick anymore.” 
 
“You’re right,” he said.  “There’s no cure for HIV.” 
 
“Then – ” 
 
“I didn’t have HIV,” he told me as he opened the door.  “That’s why the drugs didn’t 
work.  And I don’t think you have it either.” 
 
I froze just outside the doorway, not letting him move me anymore.  His arm tensed, and 
I could feel enormous untapped strength there.  He relaxed again and his shoulders 
sagged.  “Listen,” he said, “if there was a way to not be sick anymore, to not have death 
hovering beside you every day, but it meant giving up everything, would you want it?” 
 
I hesitated only a moment.  “Yes,” I told him firmly, or at least I hoped it sounded firm.  
My head was spinning. 
 
“Are you certain?” 
 
Just what was he asking of me, I wondered?  But in the end, my fear of death was like my 
fear of rape.  I was simply past the point of it being able to worry me.  I nodded, and 
Hank smiled. 
 
“Come on,” he said, brushing by me.  He still held my arm and this time when he tugged 
I followed. In moments we were back at my door. 
 
“Hank,” I began.  He shushed me with a finger placed on my lips. 
 
“I have to arrange some things,” he told me.  “Sleep on it. Tomorrow I’ll come for you, 
and if you still want to be with me, we’ll work it out.  Okay?” 
 
“Okay,” I repeated.  He kissed me then, just a light brush of his lips over mine, a folded 
promise that he was risking something as well.  Then he was gone, trotting down the hall, 
around the corner and out of sight. 
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I don’t think my feet even touched the floor as I drifted into my living room.  My lips felt 
so cool and moist with a trace of someone else’s saliva.  I wanted to shout, to dance and 
run amok, but common sense prevailed.  I still had no idea what I was getting into, but if 
it held even the tiniest promise of relieving the awful burden crushing me, I was ready to 
seize it with both hands and never let go.  Even if it was a fantasy, or if Hank was, after 
all, playing some sort of game.  Because I couldn’t believe him.  A cure that wasn’t a 
cure, the chance to be healthy and live long but take no medications.  Yes, that was a 
dream.  But I needed dreams. 
 
Just then, my parents walked through the door.  My dreaming puffed into nothingness as 
I saw the smug looks on their faces.  Mother fixed me with a particularly cold stare.  
“You look happy,” she accused, as if it were a crime.  “Been having fun?” 
 
“Not really,” I said.  A cold pit yawned open in my stomach.  How could I have forgotten 
the way they affected me? 
 
“Not really,” Father repeated with the edge of a sneer in his voice.  “I guess it was just 
enough fun that you couldn’t answer the phone?” 
 
My eyes flicked to the telephone sitting on an end table beside the sofa.  Beside it, the 
mournful red light of the answering machine blinked slowly.  I swallowed hard and 
prepared a lie.  “I was taking a nap,” my voice cracked. 
 
“Listen to her,” Mother said, snorting.  She dropped her Prada purse onto the coffee table 
with a hangman’s jerk.  “Where did we go wrong with her?  Such a liar.” 
 
“We’ve been too lenient,” Father said.  They each took up a position to my right and left, 
boxing me in. 
 
“I bet you went down the hall to that degenerate,” Mother said.  She crossed her arms and 
tapped one foot.  “I knew you would.  I saw the way he eyed you in the elevator 
yesterday and I just knew.  Give you a little bit of leeway, and you revert to your basic 
nature.  Whore.” 
 
“Shameful,” Father added. 
 
That stung.  All my life I was never good enough for them, but I tried.  Oh God, how I 
tried.  Hank’s words were still echoing in my ears, the taste of his promise tingling my 
lips.  Anger rose up within me, and this time I couldn’t stop myself.  I became foolishly 
brave. 
 
“I’m not a whore,” I said them both. 
 
“Of course you are,” Father barked, fists clenched.  He took a step forward and I cringed, 
making him laugh.  “There were no puncture marks on you, no blood transfusion.  How 
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else could you become infected?  I can’t believe I wasted such a huge chunk of my life on 
you.” 
 
I refused to cry.  There was no benefit in it. “I’m sorry you did too,” I said bitterly.  “I 
wish I’d died at birth.” 
 
“Watch your mouth,” Mother warned.  “You show us respect!” 
 
“Why?  Respect should be earned, and you’ve done nothing for me to deserve it.” 
 
“Nothing?” Mother sputtered.  Father was oddly silent, watching me with a slight grin.  
Mother began to shout.  “We’ve done everything for you.  We feed you, clothe you, put 
you into the best schools we could afford, give you shelter, and you thank us how?  By 
spreading your legs like a common trollop until you bring this disease into our home.  
You ungrateful little…” 
 
“I wish I was a whore,” I snapped, yelling back at her for the first time in my life.  “I 
wish I was a drug addicted slut who stole and drank and vandalized and hung out with all 
the ‘wrong’ sorts of people.  Then I’d deserve the punishment of being your daughter.  
I’d – ” 
 
That was when Mother hit me.  She’d never done that before.  I tasted blood in my mouth 
as I pushed myself away from the wall where I’d stumbled to.  Father was restraining her 
without effort.  Her fury was spent easily.  Mine wasn’t.  I sucked blood from my split lip 
and spit it into her face.  She shrieked as if she’d been hit with acid.  Both of them 
recoiled violently, and I laughed at them. 
 
Finally, being sick had a reward. 
 
Mother ran down the hall and I heard the bathroom door slam behind her.  Father turned 
on me with a face contorted by rage.  “You,” he said, and that single word dripped icicles 
of fury.  He pointed down the hall and told me, clipping each word, “Get. To. Your. 
Room.” 
 
For a moment, I considered defying him.  There was still blood in my mouth.  I doubt I 
could infect them that way, but…what if?  Father read my thoughts.  He drew himself up 
stiffly and stared harshly at me down the length of his nose.  “Spit on me,” he said, voice 
as quiet as muted thunder, “and I will kill you.” 
 
I stared at him, hardly able to believe he’d not only said it but meant it as well.  I guess 
I’d always harbored some shred of hope that someday they would behave normally, that 
they would stop treating me like a stranger invading their lives.  There was no emotion 
left in my father except hatred.  I saw that then, and believed it.  Without another word 
spoken between us, I went to my room as ordered.  I could hear Mother through the 
bathroom door, weeping as she scrubbed herself.  I wasn’t aware that Father had followed 
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me until I went to close the bedroom door behind me, and he was there.  He pulled the 
door closed and I heard the snikt of the exterior lock closing. 
 
I threw myself on the bed, exhausted.  My lip hurt. I felt dizzy, mostly from hunger.  Still, 
I felt pretty good.  I’d stood up to them at last.  I’d taken the first heavy steps toward 
emancipation.  I knew what had to happen next. 
 
“I’ll come for you,” Hank had said.  Those words bounced around inside my head as I 
rose and began packing.  I dumped out my bookbag and filled it with only the basics I 
thought I’d need. I had no pants, only dresses, so I threw in a few of those, added clean 
socks, panties, bras – just a few of each.  I had very few personal items.  Let’s just say 
Christmas was just another day to my parents. 
 
When I finished, I stuffed the bag under my bed for when I’d need it.  Hopefully soon.  
Looking back, it still seems like it was a good plan.  Sneak out at the first chance, 
rendezvous with Hank, then vanish into the horizon.  I was a hopeless romantic, despite it 
all. 
 
Too bad it didn’t work out that way.  It was late afternoon before I heard the lock on my 
door being pulled back.  I sat up on my bed where I’d been laying down reading Anne of 
Avonlea for the umpteenth time.  Father entered first, the cold smile back on his mouth, 
followed the man I’d seen them entertaining the night before.  He was chubby and would 
have been pale except for the rosy color of his skin, as if it was too thin or transparent and 
exposed the blood beneath.  Close-cropped white hair crowned his head like a prickly 
skull cap, and he studied me with bright blue eyes as his mouth split to reveal uneven but 
bright white teeth.  He was dressed all in black, like a priest. 
 
“This is the child,” he said, looking at me.  “I can see she is willful.  But we can handle 
her.  No fears, sir.  You shall never have to worry about her again.” 
 
“Father?” I risked.  I was ignored.  They spoke as if I weren’t there, or as if I was 
furniture being appraised. 
 
“She’s promiscuous,” Father said to the man.  “She’s intelligent enough to make a good 
grades in school, but she has trouble learning proper behavior.” 
 
“Not to worry,” White Hair said.  “It’s not called a Re-education Camp for nothing.  We 
are quite skilled at turning even the most incorrigible of youths into model citizens.  
Promiscuity, drug-addiction, disobedience, associating with degenerates.  Anything 
else?” 
 
“She’s becoming violent,” Father said as I sat in mute shock, watching the two of them.  
“She hurt a girl at school, and earlier she assaulted my wife.” 
 
“My, my,” White Hair clicked his tongue.  “A very bad egg.”  His eyes, swept over me, 
lingering on my bare knees.  He licked his lips, and my stomach lurched.  “We can 
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handle her, no doubt about it.  You did the right thing in calling me.  I’m so pleased you 
and your lovely wife decided our one-time tuition fee was not so out of budget after all.” 
 
“After today,” Father said, and he actually shuddered, “any price is worth it to be rid of 
her.” 
 
My mouth hung agape as I stared at the two of them.  Awestruck is too weak a word to 
describe what I felt.  They continued to talk, but I stopped listening.  My parents were 
throwing me away.  Shipping me off so they could forget me. I thought of the park under 
my bed, of my plan to run away.  It seemed we all wanted the same thing.  Freedom from 
each other. 
 
“The police inform me he has fled,” White Hair was saying when I tuned back in.  “It 
appears he was diseased as well.  The detectives found many prescribed medications 
within his apartment.” 
 
Father sneered.  “I should have guessed,” he said, glaring at me.  “He’s probably the one 
who gave it to her.” 
 
“Quite possibly.” 
 
“Will they find him?” Father asked.  He was in a rage by then.  White Hair was telling 
him what he wanted to hear. 
 
“Of course,” he assured my father.  “And when they do he will be charged with child 
rape, among many other sordid counts.” 
 
“Hank never touched me,” I protested, rising to my feet. 
 
“Sit!” White Hair snapped.  He danced forward and struck my left breast with an open 
hand.  The shock of the blow sent hot tendrils of pain lancing through me, and the force 
was enough to knock me back onto the bed. 
 
White Hair smoothed his clothes as I writhed on the bed.  And Father said nothing.  It 
hurt worse than anything I’d ever felt, and kept hurting for hours after.  White Hair just 
smiled, as if it had been a triumph to hit a girl. 
 
“You said last night she wouldn’t need to pack,” Father finally said.  I think he really 
enjoyed seeing me in pain. 
 
“Correct,” said White Hair. 
 
“So you can take her now, then.” 
 
“No.” 
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Father managed to look more upset.  “Why not?  I don’t understand.” 
 
“My assistant, Mr. Bruno, is occupied elsewhere,” White Hair said smoothly.  “While I 
am more than capable of handling her on my own, I will not be able to discipline her and 
negotiate travel simultaneously.  Mr. Bruno is quite skilled at handling unruly teenagers.  
We shall have to wait on him.” 
 
“How much longer?” 
 
White Hair shrugged.  “An hour, maybe two.  A minor inconvenience, no more.  Then we 
shall remove the child using whatever force necessary, and you shall be troubled no 
more.” He smiled at me again.  Somehow I managed not to vomit. 
 
“Fine,” Father growled.  “So long as it’s done.” 
 
“Excellent,” White Hair agreed.  “Shall we partake of some more of your wife’s delicious 
coffee?”  He moved into the hall, Father followed without a backward glance. 
 
I pulled myself to my feet and stumbled to the door, catching my father’s arm before he 
could completely escape.  “Father, please,” I begged. 
 
He gave me a look that could have killed had I not already been dead to him.  He jerked 
his arm away savagely and slammed the door in my face.  I heard the lock engaging as I 
sagged to the carpet.  Finally, the tears came.  I didn’t cry for what they were doing to 
me, nor for their cold-hearted dismissal.  I wept because I finally understood them. 
 
I had been an accident, they so often reminded me.  They’d had great plans for their life 
together.  Traveling, parties, wealth, and I’d ruined it.  They were only mildly bitter at 
first, I suppose, but that seed of despair had germinated and flowered over the years, and 
all their regrets and missed opportunities had only one source: Me.  I blamed them for my 
miserable life, and they blamed me for theirs.  True, the two didn’t match, because they 
could have done so much more.  They’d had freedom of choice, while I’d been a slave to 
their burgeoning spite. 
 
And there I was, weeping for them.  Not just for them, but for the last death of hope I 
would ever let myself suffer.  The last link between us was broken.  I let the tears run 
their course, then I dried my face, retrieved my bag, and headed for my window. 
 
Was I scared as I climbed out onto the ledge?  Of course I was.  Only half the fear, 
though, was of slipping and falling to my death.  Mostly, I was afraid I’d get caught.  I 
was ten floors up, roughly a hundred feet, and I wasn’t invisible.  If someone on the street 
didn’t happen to look up and see me, then someone in another building might have.  I 
tried not to think about that.  I pressed myself against the chill masonry and shuffled 
sideways.  The wind plucked at my bag and snatched at my dress, trying to unbalance 
me.  The ledge wasn’t meant for walking on.  Half my feet jutted over the edge.  Still, it 
wasn’t as hard as I’d expected. 
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My plan, loosely formed as it was, was to get to the next window, get inside the 
apartment somehow, and escape through it into the hall.  With luck, I’d be gone long 
before White Hair’s assistant arrived.  It didn’t work out that way, of course.  That would 
have been too easy.  Instead, when I reached the next window I found it locked.  The 
apartment’s balcony was maybe another fifteen feet away, but I was losing my nerve.  
This had to be it.  So, bracing myself, I swung my bag as hard as I could at the glass. 
 
The bag bounced off.  The weight of my clothes just wasn’t enough.  Then, to my horror, 
the unthinkable happened.  As my bag swing in a wobbly, rebounding arc, it pulled me 
off balance.  My foot slipped off the ledge.  As I felt myself begin to fall, and unable to 
hold onto anything, I twisted my body at the waist.  Freefall grabbed me for all of about a 
second, making my stomach lurch into my throat.  I couldn’t stop from screaming.  It was 
just a gut reaction.  There wasn’t time to be truly scared.  I screamed, the building ledge 
raced past my chin, and I grabbed for it desperately. 
 
My bag spun away into the emptiness beneath me as my fingers snagged on the ledge.  
The shock to my arms was almost enough to make me scream again, but that time I 
controlled it.  I hadn’t realized that I’d closed my eyes until I had to force them open.  I 
wasn’t falling anymore.  I was hanging by my fingers from the ledge I’d been walking 
on.  Saved, I thought, but ultimately screwed.  I couldn’t pull myself up, I just wasn’t 
strong enough.  I’d have to get help, and when it came my escape would be over. 
 
A light appeared in the window above me.  It wasn’t right over me, more to the right, but 
if someone looked out they’d see me.  They’d have to.  “Hey!” I shouted.  “Out here!” 
 
Nothing.  “Hey!” I shouted even louder.  “Help!  Out here!  On the ledge!  Help!” 
 
The sound of a window opening sent a thrill of hope coursing through me, dashed 
instantly by my Father’s voice.  “What the – ” he exclaimed.  I craned my neck to see 
him, head sticking out the window just beyond my own.  The light went off above me as 
my father began to laugh.  He disappeared back inside.  White Hair looked out a moment 
later.  He, too, laughed.  “Lucky you didn’t fall to your death,” he said.  “Hang on, Mr. 
Bruno is coming for you.”  Then he pulled his head in. 
 
Lucky.  Right.  Why couldn’t they just set me free?  Afraid that the stain of my very 
existence would return to haunt them?  The light came on again overhead.  I could see 
shadowy movement.  They had come for me, and for all the world I wished I could just 
die. 
 
The decision was made in a heartbeat.  I mean, I was dying.  Hank’s promise or not, I 
couldn’t believe I had more than a few months left anyway.  The window screeched 
open.  A large, brutish face appeared.  Huge hands reached for me.  And I let go. 
 
Existence takes on new meaning once you accept your own death.  For the fist time, I 
was able to look at it from the outside.  It’s one thing to make the intellectual 
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connections, to say all life ends therefore mine will also.  And it’s something else to 
really, really comprehend the fact that we all die.  That at some point, our bodies will 
cease to function and whatever it is that constitutes our real selves will pass into another 
stage of existence.  At that moment, when it really sinks in, and especially as your 
inevitable death reaches up to embrace you, the fear of that transition fades.  We might 
kick and claw and scream for life when we cling to even the tiniest degree of hope, but 
when we make the choice willingly to let go, then we become like those figures of legend 
who so bravely put their heads in the hangman’s noose, or marched blithely into battle, or 
smiled on their sickbed as the grim specter of the Reaper reached for them. 
 
I fell backward without a peep, smiling, not afraid, only curious about what it was going 
to feel like when I hit the street, if I felt anything at all.  Imagine my confusion, then, 
when hard concrete smacked into me after only a few seconds of freefall.  I hit on my feet 
and flopped onto my backside.  The back of my head cracked against the inner wall of the 
balcony I’d landed on making me see stars.  The breath was knocked out of me 
momentarily, otherwise I might have cursed loudly at having been so forgetful.  The 
balconies were staggered across each face of the building, each one offset from the one 
above.  I’d fallen no more than twenty feet.  Mr. Bruno glared at me from above for a 
moment, maybe waiting to see if I’d broken my neck.  When I sat up, he disappeared 
inside.  Groaning from the bruising pain, I pulled myself to my feet and shoved open the 
balcony door. 
 
My complacency about death was replaced with the mortal dread of capture.  They 
wouldn’t give me any more chances at suicide, I felt certain.  I had to flee.  Luckily, the 
apartment’s tenants were occupied.  I heard the sound of ardent lovemaking from down 
the hall as I sped past, limping a bit, and flung open the front door.  I ran to the elevator 
and jabbed the call button.  The numbers above the door climbed slowly as the car 
approached from below.  The numbers on the other elevator began to rise as well. 
 
They were coming after me.  I jumped in as soon as the doors opened and punched for 
the lobby.  The other car would go on up and bring my pursuers down, but that couldn’t 
be helped.  All I could do was sag against the elevator’s wall and try to catch my breath 
as the pounding of my heart beat a heavy rhythm.  I pictured the big man reaching for me, 
the hollowness of his eyes, and I heard White Hair’s echoing laughter.  There is more evil 
in the world than we see embodied in the hands of murderers and molesters, more than 
can be encompassed by the venues of moralistically decayed society.  True evil doesn’t 
stalk playgrounds, it brings it’s children to them. 
 
That’s just bitterness speaking.  Not all parents are bad, granted.  Some are exceptionally 
good.  Most, I believe, are just indifferent, and that’s just the kind of neglect that 
accumulates over generations until people are only going through the motions, like 
puppets manipulated by the guiding hands of posterity.  My father had looked at me 
dangling from that ledge without a shred of fear or worry.  It wasn’t my life or death or 
disappearance which concerned him.  It was the effect any of those options would have 
on his existence. 
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So much for altruism, I thought.  Then the elevator doors opened and there was no more 
time for thought.   
 
My hip hurt terribly when I threw myself into motion again.  Just that brief rest in the 
elevator had been long enough for my bruised muscles to start stiffening.  It was with less 
than stellar speed that I hurried through the lobby, drawing unwanted stares.  I made it to 
the doors before I heard the hard slam of the stairwell door being thrown open.  I risked a 
glance back and saw Mr. Bruno come charging into the lobby, beady eyes searching for 
me.  I’d underestimated his size.  He was enormous. 
 
“James!” I called out as I hobbled down the steps.  The doorman was helping someone 
out of a car but his head jerked around at the panicked tone of my voice. I ran up to him 
and past him, barely slowing, but close enough for him to recognize me and see the terror 
on my face.  “Help!  There’s a man chasing me,” I yelled in passing.  James was a big 
man himself, over six feet tall and broad shouldered, but Bruno was bigger.  All I hoped 
was to buy some time.  James did what I hadn’t expected.  He’d been a doorman longer 
than I’d been alive.  Maybe he’d learned long ago not to be a hero.  He pulled his whistle 
out and blew hard even as he put himself between me and Bruno who came smashing 
through the door an instant later.  The big man collided with James and knocked him to 
the ground.  He scrambled back up, the whistle still shrilling in his lips. 
 
It’s the advantage of living in a good neighborhood that cops are never far away.  I’ve 
always wondered why, since it was the bad neighborhoods who needed them more, but it 
was probably their abundant presence that made it a good neighborhood to begin with.  
Two of them appeared as if by magic, running toward the sound of James’ whistle.  
Bruno wasn’t stupid after all.  He didn’t try to fore his way past the cops, not with a pair 
of guns drawn on him.  He glared at me as I rounded the corner onto the next street. 
 
I forced myself to a walk.  The metro station was ahead of me.  I aimed for it, hoping to 
blend into the crowd.  Rush hour traffic was thinning as people arrived home, pouring out 
of taxis, private cars, the bus, but not the metro.  The train hadn’t arrived yet.  A cop on 
horseback thundered past on his way toward my building.  Just as I put a foot on to the 
stairs leading down to the station, I thought I heard my father’s voice shouting. 
 
The air underground was warmer than above.  I was already sweating, but no one noticed. 
I joined a group waiting on the platform.  No one looked at me.  Perfect.  A minute later, 
a very long minute later, the screech of metal on metal announced the arrival of the 
metro.  It swooshed into the station with a gust of fetid air and the odor of burnt ozone.  
The crowd I waited in moved aside as the larger crowd from the train exited, then we 
pushed our way inside.  I sat on the bench across from the doors and waited nervously for 
them to close. 
 
Father appeared on the station platform too suddenly for me to react.  Like a bloodhound, 
he honed in on me, stomping his way onboard huffing and puffing angrily.  “There you 
are,” he gasped, and came at me. 
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“Father!” I cried out, almost in disbelief. 
 
I had been frozen in panic, but seeing him reach for me brought an instant thaw.  I threw 
myself to one side, dodging hi hands as other passengers leaped from their seats to avoid 
becoming involved.  I just wasn’t fast enough.  My bruised hip gave out and my leg 
buckled beneath me even as Father’s iron grip seized my ankle.  I flopped onto my back 
and kicked at his face.  He grunted in pain as I bent his nose and split his lip. 
 
“You little bitch,” he bellowed.  He pulled me toward him, so I could no longer kick, and 
grabbed my wrist.  His eyes came level with my own, dark pools of smoldering ash that 
drilled into me.  I had accepted death as my due, but the promise in his eyes of what he 
planned for me was worse. 
 
I did the only thing I could think of.  I clamped my mouth on the arm holding my wrist 
and bit.  He gasped, then roared in combined fury and pain.  I tasted his blood in my 
mouth and bile rose up in my throat.  He jerked away from me savagely.  The force sunk 
my teeth into him further before the flesh gave way and parted.  He shrieked, terror 
replacing rage on his face.  He pulled his mangled arm away and a spray of blood hit my 
face.  I might have recoiled had the floor not been beneath my head, or if he hadn’t 
deserved it. 
 
He rose off of me and staggered back, clutching his wound.  “What did you do to me?” 
he screamed.  I thought he might actually cry before he turned and fled.  The metro doors 
tried to close on him.  He squeezed through and fell onto the platform.  I didn’t see him 
again as the train rolled into motion, entering the dark tunnels and leaving the light 
behind. 
 
“Are you okay?” someone asked from near at hand.  I started and pulled back as a wide, 
dark-skinned face swam into focus.  “Was that guy really your daddy?” 
 
“Get away from me,” I snapped, pushing the woman’s hand away as she reached for me.  
She was dressed like a main, probably on her way home.  All of these people, I realized, 
were most likely servants in one form or another.  No wonder they hadn’t intervened.  
They were trained to ignore people like Father when they behaved erratically.  I still 
couldn’t forgive them. 
 
“Are you hurt?” the black woman persisted, leaning in again.  She offered me a 
handkerchief.  I snatched it away before scooting back.  “I won’t hurt you,” she said, 
smiling.  Others were approaching.  Too little, too late. 
 
“Don’t touch me,” I yelled at them.  “I’m HIV positive.  This blood will kill you.”  That 
had the desired effect.  The whole lot of them visibly recoiled.  Of course, the blood on 
me wasn’t mine, but they didn’t know any different.  I continued backing away until I 
was wedged into a corner.  No one followed.  I began to dab my face. 
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A strange thing happened then.  I began to weep.  Wracking sobs and a river of salty tears 
poured out of me.  People began to move, to leave the car.  A few, like the black woman, 
lingered for awhile, hoping I’d allow them to comfort me.  Or maybe too embarrassed to 
flee.  The train slowed to a stop, but I didn’t move.  People got off, got on, and eventually 
no one was left who had seen Father attack me.  The newcomers gave me a curious 
glance then ignore me.  I just pressed myself into the corner trying to be invisible, and 
rode the train as thoughts tumbled like boulders through my head. 
 
I couldn’t tell you how long I rode that train as passengers came and went, but through 
the rhythmic noise and rocking motion threatened, I didn’t sleep.  I couldn’t.  I was too 
numb to do anything other than sit there moping. I did get Father’s blood off my face.  I 
couldn’t get the taste of it out of my mouth, though.  I heard his cry of pain, saw his 
contorted face, felt his hands on me, and I wanted to scream. 
 
The metro eventually left the familiar parts of the city and crossed the river into a less 
reputable area.  By then it was late and not many people were getting on anymore.  Those 
who did took one look at me and moved into another car.  I barely looked up when the 
three college boys boarded. 
 
They were loud and obviously very drunk, not more than a few years older than me, and 
they noticed me right away.  I can imagine how I must have looked.  One shoe missing, 
dress torn, hair mussed, speckles of dried brown blood dotting me like freckles.  I guess 
to drunk, horny boys, that looks pretty good.  I ignored them until one, giggling fitfully, 
sat next to me.  I looked at him, he wiggled his eyebrows playfully, and I rolled my eyes 
in exasperation. 
 
Somehow, I knew what was coming, and I wasn’t surprised anymore.  I felt foolish 
thinking back to that morning with Hank, feeling like my life was filing with promise.  
Like everything was going to change.  But no, I was still just a minor piece in 
somebody’s cruel and whimsical game.  I was ready for death, but life wasn’t ready to 
give me up. 
 
What they said to me doesn’t matter.  “Hey, baby,” “You want to party?” “I bet she’ll 
suck it good,” and on and on.  I told them I was HIV positive.  They laughed.  They 
didn’t believe me.  They were drunk enough to ignore the fact we were in a public place, 
that rape was a crime, that I fought them only hoping they would kill me.  I was a 
coward, I suppose, having decided on suicide but been unable to do something so simple 
as hurl myself in front of the oncoming train.  How pathetic that my meaningless life 
would cling to me so stubbornly while I continued to suffer a deluge of indignities.  It 
was enough to make a girl cry.  Except that I had used them all up. 
 
I clawed the one on top of me, making him bleed.  He slapped me in return.  That was 
when I really lost it.  Enough was too much.  I screamed at the top of my lungs.  I hit him.  
I kicked, thrashed, pinched and scratched.  The one on top of me punched my face hard.  
Then did it again.  I spit on him and the blows became a rain.  Finally, I thought.  Finally.  
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I could dimly tell his friends were trying to restrain him.  It must have worked because 
the blows stopped. 
 
“Man.  Oh, man,” one kept repeating.  I felt like laughing, only my face hurt too much. 
 
“Is she dead?” 
 
“Of course not, dummy.  Look, she’s moving.” 
 
I groaned. 
 
“What are we gonna do?” 
 
“Get out of here, that’s what.” 
 
“But she’ll be able to identify us.” 
 
“Well, what do you want?  We should kill her?” 
 
Silence. 
 
I groaned and tried to speak.  “Kill me,” I said.  What they heard, through my broken jaw 
and swollen tongue, was more like, “Kuh muh.”  They didn’t understand.  I didn’t have 
strength in me to beg anymore.  My vision darkened.  My eyes were swelling shut.   
 
No.  Not my vision.  The lights.  The boys noticed too.  They stared at the ceiling as the 
lights flicked off, on, off.  They stayed off.  The train lurched, slowed.  Emergency lights, 
tiny and inadequate, popped on.  They made long, strange shadows that danced crazily as 
the boys moved about.  The train sounds died away.  There was another lurch as the train 
stopped completely. 
 
A moment later, something struck the doors from the outside.  The boys were terrified. I 
was morbidly curious.  I managed to push up onto my elbows in time to watch the doors 
opening.  They grated loudly in protest and spread wide to reveal the cavernous blackness 
of the metro tunnel outside. 
 
The shadows changed.  The boys didn’t see it, but I did.  Something came into the car 
from that darkness, something fast.  It flitted from shadow to shadow, closing in on the 
boys.  They saw it finally, too late to do any good.  It had been too late from the instant 
the train had stopped. 
 
I wish I could tell you what happened next.  It seems important.  But the dizziness closed 
in and everything got fuzzy.  The lights got smashed, plunging everything into total 
darkness.  I heard screams, wet cracking sounds, the splash of some liquid against the 
car’s metal floor, followed by a silence so deep I thought I had finally died.  A figure 
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stood over me, then stooped beside me.  I could see him somehow, a living shadow 
whose hands touched me with such gentle sorrow I thought my heart would break. 
 
“Gillian,” said a familiar voice.  “Oh, Gillian, what did they do to you?” 
 
“Hank?” I asked as his face swam into focus.  The shadows closed in with talons of 
ebony heat.  I remember he smiled at me.  Somehow, incredibly, he was there. 
 
“Shh,” he spoke, and I felt his arms scoop me up, lift me clear of the cold metal floor.  
“It’s all right now.  Everything’s going to be all right.” 
 
“I love you, Hank,” I said to him.  The walls of the metro car melted away, became brick-
lined tunnel.  I felt cold.  So cold.  He was sprinting, but he couldn’t outrace the death 
which had finally come to me.  “I love you,” I said again, needing him to hear, to know 
he was my last thought. 
 
“Don’t be silly,” he said. 
 
“Hank,” I said, my voice a whisper. 
 
“Shush.” 
 
“Hank.” 
 
Hank. 
 
“Gillian,” his voice firm.  “Open your eyes.  How do you feel?” 
 
I batted my eyes, blinking against the light.  I was surrounded by pastel walls, an ornate 
fixture swung from the ceiling ablaze with gold, a cool breeze floated over my skin. I sat 
up, and the soft mattress beneath me yielded to my weight like a feathery cloud.  Hank 
stood at the foot of the bed looking at me with a bemused expression. 
 
“Feel dead yet?” he asked. 
 
I touched my face.  Smooth skin, no cuts, no soreness.  The same was true of the rest of 
me.  My clothes…were gone.  Beneath the thin sheet covering me all I had on was my 
underwear. 
 
“I had to undress you,” Hank explained.  “Your skirt and blouse were ruined.  Don’t 
worry, I didn’t peek under your bran and panties.” 
 
Why not? I wondered.  “Where am I?” I asked aloud. 
 
“Safe.”  Hank moved to sit on the edge of the bed.  A window behind him gave a view of 
the city at night.  “I’m sorry I didn’t come for you sooner.” 
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“They beat me up,” I said, confused.  “I remember it.  I was running away.  Father…I 
don’t understand, Hank.  What happened to me?” 
 
“I told you,” he said and pulled my hands away from my undamaged face.  “You’re not 
sick.  At least, not like you thought.  Yes, you got beat up.  You healed.” 
 
He saw I was about to protest and silenced me before I could begin.  His fingers felt 
deliciously warm on my lips.  “How do you feel?” he repeated. 
 
“Hungry,” I said when he took his hand away.  My stomach growled in agreement.  We 
both laughed.  He stood and gestured toward the bathroom. 
 
“I’ll order room service,” he said.  “You shower.  There’s still a lot of dried blood on you.  
There’s an outfit in there for you.  I had to guess your size but I think it’ll fit.  By the time 
you’re out, the food should be here.” 
 
He was at the door before I found my voice again.  “Hank,” I called.  He paused.  “How 
could anyone heal from that?” 
 
He smiled.  “The answers are coming, Gillian.  Get clean.”  The door closed behind him. 
 
There is only so much a mind can process.  Try too hard to break the barrier and a mind 
can start to malfunction.  I needed my sanity.  I needed to not be confused. I had been 
damaged, now I wasn’t, and I had no memory of anything between the subway tunnel 
and that room.  Nothing but a feeling of delicious warmth, the sound of a strangely 
beating heart in my ears, and the taste of… 
 
I licked my lips.  I had been covered in blood.  What else could I have tasted except – and 
I shuddered, not wanting to remember that.  I threw myself onto my feet and into the 
shower, letting the soothing spray of hot water scald away my memories. 
 
The clothes Hank had left for me were tasteful, only a little loose in places.  I put them on 
and looked at myself in the mirror.  Sleeveless black turtleneck, Levi’s, and a pair of 
stylish leather shoes made my plain face and scrawny body seem less homely to me.  I 
found myself wishing for makeup so I could look nice for Hank.  So I could make him 
want me.  Despite everything, I still had hope that something would work out between us.  
After all, he had come for me. 
 
So, when the bathroom door opened I turned toward it with a flutter in my chest and a 
smile on my face.  “Hank,” I said and stopped.  The man who stood in the doorway 
wasn’t Hank. 
 
“Hello, Sweetheart,” said White Hair.  “Gave us quite a chase, didn’t you?  But now 
we’ve found you.  At last.”  He smiled, displaying crooked teeth.  I cast my gaze around 
wildly hoping to find a weapon, an exit, anything.  White Hair clicked his tongue and 
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waggled a finger at me.  He made sure I saw the gun in his hand before waving me out.  I 
had no choice.  Somehow, things had gone terribly wrong.  With shoulders slumped, I 
obeyed.  White Hair stood back to let me pass with plenty of space between us.  Even if 
I’d been crazy enough to attack him, throwing my weak teenager’s body against his 
masculine beefiness, he made sure the gun had room to speak. 
 
He shoved me once, making me stumble as I entered the living room.  “Found her in the 
toilet,” he said.  “Probably cleaning up after giving herself to him.” 
 
“Whore,” my father said from near the door.  Two strides took him to the sofa where 
Hank sat calmly with legs crossed.  Mr. Bruno swept out an arm and halted his advance. 
 
“None of that,” White Hair chided.  “We are here now.  We shall deal with the matter at 
hand.”  He used the gun to wave me into a chair, then sat down in an armchair facing the 
rest of us.  He rested the gun casually on his knee. 
 
“How’d you find us?” I asked.  I felt calm, for some reason.  As if my foolish faith in 
Hank held some merit. 
 
“Credit cards,” White Hair answered.  “Your boyfriend paid for the room with one.  I 
deduced you would go to him.  And here you are.  I must admit I didn’t think it would be 
so easy.” 
 
“I let you find us,” Hank said from the sofa. 
 
“What?” I asked. 
 
“Shut up, you,” Bruno growled at Hank.  He made a motion as if to strike him, and in so 
doing released my father.  He advanced on me with white-knuckled rage. 
 
“How could you do this to us?” he demanded.  “The neighbors know, now.  Are you 
happy?  Are you satisfied?” 
 
The anger I’d held in check so long boiled out of me.  I was on my feet without thinking.  
“Of course I’m not happy,” I shouted.  “Why couldn’t you just let me go?  Why do you 
hate me so much?  All my life, you’ve done nothing but make it hell.  I never did 
anything to you.  Why, Father?  Why?” 
 
His hand flew up and struck my face.  “Don’t you dare talk to me that way,” he hissed.  
Bruno made a move toward him.  From the corner of my eye I saw White Hair signal him 
not to interfere.  “You ruined our lives,” Father went on, trembling.  “We were going to 
travel, to socialize with the cream of the city.  Instead we got stuck with you.  A mewling, 
puking baby.  A stone weight around our neck that dragged us down.  You were sickly 
from the day you were born, in constant need of care.  I think of all the money we wasted 
on you in medicine, nursemaids, and doctors, and it makes me sick.  You’re a waste, and 
you always were.” 
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“I guess you want me to be grateful?” I argued.  “Well thanks for feeding me just enough 
to keep me alive and thanks for second-hand clothes that never fit.  Thanks for all the 
years locked in my room, never having friends, never having fun.  For never once, not 
ever, telling me I was anything other than an animal in your eyes.  I wish you had saved 
your money.  I wish you’d just let me die at birth.” 
 
“I wish I had, too,” he shouted back at me.  “So does your mother.” 
 
I stepped toward him.  “Then do it,” I said through clenched teeth.  “Finish it.  Kill me.” 
 
“You’d like that,” Father smirked.  “Turn me into a murderer?” 
 
“You ass.  I’m already dead.”  And I spit on him. 
 
“Now wait,” White Hair began and jumped to his feet.  My spittle struck Father’s face.  It 
was like a tiny stone that triggers the avalanche.  I saw the barriers cascading.  I had no 
fear, none at all.  I knew he couldn’t hurt me.  Not then, not ever again.  White Hair 
reached out too late.  Father’s balled fist arced up, over his shoulder, and came smashing 
down at my face.  I did the only thing I could. I reached up and caught his descending fist 
in my much smaller hand.  It stung slightly on impact, then his fist and my hand slowed, 
stopped. 
 
The look of incredulity on his face is one I’ll always remember.  It was nothing compared 
to my own amazement.  Father strained to push my hand, I made almost no effort to hold 
him back.  Still, he made no progress at all.  To my left, White Hair mumbled a curse and 
began to lift the gun.  Father jerked his fist back, as though I had suddenly become too 
hot to touch.  I saw Mother dropping to her knees, her face screwed into a mask of 
religious supplication.  Bruno had his gun out, too. 
 
“No,” I heard Hank say.  Bruno’s arm twisted.  The big man screamed as his arm snapped 
audibly.  Instinct I didn’t know I had cause me to flinch backward an instant before 
thunder slapped my ears.  I felt the bullet skim over my forehead coldly.  Hank lifted 
Bruno off his feet and hurled him like an overstuffed pillow.  There was a blur of motion.  
Hank was suddenly beside me.  It was White Hair’s turn to scream as Hank snatched the 
gun away and brought both fists down on the man’s shoulders.  White Hair dropped to 
his knees. 
 
“Are you okay?” Hank asked, turning to me.  I stared into his coal black eyes as I tried to 
decide how to answer.  He smiled, as if my silence were answer enough, and moved 
toward my parents.  Father had stumbled backward until he was next to Mother, both of 
them wide-eyed and slack jawed. 
 
“Don’t kill them,” I said, finding my voice. 
 
“I’m not.” 
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White Hair stirred, trying to rise.  He froze when I looked at him.  His stare was one of 
pure terror.  Of what, I wondered?  Me?  His eyes flicked to my forehead, my shoulders.  
I brushed my hair back reflexively. 
 
My hair.  I stared at a lock between my thumb and fingers.  My blonde tresses were shot 
through with black.  I thought back to that day in the elevator, to Hank’s dark hair and his 
sun-bleached streaks.  I looked at him as he stooped over my parents, checking them for 
injury as they tried not to be touched.  Black hair, like silky ebony, with no hint of 
blonde, fell in gentle waves to his collar.  “You don’t dye your hair, do you?” I asked. 
 
“No,” he chuckled.  He glanced at me.  “It’s a sign of the Change.  My hair was blonde 
once too.”  He stepped away from my parents and crossed to where Bruno lay crumpled 
against a broken wall.  He checked the big man for a pulse but I already could tell he was 
dead. 
 
“What change?” I asked.  “Hank, what’s happening to me?” 
 
He turned to me finally, wearing that little smile I loved so much even back then.  “I told 
you there’s a cure,” he said.  “I didn’t lie to you.  I never will.  But some would think the 
cure is worse than the disease.  Only it’s not a disease, Gillian.  It’s evolution.” 
 
He moved to my side.  I shivered as our hips touched.  “It was a miracle that we found 
each other, Gillian,” he said, voice soft.  “There are so many who pass away because they 
didn’t know what was happening to them.  Just a mysterious illness with no cure, often 
misdiagnosed.  Like with you.  You don’t have HIV, Gillian.” 
 
“Yes, she does,” Father spoke up.  “We had the test repeated several times.  She’s 
infected.  Diseases.  Just a…” 
 
“Enough,” Hank said with steel in his voice.  Father’s mouth snapped closed. 
 
“Don’t listen to them,” he said to me.  “They’re ignorant.  Believe me, I’ve been there.  
I’ve been through it.  I was dying.  And then someone found me, like I found you.  Like 
we found each other.” 
 
“Pervert,” Mother whispered.  “He just wants sex.  That’s all.  They deserve each other.  
Filthy.”  She sucked her tongue disapprovingly, but her eyes lingered on the dead man 
nearby, and she no longer sounded so confident in her own self-righteousness. 
 
I think I’d held out hope until then that my parents might actually, deep down, be 
redeemable.  “What do I need to do?” I asked, turning my back on them. 
 
Hank’s smile broadened.  “You’ve already taken the first step,” he said.  Acceptance is 
the key.  You have to believe in order for the treatment to work.  I don’t know why.  It 
changes you.  Actually, it helps you change.  With repeated treatment you’ll become 
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stronger, healthier than you can imagine.  Disease will no longer affect you, and even 
death will become a distant memory.  Some of that change has already begun.” 
 
“I can see that,” I said, holding up a lock of my own discolored hair.  “Side effect?” 
 
“No.  Just a sign we are becoming what we were always meant to be.” 
 
I looked at White Hair quivering in pain and fear, and dead Bruno, at my parents whose 
hate-filled eyes remained undimmed.  “I don’t want this life anymore,” I said.  “Whatever 
is supposed to happen, I’m ready for it.” 
 
“Even though it means giving up everything you know?  Everything you are?” 
 
I laughed.  “I have nothing,” I replied.  “Only you.  Promise me I’ll have you, and 
nothing scares me.” 
 
“I swear to you, I will be by your side as long as you’ll have me.” 
 
“Then I’ll do it.  Whatever it takes.” 
 
A knife appeared in his hand.  “Whatever it takes?” he asked. 
 
I swallowed hard.  “Yes.” 
 
“You’re sure?” 
 
I nodded. 
 
He put the knife to White Hair’s throat.  “Please,” White Hair said.  Hank watched me, 
waiting.  I nodded. 
 
There is a sound a blade makes cutting deeply through flesh.  It’s not pleasant to hear.  
Nor was the strangled gurgle White Hair made.  He tried to reach up and clasp hands to 
the wound and couldn’t.  His shoulders were broken.  Hank took a fistful of the man’s 
hair and stretched his head back. 
 
“Drink,” he said. 
 
I opened my mouth to protest but closed it quickly.  Dark red blood was gushing from the 
side of White Hair’s neck, pulsing with the rapid beat of his heart.  Hank said nothing 
else.  His midnight eyes said it all.  Trust me, and live forever.  And I trusted him.  Not 
because I had to.  Because I chose to.  Because I believed. 
 
I took a step forward and stooped over.  The smell of the blood made my stomach lurch.  
Nonetheless, I opened my mouth, lowered my head, and closed my lips over the man’s 
pulsating wound. 



Contagion                                                                                   Steven Carlton 
 

Page 33 of 36 
 
 

 
I know you expect me to tell you that it was vile and disgusting.  I could say I jerked 
away at the fist mouthful and puked up my guts, that Hank was just a bastard who used 
his charm to beguile an innocent girl.  I could say the taste of blood broke the spell I was 
under, but I said when I started this tale that I wouldn’t lie to you.  I expected it to be 
salty, it wasn’t.  I didn’t expect it to be so hot.  Though we had the same body 
temperature, his blood scalded my mouth painlessly, filling my mouth, making my 
cheeks bulge, washing over my tongue with velvety smoothness.  Then I swallowed. 
 
The taste was heady, like nothing in my experience.  Rich and tangy, with a sharpness 
like metal.  Yes, like hot iron or copper, an electric sensation.  I swallowed that first drink 
and eagerly returned for more.  My fingers dug into White Hair’s clothes.  My legs 
locked around his torso in a way that was almost sexual.  When he toppled over, I went 
with him, consuming him. 
 
I don’t remember much else about it.  Just a sense of being filled with restless energy, an 
energy that flowed out of the man and into me along with his blood.  At some point, I 
sensed the blood begin to cool on my lips, and I released him.  He was still alive, only 
barely, and although the wound still leaked it was obvious he was nearly spent.  I climbed 
shakily to my feet and glared defiantly at the world around me.  I must have been a sight 
with red streaks of blood over my chin and down my neck, eyes wild and searching, 
clenching and unclenching fists that hummed with strength.  I bent and grabbed White 
Hair by the shirt, only mildly surprised that he seemed to weigh so little as I lifted him.  I 
flung him aside with a guttural cry and took a step toward my parents cringing against the 
wall. 
 
It was the look in their eyes, the cold terror of their expressions that brought me back to 
my senses, brought reality crashing thunderously down upon my neck. I’d just killed a 
man.  I drank his blood.  And my parents had watched, had seen their opinion of me 
horribly justified.  I took another step toward them as my righteous anger evaporated, and 
they cringed again.  Mother threw up her hand to ward me off.  “Please,” Father begged, 
nearly whimpering.  “Please don’t kill us, Gillian.” 
 
Suddenly I felt very cold.  I hadn’t wanted this.  I had no desire to make them fear me.  
On the contrary, all I’d ever wanted was the one thing they could never give: their love.  I 
didn’t want it anymore. 
 
Hank had been right.  He’d warmed me that to avoid death I would have to first give up 
my life.  I stood there before my parents undead, born again.  They were a part of the life 
I was leaving behind, and they could never affect me for good or ill again.  I was free. 
 
I turned to face Hank.  “What now?” I asked. 
 
His knowing smile warmed me.  Not a look of amusement.  A look of understanding.  He 
handed me a handkerchief. I used it to wipe my face. 
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“There are places for us,” he said when I was done.  “There are many like us.  More 
every day.  I’ve made some friends, and they’ve taught me things.  How to survive.  How 
to live.  They’ll teach us more.  As for the rest, we’ll just live, Gillian.  We’re free in a 
way few ever know.  We can do anything we ant now.” 
 
“Anything?” I asked, a glimmer of mirth touching my lips.  He understood instantly and 
laughed. 
 
“Give that a little more time,” he said.  He took my hand in his, and I clasped it tightly.  
“Like you said, in time the differences in our ages won’t matter so much.  I bet in a 
hundred years we won’t even notice it.” 
 
“You planned this,” I said. “Using a credit card so they’d find us.  You meant for them to 
be here.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
His answer was flat, honest.  I asked, “Why?”  But I knew. 
 
“So they would see,” he said.  “So they would know.  So you would know that they were 
wrong.” 
 
“Ah.” 
 
“You don’t sound convinced.” 
 
“I am,” I said, staring at my parents.  They wouldn’t look back.  “I just wonder if they 
understand.” 
 
Hank laughed gently and lay a hand on my shoulder.  His touch was warm, and I felt him 
radiating genuine affection.  It was more than a guess or intuition.  I actually felt him 
tickling the edges of my mind.  A hint of the fullness to which my new existence might 
ripen.  “Time to go,” he said.  He applied gentle pressure to my shoulder, and I let him 
steer me toward the window.  Not the door and the stairs or elevator beyond.  The 
window. 
 
It was only when the window was open, and the chill night air snaked its way through my 
thin clothing, caressing my skin like a silvery music.  Hank had already climbed out onto 
the ledge.  When he reached back inside to help me, I did not hesitate.  Oh no, I had no 
doubt about what was to happen next, and I accepted it wholeheartedly.  It was as if the 
future, at least the next portion of it, had been scripted out by a ghostly scribe and I was 
taking part in a play that someone staged just for me.  I was that certain about my course 
of action.  That, too, was a gift of my ongoing transformation.  I took his hand and 
stepped through that window, casting one last glance back at my parents.  They sat 
unmoving on the far side of the room, huddled together, watching my departure intently.  
I’m still uncertain if the expressions on their faces were those of joy or relief.  I think, 
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when they saw Hank and I were leaving by way of the building’s narrow ledge, a 
hundred feet or more above the ground, that they saw their darkest, most closely guarded 
desire coming to pass.  Through no fault of their won, they believed, I was leaving them 
and this world behind.   
 
“Thank you,” I said to them.  My voice startled them and they drew closer together.  “I 
know you don’t realize it, but you made me strong.  I see that now.  It wasn’t your 
intention.  It’s not even your fault.  We’re all born to be something different.  Goodbye.” 
 
I waited a moment, wondering, hoping they’d say something.  Anything at all.  They 
didn’t.  I turned to Hank who waited patiently with arm outstretched and stepped into his 
embrace.  “Satisfied?” he asked. 
 
“Yes,” I replied.  Though I glanced back through the open window anyway.  My father 
was on his feet, pulling Mother to hers.  He looked my way, caught my eye.  I smiled at 
him. 
 
“It will be scary at first,” Hank said, drawing me close again.  “Are you ready?” 
 
“I’m not afraid,” I said.  I wasn’t.  Fear was one of the last things we leave behind.  I left 
mine in that bleak hotel room. The future opened before me like a shimmering highway 
paved with limitless possibilities and I ached with the need to travel.  I leaned forward 
into the wind, and Hank did the same beside me, and I took that first, long step. 
 
I know you’re wondering if we died.  Was it all just a crazy delusion, convincing 
ourselves we weren’t really dying but instead transforming into something greater?  I told 
you at the beginning that it would be better to believe it was all a fantasy.  None of this 
could possibly be real.  There are no sleepers among you awaiting the fist kiss of 
awakening immortality.  You are not becoming obsolete. 
 
And yet, I am not a ghost.  This is not a tale from beyond the grave.  I stepped from that 
high ledge and I live.  I am not dead nor undead.  I do not feed on the blood of innocents, 
or anyone else for that matter.  Not since those first days when my transformation was 
incomplete.  As in most things, much myth has blended with reality.  I did not cross into 
darkness, I left it behind.  For those who are fully, irrevocably human, it is the slowly 
turning wheel of evolution that dims the light.  Their time in the sun is drawing to a close. 
 
I have wondered in the years that followed that night what my parents did when I was 
gone.  Did they look out the window?  Did they turn their eyes first to what was below, 
expecting to see our mangled bodies and instead seeing only the clean gray sidewalk and 
the empty ribbon of street?  Perhaps.  Or maybe they didn’t look at all, preferring to 
dismiss my memory as adroitly as they had my life.  For them, I would become a dimly 
remembered pain, a distant ache which bothered them no more and for whose absence 
they were made infinitely happier. 
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Then again, I like to imagine them standing there, bodies framed by that window, staring 
upward, regretting the choices they’d made, feeling the pang of emptiness in their stone 
hearts, and wishing fervently for a second chance.  But for some there is only one 
opportunity to remake your life, and for others there is none at all.  No, I like to think of 
them staring into that bleak sky, looking for me, and seeing only vast gulfs of empty air, 
and darkness closing in. 
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