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Praise for John Marks’s Fangland

“[John] Marks melds the go-for-the-jugular world of TV news, keen knowledge of the Eastern bloc (the scenes in Romania are to die for) and a much-beloved tale for a nifty and engaging flourish that provides a crisp twenty-first-century take on an old favorite. With teeth.”

—The Baltimore Sun

“Fangland is the rare real thing: a novel about a monster that evokes all the sadness, brutality and hideous glamour of human depravity. It’s about the abyss, and the big hole in lower Manhattan, and the strange, dark, funny stuff in each of us. It’ll grab you and not let go until it’s done with you.”

—Audrey Niffenegger, author of The Time Traveler’s Wife

“In this remarkable book, Marks has brought the epistolary novel into the twenty-first century. Just as Bram Stoker fabricated dozens of diary entries, articles, letters and other documents to give Dracula an air of authenticity in 1897, Marks has created a vast array of journals and emails and used the cast and setting of The Hour, a thinly disguised 60 Minutes television newsmagazine, to give Fangland a forceful presence in the present day…. Don’t expect your garden variety vampire novel here. Fangland is a shocking, original and literary masterwork.”

—Rocky Mountain News

“Fangland is a novel that will keep you up late: It’s sad and terrifying and darkly funny.”

—BookPage

“An unforgettable reimagining of Dracula for the twenty-first century. It takes a rare talent to make a seductive, perhaps even murderous female protagonist into a symbol of a strong modern woman, but John Marks has done just that. Ambitious, career-minded, yet vulnerable, Evangeline Harker is the anchor to an equally ambitious and powerful novel.”

—Mitch Cullin, author of Tideland and A Slight Trick of the Mind

“Love and death, sex and violence, satiric wit and genuine horror: Fangland has it all. Much more than a modern gothic thriller, John Marks’s novel is, at its dark heart, a meditation on the nature of good and evil. I was thoroughly creeped out—and enjoyed every minute of it.”

—Keith Donohue, author of The Stolen Child

“Fangland is a fast-paced horror thriller that fans of vampires will devour in a series of delightful 60 minute bites.”

—Midwest Book Review

“With wit and fury, John Marks describes a media culture so obsessed with image that it is powerless to resist the malevolent force of true evil. There are several monsters in Fangland, but the most dangerous ones appear every night, smiling on your television screen.”

—John Twelve Hawks, author of The Traveler
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To Whom It May Concern:

First, as happy prelude to an otherwise grim prospect, thanks are in order. I know that I speak for everyone on the committee when I say that my gratitude to Ed Saxby knows no bounds. His unshakable confidence took Omni Corp through the most difficult period in my forty years in broadcast journalism. While most news divisions no longer exist in the form that they did, we have managed to survive the crash of the old model that, God bless it, gave so many of us our vacation homes, our summers in France and our kids’ educations. At some cost, we have survived. Ed’s shrewd reimagining of first principles, and his uncanny business sense, allied to a vision for our future in an era when the concept of “news” no longer corresponds to traditional definitions, allowed us to endure as one competitor after another folded in the face of financial pressures, legal entanglements, and, in the case of our great rival, to near inexplicable management errors. I would say that Ed is to be congratulated, but that seems small beer. He deserves a tribute, and so the following document, generated in the spirit of the 9-11 Commission Report on the Terrorist Attacks of September 11, 2001, as he requested, is dedicated to him.

.  .  .

My methodology is simple enough. While I worked in the inquisitive and nonpartisan spirit of the 9-11 Commission Report, I chose an alternative narrative strategy. That report runs in a single line, and is, in a very real sense, an heir to the great novels of realism of the nineteenth century, a Tolstoyan account of calamity. This realism is based on a surplus of documents and images that give grainy detail to the most obscure corners of the story. I had no such luxury. While there are documents in our case—quite disturbing ones—and while, in some respects, I found those documents adequate to the chronicling of these events, on the whole, the gaps in our knowledge are quite profound. It made much more sense for me to quilt this story, if you will, using swatches of clear, available information, which flavor the larger circumstances with a sense of reality; snatches of the e-mails and journals, bits of transcript and relevant memoranda. In the interests of full disclosure, I must confess that I also used my personal knowledge of personalities and places. For a period in the 1980s, I was employed as a producer at The Hour, where I came to know many of the people who later became involved in the debacle, and, more to the point, perhaps, I had a business relationship with Ms. Evangeline Harker, whom I employed for a year as a personal assistant before Austen Trotta hired her away to be an associate producer at The Hour. The available documents and these personal relationships form the basis of my interpretation of events.

In the end, you must draw your own conclusions about the success of this enterprise. But before you read this document for yourselves, and I suggest that you do, right away, I must deeply and honestly apologize for making one last decision without going through the usual channels of consultation and discussion. And I’m more than sorry that this document must be accompanied by the news of that decision. Ed, in particular, deserves better. But after a long season of horror and sorrow, I simply became exhausted. I think you will see that I’ve concluded matters in such a way that no disrepute falls upon Omni. Please do not approach my family with either help or inquiry. All their earthly cares have been addressed.

Yours Truly,

James O’Malley,

Senior Vice President for Business Affairs,

Omni News & Entertainment Network


BOOK

1

The Change Agent


One

How to begin this account? I must be quick and arbitrary. On the eve of my departure for the east of Europe, Robert proposed. We marry in early summer of next year. The church will be Saint Ignatius Loyola, the reception will be at Wave Hill. As soon as I get home, we must launch the long campaign to make sure that the event comes off in a civilized manner. Neither family must end up feeling alienated, defeated or enraged. We do have a numbers issue. With a maximum occupancy of one hundred fifty people at the reception, I have already begun hostile negotiations over the guest list, operating on a principle inherited from my mother that those who are not married may not bring guests to weddings. No ring, no bring, as she says.

Discussions about music, food and vows must be had. Robert wants jazz standards, I prefer a honky-tonk band from Austin. Here is one of those moments when my Texas upbringing seems a clear nuisance, even an embarrassment, to him. Most of the time, he takes quite the opposite approach, using my relatively exotic heritage as a daughter of oil to great effect at dinner parties. Food, of course, will be a source of contention. As a much-lauded patissier in one of the city’s finer kitchens, he has tabled discussion of wedding cake specifics and exercises kitchen despotism when I try to broach the subject. He’s ruled out smoked meat of any kind, despite my express wish to have brisket and ribs shipped up from my favorite central Texas BBQ shrine for the rehearsal dinner. Even now, four thousand miles from New York City, my mind reels with the number of swords that will have to be crossed between now and next June. His family, the most secular Jews I have ever known, have suddenly become outraged by the prospect of a church wedding, while my family, completely lacking in faith, whisper of the conversion option. But in light of my present circumstances, I should dwell on the good; it’s all extremely good. It’s lovely, in fact.

Robert took me by surprise. We’d gone to Sammy’s Roumanian, where we had our first date, and he asked the keyboardist to play “San Antonio Rose” on behalf of his Texan lady friend. The keyboardist made a spirited attempt. We ate a greasy bowl of chopped liver and had those pan-fried steaks with the long bones jutting out, so the meat resembles an axe. It was a generally happy meal, though we did have a moment of tension over a box of gifts that he had recently brought me from Amsterdam. Let’s just say that it was a batch of bed wear the likes of which I have never seen and would never have chosen myself, including one contraption made of a material more typically associated with horseback riding. I voiced some slight though playful surprise at this sudden development, at which Robert became sullen and said that he would send the entire Amsterdam batch back across the Atlantic by air mail, forget he’d ever done it: the whole thing was a horrible mistake. I felt bad. The subject was dropped.

Over egg creams, he asked me if I was anxious about Romania. I told him that I had had an unsettling nightmare involving a Price Waterhouse report about Transylvania. In my dream, I scanned line after line, and every line was the same, “MISSING REPORTED IN ALL MAJOR CITIES.” He suggested that I might be giving too much credence to national stereotypes, and I replied that I hadn’t a clue what stereotype might correspond to Romania. As if in response, he pulled out a small, light blue box.

I knew, but could it be true? I opened in suspense. The ring flashed, a pear-cut diamond set in 24-karat white gold. I gave my answer. Sammy whispered into his microphone, “One Goy, One Hebe, One Love.” Everyone clapped. I cried. Robert had a car waiting, and we went back to my apartment, where I packed a few things, including the least offensive of the Amsterdam batch, and then on to the Maritime Hotel. He knows me. I like nothing better than to wrap my newly showered self in a terrycloth robe, open a mini-bar bottle of Grey Goose and watch a Hollywood action movie on pay television. After three years on the meager salary of an associate producer at The Hour, that is my idea of sweet sin.

The following Monday, seventy-two hours later, I flew to Romania. I didn’t sleep on the plane, thanks to turbulence. I had an unusual number of inventory problems, I later found. Out of a pack of five legal pads, half had vanished en route. But who would steal legal pads from luggage? All but one of my ballpoints had run dry. I shook the pens, scrawled them across every available surface, and got nothing but ghost marks. The Internet connection in the Bucharest hotel worked, but the modem in the company laptop wouldn’t boot. I didn’t bring enough tampons. I should have brought my own toilet paper.

My ring is a solace, but it should have stayed in America. Shadowy types haunted the lobby of the hotel, the airport. Before customs, I turned the engagement band upside down, so the stone couldn’t be seen, but the customs officer studied my finger, as if I had tried to deceive him. After that, I slipped the ring into my front pants pocket. Robert begged me to leave it home, but I didn’t listen. It’s not something that I like to admit, but I could not bear to be parted from my ring. I can’t help myself. Robert would be surprised to hear this sort of talk. He assumes, because I grew up with wealth, that the ring has less power to impress, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. This gem signified that I now belong to something larger than myself, to a community of two, and when I think about that, everything else recedes, and I see back through the generations, to distant people contained in my blood, to the Venetians and Dubliners on my mother’s side, to my father’s complicated heritage, in particular. Two separate branches of his family line fought against each other in the last uprising of native Americans on U.S. soil, Creek Indians related to his grandmother battled a party of U.S. marshals, one of them kin to his grandfather. And yet, decades later, here they all are in one family, in one person, and I see that reconciliation in my ring, and think about what old and bloody, now-resolved family secrets of his own Robert will bring into mine, and of the children to come, and of how their children may one day look back at our very ordinary lives. Robert might be concerned for me if he heard these private thoughts, so I haven’t shared them. As my father says, it’s wise to keep your own counsel on the deep matters of life.


Two

How to describe my first impressions of Romania? That’s my job, in fact: to gain first impressions. As an associate producer for the most successful news show in American television history, I find stories suitable for broadcast, and I vet those stories for substance and entertainment value. One of my colleagues calls me a soft news samurai. I use my judgment as a knife to separate the potential piece from the passing fancy. A story may very well be true, but if it cannot be told well on camera, the truth hardly matters. In this case, I had been asked to meet a gentleman by the name of Ion Torgu, a Romanian believed to be a major figure in Eastern European organized crime. It was a three-pronged assignment. Confirm his identity. Assess his claims. Judge his appeal. It mattered profoundly whether or not he spoke English. Like the American people, my show abhors subtitles.

I had to think ahead. If the story gained traction, we’d be back soon with crews. I had to scout out locations—we’d need establishing shots of Romania, images that could be used to illustrate points about the culture, the economy, politics, the past. As the fug of a bad flight wore off, I studied the view out the car window. At first, the road could have been anywhere in eastern Europe—familiar brands from the world of international commerce, Coca-Cola, Cadbury, Samsung, decks of capitalist cards fanned across developing tracts of ex-Communist land, rooted in the beds of construction sites that looked freshly cleared, newly bulldozed. A horse and wagon pulled in front of a Coca-Cola sign, a vision of a laughing, bikini’d girl raising a bottle above a bearded man with reins in his hand, regarding the traffic with distinct unease. A key shot, I thought, contrasting old and new Romania. I shorthanded it in my notebook.

It was ten or so in the morning, and the September air churned with exhaust. The driver rolled his window down and lit a cigarette. The airport road gave way to a boulevard running through dense clusters of lime and linden trees through which I glimpsed yellow walls encircling old villas. I saw a cupola with shattered windows, a line of fat black birds breaking from the roof. A graffiti swastika crept bug-armed up a wall. A woman beat a rug against a curb, and our fender almost caught her. She cursed the driver, he cursed back. The boulevard fed into a traffic circle beneath a version of the Arc de Triomphe in Paris; it was three times as big as the original, like a mutant mushroom spawned in the heat. A pack of haggard dogs roved in the shade of the stone. I shorthanded another note—the animals usable as an image of social deterioration. Every idea required its picture. Say cow, see cow. Through the trees ahead, golden metal glimmered, the gilded curves of Orthodox church domes, and we headed into a more charming district of furbelowed windows and mansard roofs. Romania had once been considered the Paris of the east, and there were expensive boutiques, and beautiful women entered them. My all-male camera crew would appreciate the opportunity, and I would get surplus documentation of long legs and high breasts. Before long, these visions of loveliness dissolved in construction dust behind us, and we crossed the concrete banks of a river and turned into a warren of dictator-built tenements. We drove through one section, rounding a corner past a wide circle of bare concrete, and I received a shock. I sat up in my seat. At first, I thought that the jet lag played a trick on my eyes.

The thing looked like a mirage, or like the kind of object that gets distorted in a rearview mirror. It was the dictator’s old palace, unfinished at the time of his death, a gigantic marble rectangle seated on a glob of earth. It seemed too vast to be practicable. I couldn’t guess how many rooms. I scribbled an instruction to my future crew. The size of the palace wouldn’t be possible to convey from below. You’d have to get up high. You’d have to hire a goddamn helicopter. It was now the seat of the democratically elected Romanian government, but the structure itself, four-sided, each side as deep and long as every other side, dwarfed the idea of parliaments and parties and prime ministers. At the end of the road in front of the palace, the car pulled across a traffic circle and into the curved driveway of a much smaller building, which was nevertheless massive. I would be staying across the street from the palace.

“Your accommodations,” my otherwise silent driver explained to me, seeing some alarm in my eyes. “It was Defense Ministry before.”

Gold-braided and crimson-uniformed ushers took my bags and led me into a marble lobby that might have been the interior of the world’s largest mausoleum. The ceiling vaulted four stories, upheld by columns the size of cottages. Beyond the columns were two spiral staircases of marble, leading like water slides to second and third stories where piano music tinkled and presumed guests whispered. A small army of panicked retainers moved around the lobby floor, pushing and pulling at people and things, while others were more watchful, dressed in dark suits, holding walkie-talkies to their lips, pressing headsets to their ears. Before I reached the front desk, a slinking young woman in a slitted red gown held up a tray of glass flutes, my complimentary orange juice or champagne. It was not yet noon, but I took champagne. I lifted the flute in a toast.

She was young, maybe a teenager. Men in the lobby followed her with their eyes; they took me in as well. I’m a long woman, reasonably curvy. A boyfriend once attempted a compliment by telling me I had an earth mother’s body, but I resented the notion, suggesting as it did hippie chicks who go braless in tie-dye T-shirt dresses. I’m no earth mother, but the body works, if I do say so. I have dark curly hair that I blow straight every morning, so most people don’t even know it kinks. I have dark brown eyes, which my mother used to compare to chocolate drops, longish eyelashes, and a serious upper lip, which I used to be self-conscious about. Everyone tells me that I should try for a position as an on-air correspondent. The camera loves me, I’m told. But I don’t trust cameras. I don’t like the steady gaze of anything, man or machine.

The girl in the gown stared at me with eyes of sorrow. I handed the empty flute glass back to her. Thank God, I thought, I would not stay long in that place.

I slept through the day, and in the evening, called my superior, the producer William Lockyear, to confirm my arrival. I confessed to Lockyear that I was on edge. He met my words with a length of amused silence and then said, “Try a month in Iraq. Then we’ll talk.”

I should say something about this man, William Lockyear, my boss. He behaves like overthrown royalty, and I’m his one remaining subject, the servant wench who can never quite work up the nerve to confront him. He considers me a feckless little rich girl, killing time before marriage and babies.

I rebelled, foolishly. “Would you like me to find a story for you in Iraq, Bill? Shall we meet in Baghdad?”

“Will you still have a job when you get back to New York? These are difficult questions.”

I cast the blame elsewhere. “Stim’s got me paranoid.”

I was referring to my friend and production associate Stimson Beevers who had been jealous of my trip. Stim scolded me before I left. He told me that I was thin-skinned, and that my negative feelings about Lockyear reflected burnout, and he’s half right: professional burnout mixed with a euphoria related to my engagement. I had fought to get out of this assignment.

On the morning of my departure, the Monday after Robert proposed, I broke my marriage plans to Lockyear. I explained to him that I now had to make wedding arrangements, extensive ones, and suggested very delicately that he might like to fly to Romania in my place. After congratulations, he told me that my wedding plans had nothing whatsoever to do with our professional relationship, that it was unwise for me to ask him to do my job, and there were plenty of unencumbered young people in the office who would be more than happy to fly to Romania on his behalf. I came close to quitting. My two confidantes, Stim and my dear friend Ian, counseled reason. Ian reminded me that this was vintage Lockyear, and I shouldn’t take it so personally. Stim told me that a story set in Romania would be an opportunity to steep myself in the one-hundred-year history of the vampire genre in movies. That made me laugh. Stim stews in movies. He thinks that morality is loving Sam Peckinpah and eating salted edamame. He doesn’t grasp death beyond celluloid. He thinks that no real difference exists between the actual country of Romania and vampire movies set in Romania. I call him the Over-Stim.

“Wait a minute.” Lockyear cupped the phone with his hand. Obviously, someone had just walked into the room. I heard a muffled commotion. Lockyear got back on the line. “Another of your little friends, the boy wonder, Ian. I told him everything, and he has advice about listening to Stimson Beevers.”

I was glad to hear Ian’s voice.

“Hey there, Line.”

“Help me, Ian.”

“Stim is a complete dick. You’ll be fine.”

“Really?”

“Really. And another thing. It’s Romania. They’re horny, and they know how to party. Think positive. Let this be your last wild fling before you end up with the fry cook. Gotta go.”

Lockyear got back on the line. “Find the criminal, dear.”

I couldn’t sleep. I rose long before sunrise, pulled up a chair, and stared out my window, across the road, at the palace. There were no lights that I could see, but the walls glowed as if they contained phosphorous. Dawn came, and a thousand pink-eyed windows stared back at me. I could no longer bear to be by myself in that room. I dressed in my navy blue slacks, crisp white blouse and workaday heels, and went to find the car rental business, which belonged to the hotel. That evening, I had an appointment in the Transylvanian town of Brasov with a man by the name of Olestru, my contact to the criminal overlord. I wanted to leave plenty of time for the drive.

The car rental place, down in the shadows beneath one of the spiral staircases, didn’t open till ten. I took an elevator back up one floor to the business center, where I e-mailed Lockyear and reassured him of my competence. No one in New York would be up for another eight hours or so, so no point in calling; I was tempted to wake Robert, but such a call would leave an impression of fragility and neediness. The sooner I got out of Bucharest, and on to the real work, the better.

I went for breakfast in a stretch of the second floor unpleasantly packed with an international business crowd, Germans in tangerine and mauve suits, laughing too loud, Japanese conferring in whispers over spreadsheets, an all-male gathering—except for a lone, ponytailed woman whom I noticed instantly. She could only be American. Her blond hair was tied back by a daisy yellow scrunchy. She wore a pink oxford cloth shirt and sandals. I could see her unpolished toes from the hostess podium. She looked about my age, right around thirty. I could have gone to high school with the woman.

She noticed me, too; or rather, she noticed the ring. She stared at the diamond as if it had whispered into her ear. My new best friend, I told myself.


Three

Clementine Spence hailed from Muskogee, Oklahoma, about two hours north of the Texas border. She went by the name Clemmie. When she was three, the family moved to the Permian Basin, where her father worked at a crane and rigging company. When she was fifteen, he changed professions, from crane and rigging to automotive insurance, and moved the family to Sweetwater, Texas.

Her accent was west Texas, her clothes Dallas or Houston: Those pink button-down oxford cloth shirts hang like signature local fruit in the racks north of the Woodall Rogers Freeway and south of the LBJ. Her face, when it turned in my direction, had a fresh-scoured glow. It appeared that she’d ironed her khaki pants. When I approached her, she regarded me with eyes of faint blue, a bit red around the edges, as if she’d been rubbing them. She didn’t appear to be a businesswoman, didn’t have that pointed sense of organization. She wasn’t wearing a jacket to match her pants. She didn’t quite fit the mold of a tourist either, though the map and the book on her table suggested otherwise.

The woman amounted to a sedative, easing my anxiety about being in Romania by myself. The same feeling of deep loneliness had gripped me once before, on a scouting expedition for a story about the shantytowns of São Paulo, a case of thundering nerves. But Lockyear was right. There could be no excuse for such petty fear, not when journalists were getting kidnapped in the Arabian desert. It was sheer inexperience. And yet I couldn’t shake the misgivings. That Price Waterhouse dream about missing persons still unsettled me, a nightmare enhanced by the otherwordliness of my surroundings. And I had reservations about my contact in Romania. On my arrival at the hotel, I had expected to receive a warm greeting of some kind to confirm our appointment in the lobby of the Aro Hotel, Brasov, 7 P.M., Friday evening, September 13. That would have been enough. But there had been no greeting, no human salutation at all. I didn’t know whether Olestru was a man or a woman. Given the shady milieu, I assumed that he was a man, but I knew nothing for sure.

Clemmie Spence dispersed these shadows like a ray of Texas sun. I felt instantly comfortable. I told her my name, my hometown, and what my father did, and she decoded me immediately. “You’re an Azalea girl.” Azalea is a wealthy suburb of Dallas, and many people in Texas have a low opinion of it. She might have had those feelings, too, for all I knew, but didn’t say so. She didn’t mention my origins again, and I liked her for it. I liked her, in general.

Ian would shake his head. “Lord, how you Southern girls flock together,” he’d say, though technically he’s wrong about that. I don’t bond with Southern women, generally. Texas is not the South, except for one scrawny piece of East Texas. I don’t even like to be associated with Southerners, with their façade of effusive gentility, their peach cobbler and fried chicken, their dogs and fish, their genealogies going back to the first five hundred families in some state that is less than two hundred years old. Texas is a border state, and people in border states shun such sentimentality.

Clemmie and I talked about football and colleges. It turned out that both of us had been cheerleaders at the same stadium in 1990 when her high school and Azalea played each other in the state semifinals. Her team won, but neither of us could recall the score, or any details of the game.

“I remember that you guys had a marching band dressed in kilts,” she said, laughing. “And didn’t someone dance on a drum?”

“You had to remember. We were the Azalea Highlanders. The drum belonged to someone’s clan.” I didn’t know why my team had been called the Highlanders. It seemed a very long time ago.

We picked up the rental car at ten, a BMW with tinted windows. I told her it was expense account, and she laughed and said that she had a whole new appreciation for corporate America. She was headed for the city of Brasov, too, on a trip to visit friends. I could drop her on my way. It was my rental, so I took the wheel, but we agreed that Clemmie would drive part of the way.

She had the shiniest hair. It glistened in the light that flashed off the windows of grubby apartment buildings. Her ponytail shook with her laughter, and her daisy bright scrunchy bounced like a bow at the back of her head. She had a small cute nose and a round chin. Boys would have liked her in high school. It was both a comfort and an oddity to be sitting in that car with this woman, so far from the places where we grew up, talking about the things that we had both experienced. I hadn’t talked with anyone about things like barbecue, football, Austin music and South Padre beach in ages.

We left the northern edge of Bucharest behind, and the countryside commenced, flat green fields stretching away to the north, littered with more construction sites, brand-new billboards, shiny red umbrellas in front of a dozen shiny red cafés. The traffic gleamed with fabulous new German, Swedish and Japanese cars, and the gas stations, built just for them, seemingly yesterday, rippled with purple flags and shimmered with fresh plates of glass, behind which bulged great rows of potato chip bags and western European chocolates on high metal racks. What a sight it is to see a country behaving as if it is brand-new. Everything is disorganized, scattered around the landscape, just like boxes and packing paper. Or that’s what it felt like to me—some brand-new clothing store just opened in the Village, with electrical work still being done in back, hammers pounding, drills spinning, while an overworked, excitable sales force tries a little too hard to move the goods from the shelves. Fifteen years before, Romania had lost its dictator, and ever since, it had been trying to be a capitalist democracy. Clemmie and I agreed that it seemed to be getting there.

I told her that I’d lived in New York for ten years, and the conversation turned more serious. She asked me if I had been there on the day, and I knew what she meant. Sooner or later, when I meet strangers and tell them where I live, the subject always comes up. Most of the time, I just shrug. But that moment in the sun, on the road, put me at ease.

“My building was right there. Next to the towers.”

“You poor thing.”

“There were people who, who had a much worse day.” I hated talking about it under the best of circumstances.

“What—um—did you see? If I can ask?”

The old emotions surged up. “Everything.” I couldn’t say much more in answer to that question.

She changed the subject. “You live right in the city?”

“Brooklyn.”

“I knew it.”

“What gave me away? Please don’t tell me I have a Brooklyn accent.”

“Something about the look,” she replied. “Sorta dark.”

Compared to her, I guess, but I didn’t know quite how to take that. She didn’t mean it badly, I’m sure, but it sounded vaguely insulting; the look. On the other hand, Robert would have been pleased. Before me, he dated troubled girls, and he always wanted me to be a little edgier than I was. Hence, the Amsterdam batch.

“I have a dark look?”

“Intense, I mean. You look like I imagine a Brooklyn woman to be. White woman, anyway. Not Texan at all anymore. Do you like it there?”

“Love it.”

“Really? I always thought that it would be so hard to live in New York City.”

“Can be.” On my salary, sheer hell, but why tell her that? “Where do you live now?”

“Gosh.” She seemed to have trouble with the answer. “Around.”

“Around what?”

She grinned, but I could tell she was hesitant to actually say. That intrigued me more.

“Well?”

“Beijing. Kashmir. Lake Malawi.”

“Get out.”

“For real.”

Beijing attracted everyone with a passport, but Kashmir and Lake Malawi would have been at the absolute bottom of my list of guesses. They would not have made my top one thousand.

“No kidding?”

“Honest to goodness.”

“Wow. What’s that like? To live in those places, I mean?”

Clemmie Spence didn’t look in the least like a woman who lived outside the comfort zone of the so-called developed world. Most of the time, you can see that geography in a person, a trace of rawness around the eyes, a mannerism, an affectation, like those women who come back from a year in France wearing scarves around their necks and smoking Gitanes. There are other signs, too, world-weariness, or a kind of confidence, or a cynicism. But she had none of those. She had no hardness at all, no trace of the wanderer. For a moment, I doubted that she could be telling the truth. But why would she lie? In almost every detail, she looked like a woman who had spent her entire life in the plush of north Dallas. She peered out her window in silence.

“I loved Kashmir,” she said. “That I can tell you. Most beautiful place I’ve ever been. Till they destroyed it.”

We hit a four-lane highway, and the driving became easy. Off the road, tilled fields stretched away into hot distances. When we cracked the windows, September air filled our lungs, ripe and sweet. Fruit stands glowed with melons, peaches, peppers and tomatoes. They hummed with bees. We stopped for a sack of wet peaches and changed seats. Clemmie drove with urgent focus. She changed lanes frequently and honked the slowpokes out of the way. We got swept up in a fleet of petroleum trucks, a dozen, at least, and they carried us forward as if aboard a silver jet. When we came to our first major city, a place called Ploesti, the trucks detoured down a bypass, their drivers waving at us, leaning on their horns. The breeze in Ploesti began to reek of petroleum.

The cheeriness of a small provincial city gave way to steel and grime and flattened mud. Refineries rose like immense car wrecks on the horizon. Pure white clouds unfurled from smokestacks. On the side of the road, billboards still advertised in bright colors; women in tight red dresses sipped bright blue cocktails. But they labored against a growing ugliness. After a while, we hit a detour and had to get off the highway. The signs led us into a cul de sac, and the map didn’t help. We were lost, and the suburbs gave nothing away, offered neither landmarks nor exits, but they weren’t endless either. We ended up in the heart of the oil complex, holding our noses, overshadowed by blackened pipelines, forced to backtrack by rusting, gaping freight cars that blocked our way. Outside, as the sun moved west, shadows darted through the bars of a giant’s scorched chemistry set. Men clattered down iron rails. Flames jetted from holes, orange and blue fires, a colony of genies. We rounded one corner and found an extended family—Gypsies, by the look: three women, one man, and a pack of children—who had made shelter in a shuttered, one-story building, a former restaurant, perhaps. The children skipped barefoot through pools of rank water. The women sorted through trash. Dressed in a coat and tie, the man sat in a chair and watched everything with milk-white eyes. The women approached us and begged. I gave money and wished for my camera crew. When such things happen, you have to be there to catch them. It sounds callous, but you cannot stage this kind of misery. It has to appear before your eyes, unchoreographed, and then you can film it.

Before long, we found our way. Ploesti vanished behind us. The land rolled forward again in a wide, shimmering wave. There were fewer billboards. We hit a plateau, and saw silver rivers in the far distance, and achingly blue mountains beyond stretches of wild forest. The road rose into a valley and went to two lanes. Before long, moving at high speed, we came up behind the petroleum trucks again, and our pace slowed. It was just past midday.

“Ploesti,” Clemmie said. “Depressing.”

“You must have seen much worse in Africa.”

“It’s true, but still. Some places just have that feel. You know?”

“Like what?”

“Like they’ve become the latrine of the species. Like all of our shit ended up on top of someone else’s life.”

It was an exaggeration, and I didn’t care for it much. None of my shit had ended up in Ploesti. There was a long silence in the car. I tried to bridge it. “I hardly think this is our fault. A decade of violent fascism. Fifty years of Communism, a megalomaniac dictator, and now raw-toothed capitalism, God help them.”

“Yes, God help them. We have to put our faith there. That’s what I try to remind myself.”

Clemmie had misunderstood me. I noticed the silver chain hanging around her neck and wondered, for the first time, if a cross dangled at the end of it.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” I said. “I’m not religious.”

“Neither am I,” she said. “I hate religion.” She paused a moment. “But I love God.” We drove a while longer in silence. “Do you mind if we switch again? My feet are itching.”

We stopped at a roadside restaurant and bought potato chips and Coke. We took the sack of peaches and made a lunch in the shade of a voluminous rose bush beside a smelly pond. Clemmie paid. After lunch, we walked around the pond, disturbing frogs. Dark green blots sprang into the murk. On the road again, I took the wheel, and she rolled up her sleeves and started to knead the balls of flesh beneath her toes.

“You said you were a journalist?”

I had. “Yes, ma’am.”

She slipped off a shoe. “Who do you write for?”

This always happened. People automatically assume if you’re a journalist, you must work in print. “It’s television. I’m a producer.”

“Cool.”

This was often an uncomfortable moment. I never wanted to sound like a name-dropper. “For a show called The Hour.”

She gave a grin. “A show called The Hour. I’ve heard of a show called The Hour. Everyone’s heard of a show called The Hour.” Clemmie raised an eyebrow. “I better watch what I say.”

“You don’t appear to have a problem watching what you say.”

She laughed. “Can you tell me what you’re working on here?”

I never talk about my stories with outsiders. That’s Lockyear’s first rule of producing, and he gets it from our correspondent, Austen Trotta, so I adhere to it. She let go of her left foot and put the sandal back on. She turned to the right foot, crossed it over the left and flicked off the sandal. “I bet I know.”

Her tone had an innocuous ring, but I felt a slight shiver of disquiet. Hour producers have to be paranoid. It’s the nature of the job. I reflected on the fact that I had approached Clemmie in the breakfast room; it had been my idea to offer a ride. But how convenient that she came from Texas, that she happened to be going my way. And then I recalled what she said about my being from New York. She’d known somehow. My intensity had given me away, she said.

I played it very light. “Want to guess?”

She went along, finishing the massage on her left foot. “Would it have anything to do with an amusement park?”

Lockyear would have told me not to answer that question. I was flustered, but I held my feelings in check. Our criminal overlord had been mentioned here and there as a major backer of a proposed theme park related to a famous character from the movies. She might have read it in the news.

“Nope,” I said. “What do you do for a living?”

Rather than answer, she opened her purse, picked out a plastic bottle, and popped the cap. She squirted a dab of lotion onto her right hand. Then she rubbed it between the toes on her left foot. The purse remained open, and I could see inside a small black-jacketed book with onionskin pages.

“Sorry about this. I know it’s disgusting, but I did a lot of walking around Bucharest yesterday,” she explained.

“Is that a Bible?” I asked her.

She gave a nod. I let it go for a moment. Stuck behind the convoy of petroleum trucks, we could only move so fast, and the change in the landscape began to impress itself on me. Bluffs rose on either side of us, heavy with thicket and gorse, new development giving way to old settlement, wooden houses bunched together in rickety confusion, an onion-domed church topped by a cross. A military cemetery appeared on a hill, lines of regimented crosses the color of milk dwindling into the darkness beneath cedars.

“Is there some religious dimension to your work?”

Clemmie gave an ambiguous nod.

I had a hunch about something. “Are you married?”

She let go of the toes of her left foot and replaced the shoe. “Used to be.”

“Children?”

“No.”

She took off the right sandal and started the same procedure. The sound of the lotion squishing into the skin annoyed me. It took on the soft quality of an evasion.

“You?” she asked.

“Engaged.”

“Congratulations.”

She let go of her foot, and the sound of the lotion ceased. Clemmie put her shoe back on and stared over the dash at the road. I shifted my concentration to the road. In the space of a few minutes, the countryside had changed again—and so had the atmosphere in the car. A new frostiness suffused everything. We were up high now, with valleys opening below to left and right, as the road climbed toward the mountains. Towns hung over us on the sides of hills and gathered at angles below us. A small herd of horses moved across open meadow. In our two lanes of highway, trucks careened right at us, passing each other with blind contempt for the traffic in the oncoming lane. Every ten minutes, another eighteen-wheeler roared right at me, honking, and I had to swerve out of the way. Red blotches appeared on the backs of my hands. The wind boiled in Clemmie’s bright hair. Above the road, the sun shone. We climbed out of valleys and had momentary visions of remote green country before plunging down again. The trucks sent gusts of wind rippling through pine branches. We’d made good time. By five P.M., I guessed, we’d be in Brasov.

“I get the feeling I said something wrong,” Clemmie said.

I kept my eyes on the road. “Are you sure I didn’t?”

“On the contrary. I thank God that we met. Truly. I thank Him.”

“Come on.”

“There are no coincidences, Evangeline.”

My heart started to beat more quickly. She could have been a specter from my past, a daughter of Jesus in the Azalea High School cafeteria, her happy eyes blazing, hot with the fire of a final truth. If you could know what I know, her eyes said, your eyes would blaze, too. I had never believed in that final truth, though I played along during senior year, when I was a cheerleader, because my boyfriend of the time had joined the Fellowship of Christian Athletes and told me that he would only have sexual relations with me if we were both in Christ. So I joined the team and gave a quarterback head, neither of which made me very proud.

Clementine Spence turned her full gaze on me. “I can tell you’re upset.” My silence only encouraged her. “But I think that you’re getting upset for no reason.”

I shook my head. “I’m not upset at all.”

“Just tell me. How did I offend you?”

I weighed my options. We had two more hours in the car, at least. We could have a confrontation, and those two hours would be ugly, or I could back off and wait her out. If I didn’t rise to the bait, she’d probably be quiet.

“I’m a terrible bitch when I want to be,” I said. “And you’ve made me suspicious of your motives. Sorry.” I decided to test her personal discretion. “Was he a missionary, too?”

“Who?”

“Your husband.”

Clemmie ran a hand across her eyes. “We hated that word.”

“Really?”

“We called ourselves change agents.” Clemmie rummaged in her rucksack and found tissues, which she applied to her face. She sneezed into the well-worn bundle. “Actually, my husband called us change agents. It’s borrowed from management theory.”

Her tears seemed real enough. The air smelled like rain. Cliffs of stone rose on either side of us, and cloudbanks rolled through the heights. We had come to the edge of Transylvania.


Four

Traffic had stopped. Clemmie pointed out that the petroleum trucks hadn’t moved in several minutes. We rolled down our windows and heard birdsong against a tense silence. The drivers of the trucks had turned off their engines. Farther up, one or two men had crawled out of their cabs. The sun sank into the western range, and the shadows of the day deepened beside barns. Dried ears of corn swayed from eaves of whitewashed cottages. Clemmie took off her shoes again and put her bare feet up on the dashboard. The sweet smell of her lotion scented the car. The mountain pass was only a kilometer above us, but all forward motion had stopped. There was nothing to do but wait and wonder.

“Tell me something,” Clemmie said. “Do you believe in the kind of stuff related to this place where we’re headed?”

I was punchy already, and the question sent a new shock of irritation through me. “What in the world are you talking about?”

“I’ll take that as a no.”

She seemed to know about my work. She knew that it concerned the amusement park, and she knew that the amusement park concerned the usual stereotypes about Transylvania. But there was one more step to make, and she hadn’t made it yet. And as long as she didn’t, I wouldn’t either.

“A friend of mine calls our place of work Fangland,” I said.

“Yikes.”

“Exactly. People are not nice in Fangland, to say the least. They are crazy. They are ambitious. They shout. They criticize and rebuke. They rise, at best, to a kind of low decency. But as far as I know, none of them are real bloodsuckers.”

“You know that for sure?”

“Not for sure. But then, I don’t believe in that sort of thing.”

“That was my question.”

“Are you telling me that you do believe in such things? In, in vampires?”

She seemed to consider my question as if it were a judgment, which it was.

“My problem,” she said, “is that I can’t rule them out.”

It crossed my mind that she might have been sent by members of a crime syndicate opposed to the construction of the amusement park. But this seemed like a Stimson Beevers scenario, and I considered myself above that sort of conspiratorial thinking. The sun kept sinking.

“Change agent,” I said. “It’s an interesting term. What precisely does it mean?”

She sighed. “Precisely? I don’t know. Someone or something who creeps inside a reality and makes it different. Basically. The term has always put me off a little bit, too. But Jeff believed it, heart and soul. A change agent. To him, it sounded heroic, like James Bond.”

“I suppose a vampire would be a sort of change agent. Right?”

She smiled at me. “For the opposing team. Yes.”

“And tell me again what’s wrong with the word missionary?”

“A bad image. White picket fences in jungles, and ‘Nearer My God to Thee’ morning, noon and night. Forced conversions of the dark-skinned. No one wants that, least of all those of us who have given our lives to the effort. We want Jesus to come to people in their own culture, on their terms, not ours.”

It was a convincing answer, but I realized that, on top of everything else, I was growing tired. She must be, too. She became quiet. Clouds passed overhead. Drops of water pattered the dashboard. “Do you mind if I smoke?” Clemmie asked.

Wasn’t the body the temple of the Lord? I indicated that I didn’t mind. She plucked a smoke from her bag and lit it. She caught me looking sideways at her.

“Nothing in the Good Book about these, I assure you. Want one?”

I gave her a guilty smile. I hadn’t smoked in years. Robert considered the habit unladylike. But I wouldn’t be kissing him for another week, at least, and by that time, the flavor of smoke would be out of my mouth.

Clemmie lit one with her cigarette and handed it to me. “We planted churches.”

“You planted what?”

“In the Himalayan range north of Srinagar in Kashmir. We were trying to bring Muslims to a faith understanding of Christ. We didn’t want Christians, mind you. We wanted followers of Jesus. Muslim followers of Jesus. But it didn’t work out so well.”

She put a hand over her eyes again. My cigarette tasted delicious. “My husband.” She took a drag. “He lost it.” I must have looked perplexed. “His faith, I mean. He was disabused, is how he put it to me. He left me.”

At first, concentrating on my cigarette, I didn’t register that last comment. But a few seconds passed, and the meaning of the words sank in. “Oh, God. Your husband left you? In Kashmir? That’s awful. When?”

“A year ago. No. Two years now.”

Her earlier sympathy for the September 11 attacks came back to me, and I felt like a fraud for feeling that anything bad had ever happened to me. “I’m so sorry, Clemmie.” She stared ahead. She didn’t seem to have much to add on the subject. “Is that what you’re doing here now? In Romania? Church planting?”

She sniffed and looked up, gazing at me with her soft blue eyes. “No. It’s not my gift. I’m much better one on one.”

I didn’t inquire further, fearing the hard sell. On one side of the valley, rain fell. On the other, dusky red sun filled the cleft between the mountains. The disc itself had turned bright gold. The rain glittered and flashed. Clemmie leaned her head out of the passenger side.

“Hey,” she said. “Something’s going on.”

We got out of the car, and it was a relief. The sky drizzled, but I didn’t mind getting wet. A truck driver saw our cigarettes and bummed a smoke. Clemmie fished in her purse and pried out another for herself.

“What’s happening?” I asked. She repeated the question to the truck driver in French. He shrugged. He didn’t appear to know French. We waited. It was a low elevation, but cliffs loomed on either side, and there were dark green shards of conifer beneath the razoring peaks. On a summit to the west, I saw a cross, blackened against the sun. I pointed. Clemmie blew smoke through her lips and nodded.

“These mountains were once a fortress,” she said. “They guarded against Islam.”

She lowered her cigarette and gazed with a sudden intensity up the road. “Listen,” she said.

There came a noise of movement, a crowd on the march. She walked into the middle of the road to get a better view. Ahead, a few hundred feet up the slope, a procession moved on foot. They had taken over the highway. Clemmie became rigid at my elbow. She tossed away her cigarette, bowed her head and put her hands together.

At the head of the procession walked a priest in a light brown robe. His head was bowed, too, and he spoke words in a language I didn’t understand. Another sound emerged, a clop of horse hooves, a heavy knock on the cracked asphalt of the road. The procession moved toward us. Clemmie continued to pray. Her lips didn’t move. I couldn’t hear words. How out of place we both looked, dark blue business suit and crisp pink shirt, out of place and out of time. But at least she had a connection to the scene. Her faith joined her with the other people who crossed themselves as the horses neared. I should have done so, too. I should have bowed my head, exactly like her. But I broke my own deep rule of foreign travel: when in doubt, in someone else’s land, do what the locals do. The priest came within a few paces, and I saw the point of the exercise. Behind him reared two grayish horses with limp white manes. Behind the horses, pulled by them, rolled the wooden wheels of a wagon, a low-riding vehicle with mottled brown timbers on either side. High atop the wagon, on a bed of aromatic hay, rode a coffin roughly the shade of Clemmie’s oxford cloth shirt and about half the size of an adult human being. This was the funeral procession of a child. It stopped right beside us.

“Look away,” my companion whispered.


Five

A sign came up in the headlights, Brasov, thirty-five kilometers. I had lost any sense of the relationship between kilometers and miles; thirty-five kilometers should have been about twenty miles, but it doubled in my mind. Seventy miles to Brasov, I thought. I couldn’t shake the sense of a wild, impending disorder in things, unleashed by the sight of the coffin on the wagon.

“What do you think happened to that child?” I asked, knowing it was a ridiculous question. How could she possibly know?

Clemmie seemed untroubled. She sat beneath a halo of cigarette smoke, as before us rose one more piece of Transylvania, one more pine-crowned earthwork. “God knows,” she said.

The hour of my appointment with N. Olestru had passed, and with it, I feared, my chance to land this story. I tend to be punctual in my social dealings, but at work, I’m fanatical about it. We at The Hour deal constantly with strangers who suspect of us of malign intent. We fight this prejudice as a matter of course, and in that battle, first impressions make the difference. For me, victory begins with a polite and professional phone call, followed up by e-mails or faxes, and is then supported by every single tiny detail that lays the groundwork for an initial meeting and can only be guaranteed when I appear five to ten minutes early, dressed impeccably and with the same demeanor of unruffled politeness with which I initiated contact. Anything less, and my chances of success are cut in half.

I doubted very much whether N. Olestru could have a high opinion of me. I would be lucky if he would trust me enough to continue any serious dialogue about a story involving his employer. I expected a few apologetic bromides—he had waited for an hour, and couldn’t meet me again for several months—a vague promise to do so, and then silence. I was livid with myself.

Lockyear had wanted me to call after the meeting, but I could no longer even think about that. I would have to lie to him. I couldn’t tell him the truth, that I had hit bad traffic and missed the appointment. I would call him in the morning and tell him that no one had shown up. He’d berate me. He’d speak quickly and talk low. He’d remind me that we could not afford another debacle, that his rodeo clown story had put his job in a state of high vulnerability. Or maybe I wouldn’t call him at all. Or I would call him as soon as I got to the hotel and tell him that no one had turned up and ask his advice. I could call Stim, but it was afternoon now, and Stim would be playing hooky either at the Anthology or the Film Forum, pretending to be on a search for archival tape while he caught a film.

Clemmie coughed, and the noise startled me. For a few seconds, it was as if she hadn’t existed. The passenger seat might have been empty. The ponytail was now gone, the scrunchy, too, and her hair hung straight.

Another truck appeared in front of me, a wheezing, creaking old wreck loaded with wet timber. The ends of logs swung at my hood. I slammed on the brakes and felt the engine of the rental car shake. I had a frightening thought that the motor would stop, and I wouldn’t be able to get it started again.

Clemmie jerked up in her seat. “You’re too close to the truck.”

“I’m trying to get around it.”

The two lanes of the road were narrow, and there was no shoulder. If I swerved right, I’d hit a pine tree. If I tried to pass on the left, to get around the truck, I’d have no room to dodge an oncoming car. I honked at the truck to put on the gas. The grade became steeper, winding toward an unseen summit. We slowed to a near standstill.

Two dogs came out of nowhere. At first, they were blurs of whiteness, but they turned into fanged mammals. One hit Clemmie’s window with a splat, its tongue exploding with saliva on the pane. Another leaped onto the hood of the car. I popped a gear, shifted into reverse, and mashed the accelerator, shooting us backward, hurling the dog on the hood onto the pavement. We gained speed going downhill, and I was losing control. I shifted gears out of reverse. The other dog stayed with us, springing beside the window. Clemmie reached into her purse and pulled out what could only be a can of Mace. She rolled down the window a crack and sprayed the dog, which went yelping and reeling off the road. I got into gear and roared back up the hill. We caught up to the truck again, crossing the lane behind the straining timbers, heading for the oncoming lane to attempt a pass. But I saw a light and didn’t like my chances and pulled back into my lane just as another truck came roaring around the curve. As I moved into the lane, my wheels hit something that sounded unpleasantly like a dog.

I looked at Clemmie in the glow of the dashboard.

“Amen, sister,” she said.

The other dog receded into the gloom of my rearview. The truck turned onto a woodland road and was gone. The solitude of the night came over us, though my heart pounded in my chest, and sounded loud enough to disturb the forest. Clemmie didn’t seem to notice. We came to a break in the trees, and away to the east, we saw the rise of the moon.

“Want to hear a story that I haven’t told another living soul?” Clemmie asked.

She lit her fourth or fifth cigarette of the night. I asked her for one, too.

Clemmie touched the butt of a cold cigarette to her burning one. “You know I told you I was a relief worker in Malawi. In sub-Saharan Africa?”

“Yeah.”

“I ran an immunization program in the bush. Do you know anything about Malawi?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“One of the poorest countries in the world. High infant mortality rate. Lots of local superstition. One of those latrines I mentioned.”

I couldn’t believe that I was actually driving at night in the mountains of Transylvania with a superstitious Texan missionary. Not even the jaded denizens of The Hour would believe it.

“There was a string of villages on the shore of Lake Malawi, mostly fishermen, about a thousand people in a fifty-mile radius. It was my job to vaccinate all children under the age of five for measles and polio. Jeff, my ex, was my team leader then, and part of his tent-making function…”

“You lost me there.”

“Tent-making, you mean?” I nodded. “It’s your cover. You know, the way spies have a cover when they infiltrate a country where they may not be wanted? We do, too. It’s a job or an assignment to convince the local authorities you’re not just there to win souls for Jesus.”

“But you are, aren’t you? There to win souls?”

She shrugged. “Some of us just want to help, believe it or not. We call it tent-making. My job was to inoculate in those places where the government immunization plan was underfunded, which was everywhere. But Jeff had work all over the region and left me in charge with a local doctor and a nurse.”

She spoke in a matter-of-fact way.

“It was easy work. The villagers believed in the program and had no suspicions of us until the end, when everything had gone wrong. I can’t remember exactly which day it started.” Her words trailed off. “It was a Wednesday, I know, because the mail boat came from Lilongwe.”

For a minute, her eyes closed, and I thought that she had gone to sleep.

“Clemmie,” I said. She opened her eyes. “Lilongwe.”

“Yes, yes. I know. I’m just collecting my thoughts. It’s exhausting to think about, really. You have to think about our situation. There were about twelve villages along that particular piece of the shore, about one hundred folks per village, kids, old-timers, families. Once every two weeks, I would hit each village, spending a night, two nights, before heading on. These were house calls, basically, and the system worked. People stayed healthy and gave God the credit, which was great. Every time I showed up, the kids would come shrieking out to greet me, and for a woman without kids, you can imagine the thrill, a woman who wanted kids, I mean, but didn’t have any of her own, it was like inheriting a whole bunch at once.”

Her hands trembled as she squashed her cigarette into the side of the lotion bottle.

“Before the local doctor vanished, he told me that the only real bad deal around were the AIDS victims, and they weren’t our problem. Lilongwe hospitals took them. Most of our folks weren’t actually sick. No one had a fever. So when they started to drop out of sight, it didn’t make much sense. The children had their immunizations. And before them, so had the adults.” A quiver came into her voice. “But I knew that already. I was the one who brought in the medicine. I watched the nurse immunize those children.”

I watched the road, bathed in moonlight. Clemmie’s voice trailed away. I would be married in June. We had already booked a pavilion at Wave Hill. There was so much to do. I should be making phone calls from Romania. I should be setting appointments with the priest at Saint Ignatius Loyola. I should call Robert and apologize for making him feel bad about the Amsterdam package. When he gave me the pink box, he said, “In case you ever feel like lap dancing.” This line had been in my mind when I opened the present, and it had somehow provoked me. But I looked back now and thought how silly that was. I would call Robert from the hotel in Brasov and promise him that lap dance.

“It seems to have happened all at once. I started out on a Monday, making my rounds, and it just unfolded. One village after another. I would go to the elder, and the story would be the same. The kids had all gone. By the time I reached the last village, I was beside myself.” Her voice quavered. “Terrified. Like eight years old and lying in my bed, staring at the closet. Like that. You see?” She turned to look at me. I didn’t see, didn’t want to see, but I nodded. If I don’t acknowledge her, I thought, she’ll get even more upset. “The last two inhabitants of one place, a man and woman, told me that their children had gone into the jungle. At night, a group of white men had appeared on the shores and walked right through the middle of town and trailing behind them, every last one of the kids.”

It sounded suspicious to me. “Did they describe these white men?”

Clemmie’s voice lowered. “Ghosts. That’s the term they used. I called them white men.”

Her response didn’t reassure me. Who said ghosts had to be white? But I was intrigued. “Then what happened?”

“After the kids went the grandparents, the old folks, and together, they had all walked by night along the old paths into the jungle, and they had disappeared. These two people told me that the ghosts would come for me, too. I heard it again and again. The few survivors in every village would pinch my pale skin and shake their heads, meaning, this won’t protect you none.”

Clemmie could be responsible, I told myself. That was a real possibility.

“I have often thought since that those ghosts must have been a species of vampire,” she said. “People there believe in vampires.”

The air seemed to go out of the car.

“No.”

“They never came for me, but by my last visit, at the end of my last circuit down the shore, there was no one left to help. In those villages, there were no people anymore. Not a soul remained. No one came to the water purification facility at the well. No kids played. So I packed my rucksack and walked into the jungle after them. Jeff found me in a hotel in Lilongwe, but I could never tell him how I got there. I never told him anything, and till the day he walked out, he thought our villages had been attacked by guerrillas. Tell the truth, he blamed me for not being more… more present of mind, I think he said.”

I tried hard to think the best of the situation.
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