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I've found that giving Ed an assignment is the best way to get him to
finish a new story. It's worked at OMNI, and it's worked here.

It's tough for kids growing up in New York City—the world is a
dangerous place and so they become tough themselves.

"That blood?" said Donnie, appalled. "That's grossss." Angelique was
peeking over her shoulder at the lurid paperback vampire novel. "Don't
draw out your consonants. You sound like a geek."

"I'm not a geek," said Donnie. "I'm only eleven years old, you jerk. I get
to draw out my esses if I want to."

"We're all too goddamned bright," said Camelia gloomily. "The last
place I went to school, everybody just played with dolls or talked all day
about crack."

"Public schools," Angelique snorted.

Donnie flipped the page and squinted. "Yep, he's lapping up her



menstrual blood, all right. This vampire's a real gink."

"Wonderful. So her arching, lily-white swan throat wasn't enough," said
Cammie. "Oh boy. I can hardly wait til I start having my period."

The lights flashed and the four of us involuntarily glanced up. Ms.
Yukoshi, one of the Center's three night supervisors, stood framed in the
doorway. "Okay, girls, lights out in three. Put away the book. Hit those
bunks. Good night, now." She started to exit, but then apparently changed
her mind. "I suppose I ought to mention that this is my last night taking
care of you."

Were we supposed to clap? I wondered. Maybe give her a four-part
harmony chorus of "Thank you, Ms. Yukoshi"? What was appropriate
behavior?

"No thanks are necessary," said Ms. Yukoshi. "I just know I need a long,
long vacation. Lots of R and R." We could all see her sharp, white teeth
gleaming in the light from the overhead. "You'll have a new person to
bedevil tomorrow night. His name is Mr. Vladisov."

"So why don't we ever get a good WASP?" Cammie whispered.

The other two giggled. I guess I did too. It's easy to forget that Camelia
is black.

Ms. Yukoshi looked at us sharply. Donnie giggled again and dog-eared
a page before setting the vampire book down. "Good night, girls." Ms.
Yukoshi retreated into the hall. We listened to the click and echo of her
stylish heels moving on to the next room, the next island of kids. Boys in
that one.

"I wonder what Mr. Vladisov will be like," Donnie said.

Angelique smiled. "At least he's a guy."

"Good night, girls." Donnie mimicked Ms. Yukoshi.

I snapped off the lamp. And that was it for another fun evening at the
renovated brownstone that was the Work-at-Night Child Care Center and
Parenting Service. Wick Pus, we called it, all of us who had night-shift
parents with no other place to put their kids.



"Good night," I said to everybody in general. I lay back in the bunk and
pulled the covers up to my chin. The wool blanket scratched my neck.

"I'm hungry," said Angelique plaintively. "Cookies and milk aren't
enough."

"Perhaps you want some blooood?" said Donnie, snickering.

"Good night," I said again. But I was hungry too.

The next day was Wednesday. Hump day. Didn't matter. No big plans
for the week—or for the weekend. It wasn't one of the court-set times for
my dad to visit, so I figured probably I'd be spending the time reading.
That was okay too. I like to read. Maybe I'd finish the last thousand pages
of Stephen King's new novel and get on to some of the stuff I needed to
read for school.

We were studying urban legends and old wives' tales—a side issue was
the class figuring out a nonsexist term for the latter.

We'd gone through a lot of the stuff that most of us had heard—and
even believed at one time—like the hook killer and the Kentucky Fried Rat
and the expensive car that was on sale unbelievably cheap because nobody
could get the smell out of the upholstery after the former owner killed
himself and the body wasn't discovered for three hot days. Then there was
the rattlesnake in the K-Mart jeans and the killer spiders in the bouffant.
Most of that didn't interest me. What I liked were the older myths, things
like keeping cats out of the nursery and forbidding adults to sleep in the
presence of children.

Now I've always liked cats, so I know where my sympathy lies with that
one. Kitties love to snuggle up to warm little faces on chilly nights. No
surprise, right? But the bit about sucking the breath from babies' lungs is
a load of crap. Well, most of the time. As for the idea that adults syphon
energy from children, that's probably just a cleaner way of talking about
the incest taboo.

It's a way of speaking metaphorically. That's what the teacher said.

I can see why adults would want to steal kids' energy. Then they could



rule the world, live forever, win all the Olympics. See what I mean? So
maybe some adults do. You ever feel just how much energy is generated by
a roomful of hyper kids? I know. But then, I'm a kid. I expect I'll lose it all
when I grow up. I'm not looking forward to that. It'll be like death. Or
maybe undeath.

It all sounds sort of dull gray and drab, just like living in the book 1984.

The thing about energy is that what goes out has to come in first.
Another lesson. First Law of Thermodynamics. Or maybe the Second. I
didn't pay much attention that day. I guess I was too busy daydreaming
about horses, or maybe sneaking a few pages of the paperback hidden in
my vinyl binder.

Don't even ask what I'm going to do when I grow up. I've got lots of
time to figure it out.

Mr. Vladisov had done his homework. He addressed us all by name.
Evidently he'd sucked Ms. Yukoshi dry of all the necessary information.

"And you would be Shauna-Laurel Andersen," he said to me, smiling
faintly.

I felt like I ought to curtsy at least. Mr. Vladisov was tall and courtly,
just like characters in any number of books I'd read. His hair was jet-black
and fixed in one of those widow's peaks. Just like a novel. His eyes were
sharp and black too, though the whites were all bloodshot. They didn't
look comfortable. He spoke with some kind of Slavic accent. Good English,
but the kind of accent I've heard actors working in restaurants goofing
around with.

Shauna-Laurel, I thought. "My friends call me SL," I said.

"Then I hope we shall be friends," said Mr. Vladisov.

"Do we have to call you 'sir'?" said Angelique. I knew she was just being
funny. I wondered if Mr. Vladisov knew that.

"No." His gaze flickered from one of us to the next. "I know we shall all
be very close. Ms. Yukoshi told me you were all…"He seemed to be



searching for the correct phrase. "… good kids."

"Sure," said Donnie, giggling just a little.

"I believe," said Mr. Vladisov, "that it is customary to devour milk and
cookies before your bedtime."

"Oh, that's not for a while yet," said Angelique.

"Hours," chimed in Donnie.

Our new guardian consulted his watch. "Perhaps twenty-three
minutes?"

We slowly nodded.

"SL," he said to me, "will you help me distribute the snacks?"

I followed Mr. Vladisov out the door.

"Be careful," said Angelique so softly that only I could hear. I wondered
if I really knew what she meant.

Mr. Vladisov preceded me down the corridor leading to the playroom
and then to the adjacent kitchenette. Other inmates looked at us through
the doorways as we passed. I didn't know most of their names. There were
about three dozen of them. Our crowd—the four of us—was pretty tight.

He slowed so I could catch up to his side. "Your friends seem very nice,"
he said. "Well behaved."

"Uh, yes," I answered. "They're great. Smart too."

"And healthy."

"As horses."

"My carriage," mused Mr. Vladisov, "used to be pulled by a fine black
team."

"Beg pardon?"

"Nothing," he said sharply. His tone moderated. "I sometimes slip into



the past, SL. It's nothing."

"Me," I said. "I love horses. My dad says he'll get me a colt for my
graduation from middle school. We'll have to stable it out in Long Island."

Mr. Vladisov didn't comment. We had reached the closetlike
kitchenette. He didn't bother to turn on the light. When he opened the
refrigerator and took out a carton of milk, I could see well enough to open
the cabinet where I knew the cookies were stored.

"Chocolate chip?" I said. "Double Stuf Oreos?"

Mr. Vladisov said, "I never eat… cookies. Choose what you like."

I took both packages. Mr. Vladisov hovered over the milk, assembling
quartets of napkins and glasses. "Don't bother with a straw for Connie," I
said. "'She's not supposed to drink through a straw. Doctor's orders."

Mr. Vladisov nodded. "Do these things help you sleep more soundly?"

I shrugged. "I 'spose so. The nurse told me once that a high-carb snack
before bed would drug us out. It's okay. Cookies taste better than Ritalin
anyway."

"Ritalin?"

"An upper that works like a downer for the hypers."

"I beg your pardon?"

I decided to drop it. "The cookies help us all sleep."

"Good," said Mr. Vladisov. "I want everyone to have a good night's rest.
I take my responsibility here quite seriously. It would be unfortunate were
anyone to be so disturbed she woke up in the early morning with
nightmares."

"We all sleep very soundly," I said.

Mr. Vladisov smiled down at me. In the dim light from the hall, it
seemed to me that his eyes gleamed a dusky red.



I passed around the Double Stuf Oreos and the chocolate-chip cookies.
Mr. Vladisov poured and distributed the glasses of milk as solemnly as if
he were setting out communion wine.

Cammie held up her milk in a toast. "We enjoyed Ms. Yukoshi, but we
know we'll like you much better."

Mr. Vladisov smiled without parting his teeth and raised an empty
hand as though holding a wine glass. "A toast to you as well. To life
everlasting, and to the dreams which make it bearable."

Angelique and I exchanged glances. I looked at Donnie. Her face was
saying nothing at all. We all raised our glasses and then drank. The milk
was cold and good, but it wasn't the taste I wished. I wanted chocolate.

Mr. Vladisov wished us a more conventional good night, then smoothly
excused himself from the room to see to his other charges. We listened
hard but couldn't hear his heels click on the hallway tile.

"Slick," said Angelique, nibbling delicately around the edge of her
chocolate-chip cookie.

"Who's he remind me of?" mused Cammie. "That old guy—I saw him in
a play once. Frank Langella."

"I don't know about this," said Donnie.

"What don't you know?" I said.

"I don't know whether maybe one of us ought to stay up all night on
watch." Her words came out slowly. Then more eagerly, "Maybe we could
take turns."

"We all need our rest," I said, "It's a school night."

"I sure need all the energy I can get," said Cammie. "I've got a
geography test tomorrow. We're supposed to know all the capitals of those
weird little states west of New Jersey."

I said, "I don't think we have anything to worry about for a while. Mr.
Vladisov's new. It'll take him a little while to settle in and get used to us."

Cammie cocked her head. "So you think we got ourselves a live one?"



"So to speak." I nodded. "Metaphorically speaking…"

So I was wrong. Not about what Mr. Vladisov was. Rather that he
would wait to get accustomed to how things ran at Wick Pus. He must
have been very hungry.

In the morning, it took Donnie forever to get up. She groaned when
Cammie shook her, but didn't seem to want to move. "I feel shitty," she
said, when her eyes finally opened and started to focus. "I think I've got
the flu."

"Only if bats got viruses in their spit," said Cammie grimly. She
gestured at Donnie's neck, gingerly zeroing in with her index finger.

Angelique and I leaned forward, inspecting the throat.

Donnie's brown eyes widened in alarm. "What's wrong?" she said
weakly.

"What's wrong ain't pimples," said Cammie. "And there's two of them."

"Damn," said Angelique.

"Shit," said Donnie.

I disagreed with nobody.

The four of us agreed to try not to get too upset about all of this until
we'd had time to confer tonight after our parents dropped us off at the
Center. Donnie was the hardest to convince. But then, it was her throat
that showed the pair of matched red marks.

Mrs. Maloney was the morning-shift lady who saw us off to our various
buses and subways to school. Mr. Vladisov had gone off duty sometime
before dawn. Naturally. He would return after dark. Double naturally.

"I'm gonna tell my mom I don't want to come back to the Center
tonight," Donnie had said.

"Don't be such a little kid," said Cammie. "We'll take care of things."



"It'll be all right," Angelique chimed in.

Donnie looked at me as though begging silently for permission to
chicken out. "SL?"

"It'll be okay," I said as reassuringly as I could. I wasn't so sure it would
be that okay. Why was everyone staring at me as though I were the leader?

"I trust you," Donnie said softly.

I knew I was blushing. "It'll be all right." I wished I knew whether I was
telling the truth.

At school, I couldn't concentrate. I didn't even sneak reads from my
Stephen King paperback. I guess I sort of just sat there like a wooden
dummy while lessons were talked about and assignments handed out.

I started waking up in the afternoon during my folklore class.

"The thing you should all remember," said Mrs. Dancey, my teacher, "is
that myths never really change. Sometimes they're garbled and they
certainly appear in different guises to different generations who recount
them. But the basic lessons don't alter. We're talking about truths."

The truth was, I thought, I didn't know what we were all going to do
about Mr. Vladisov. That was the long and short of it, and no urban myth
Mrs. Dancey tempted me with was going to take my mind off that.

Time. Things like Mr. Vladisov, they figured they had all the time in the
world, so they usually seemed to take things easy. Given time, we'd figure
something out. Cammie, Donnie, Angelique, and me. We could handle
anything. Always had.

"Shauna-Laurel?" It was Mrs. Dancey. Talking to me.

I didn't know what she had asked. "Ma'am?" I said. "Sorry."

But it was too late. I'd lost my chance. Too much daydreaming. I hoped
it wouldn't be too late tonight.

Donnie's twin red marks had started to fade when the four of us



huddled in our room at the Center to talk.

"So maybe they are zits," said Cammie hopefully.

Donnie irritably scratched at them. "They itch."

I sat on the edge of the bunk and swung my legs back and forth. "Don't
scratch. They'll get infected."

"You sound like my mother."

"Good evening, my good kids." Mr. Vladisov filled the doorway. He was
all dark clothing and angular shadows. "I hope you are all feeling well
tonight?"

"Aren't you a little early?" said Angelique.

Mr. Vladisov made a show of consulting his watch. It was the
old-fashioned kind, round and gold, on a chain. It had hands. I glanced
out the window toward the street. The light had gone while we were
talking. I wondered where Mr. Vladisov spent his days.

"Early? No. Perhaps just a bit," he corrected himself. "I find my
position here at the Center so pleasant, I don't wish to be late." He smiled
at us. We stared back at him. "What? You're not all glad to see me?"

"I have the flu," said Donnie dully.

"The rest of us will probably get it too," Angelique said.

Cammie and I nodded agreement.

"Oh, I'm sorry," said Mr. Vladisov. "I see why this should trouble you.
Perhaps I can obtain for you an elixir?"

"Huh?" That was Cammie.

"For your blood," he said. "Something to strengthen your resistance.
Tomato juice, perhaps? or V-8? Some other healthful beverage?"

"No," said Donnie. "No thank you. I don't think so. No." She hiccupped.

"Oh, you poor child." Mr. Vladisov started forward. Donnie drew back.



"Is there something I can do?" he said, checking himself in midstride.
"Perhaps I should call for a doctor?" His voice sounded so solicitous. "Your
parent?"

"No!" Donnie came close to shouting.

"She'll be okay," said Cammie.

Mr. Vladisov looked indecisive. "I don't know…"

"We do," I said. "Everything will be fine. Donnie just needs a good
night's sleep."

"I'm sure she will get that," said Mr. Vladisov. "The night is quiet."
Then he excused himself to fetch our milk and cookies. This time he didn't
ask for volunteer help.

Cammie was stroking Donnie's hair. "We'll see nothin' happens. You'll
be just fine."

"That's right," said Angelique. "We'll all stay up."

"No need," I said."We can take turns. No use everybody killing
themselves."

"Bad phrasing," said Cammie. "Taking turns sounds good to me."

I volunteered, "I'll take the first watch."

"Yeah." Cammie grinned. "That way the rest of us got to stay up in the
scariest part of the night."

"Okay, so you go first and wake me up later."

"Naw. Just kidding."

I liked being friends with Cammie and the others. But then we were so
much alike. More than you might think.

The daughter of a widowed Harlem mortician.

The daughter of the divorced assistant French consul.



The daughter of an ambitious off-Broadway director.

The daughter of a divorced famous novelist.

All of us denied latch-keys and dumped at Wick Pus. Handier than
boarding school if a parent wanted us. But still out of their hair.

One of us used to love drugs. One of us was thinking about loving God.
Another was afraid of being the baby of the group. And another just
wanted peace and a horse. I smiled.

Donnie actually did look reassured.

After a while, Mr. Vladisov came back with our nightly snacks. He
seemed less exuberant. Maybe he was catching on to the fact that we were
on to him. Maybe not. It's hard to tell with adults.

At any rate, he bid us all a good evening and that was the last we saw of
him until he came around to deliver a soft, "Lights out, girls. Sleep well.
Sleep well, indeed."

We listened for his footsteps, didn't hear any, heard him repeating his
message to the boys down the hall. Finally we started to relax just a little.

Through the darkness, Cammie whispered, "Three hours, SL. That's it.
Don't knock yourself out, okay? Wake me up in three hours."

"Okay."

I heard Bonnie's younger, softer whisper. "Thanks, guys. I'm glad you're
all here. I'm even going to try to sleep."

"Want a ghost story first?" That was Angelique.

"No!" Donnie giggled.

We were all silent.

I listened for steady, regular breathing. I waited for anything strange. I
eventually heard the sounds of the others sleeping.

I guess I really hadn't expected them to drift off like that.



And then I went to sleep.

I hadn't expected that either.

I woke up sweaty, dreaming someone was slapping me with big slabs of
lunch meat. Someone was slapping me. Cammie.

"Wake up, you gink! She's gone!"

"Who's gone?" The lamp was on and I tried to focus on Cammie's angry
face.

"Donnie! The honky blood-sucker stole her."

I struggled free of the tangled sheet. I didn't remember lying down in
my bed. The last thing I recalled was sitting bolt upright, listening for
anything that sounded like Mr. Vladisov skulking around. "I think he— he
put me to sleep." I felt terrible.

"He put us all to sleep," said Angelique. "No time to worry about that.
We've got to find Donnie before he drains her down to those cute little
slippers." Donnie had been wearing a pair of plush Felix the Cat foot
warmers.

"Where we gonna look?" Cammie looked about ready to pull Mr.

Vladisov apart with her bare fingers with their crimson painted nails.

"Follow running blood downhill," I said.

"Jeez," Cammie said disgustedly.

"I mean it. Try the basement. I bet he's got his coffin down there."

"Traditionalist, huh?"

"Maybe. I hope so." I pulled on one Adidas, wound the laces around my
ankle, reached for the other. "What time is it, anyway?"

"Not quite midnight. Sucker didn't even wait for the witching hour."



I stood up. "Come on."

"What about the others?" Angelique paused by the door to the hall.

I quickly thought about that. We'd always been pretty self-sufficient.
But this wasn't your ordinary situation. "Wake 'em up," I said. "We can
use the help." Cammie started for the door "But be quiet. Don't wake up
the supervisors."

On the way to the door, I grabbed two Oreos I'd saved from my bedtime
snack. I figured I'd need the energy.

I realized there were thirty or thirty-five kids trailing just behind as my
roommates and I found one of Donnie's Felix slippers on the landing in the
fire stairs. It was just before the final flight down to the dark rooms where
the furnace and all the pipes were. The white eyes stared up at me. The
whiskers didn't twitch.

"Okay," I said unnecessarily, "come on. Hurry!"

Both of them were in a storage room, just up the corridor from the
place where the furnace roared like some giant dinosaur. Mr. Vladisov sat
on a case of toilet paper. It was like he was waiting for us. He expected us.
He sat there with Donnie cradled in his arms and was already looking up
at the doorway when we burst through.

"SL…" Donnie's voice was weak. She tried to reach out toward me, but
Mr. Vladisov held her tightly. "I don't want to be here."

"Me neither," muttered Cammie from beside me.

"Ah, my good kids," said Mr. Vladisov. "My lambs, my fat little calves. I
am sorry that you found me."

It didn't sound like he was sorry. I had the feeling he'd expected it,
maybe even wanted it to happen. I began to wonder if this one was totally
crazy. A psychotic. "Let Donnie go," I said, trying for a firmness I don't
think was really showing in my voice.

"No." That was simple enough.



"Let her go," I repeated.

"I'm not… done," he said, baring his fangs in a jolly grin.

I said, "Please?"

"You really don't understand." Mr. Vladisov sighed theatrically. "There
are two dozen or more of you and only one of me; but I am a man of some
power. When I finish snacking on this one, I will kill most of the rest of
you. Perhaps all. I'll kill you and I will drink you."

"Horseshit," said Cammie.

"You will be first," said Mr. Vladisov, "after your friend." He stared
directly at me, his eyes shining like rubies.

"Get fucked." I surprised myself by saying that. I don't usually talk that
way.

Mr. Vladisov looked shocked. "Shauna-Laurel, my dear, you are not a
child of my generation."

I definitely wasn't. "Let. Her. Loose," I said distinctly.

"Don't be tiresome, my child. Now be patient. I'll be with you in just a
moment." He lowered his mouth toward Donnie's throat.

"You're dead," I told him.

He paused, smiling horribly. "No news to me."

"I mean really dead. For keeps."

"I doubt that. Others have tried. Rather more mature specimens than
all of you." He returned his attention to Donnie's neck.

Though I didn't turn away from Mr. Vladisov, I sensed the presence of
the other kids behind me. We had all crowded into the storage room, and
now the thirty-odd of us spread in a sort of semicircle. If Mr. Vladisov
wondered why none of us was trying to run away, he didn't show it. I guess
maybe like most adults, he figured he controlled us all.

I took Cammie's hand with my right, Angelique's with my left. All our



fingers felt very warm. I could sense us starting to relax into that
fuzzy-feeling receptive state that we usually only feel when we're asleep. I
knew we were teaming up with the other kids in the room.

It's funny sometimes about old folktales (we'd finally come up in class
with a nonsexist term). Like the one forbidding adults to sleep in the same
room with a child. They had it right. They just had it backwards. It's us
who suck up the energy like batteries charging…

Mr. Vladisov must have felt it start. He hesitated, teeth just a little ways
from Donnie's skin. He looked at us from the corners of his eyes without
raising his head. "I feel…" he started to say, and then trailed off. "You're
taking something. You're feeding—"

"Let her go." I shouldn't even have said that. It was too late for making
bargains.

"My… blood?" Mr. Vladisov whispered.

"Don't be gross," said Cammie.

I thought I could see Donnie smile wanly.

"I'm sorry," said Angelique. "I thought you were going to work out okay.
We wouldn't have taken much. Just enough. You wouldn't have suspected
a thing. Finally you would have moved on and someone else would have
taken your place."

Mr. Vladisov didn't look well. "Perhaps—" he started to say. He looked
like he was struggling against quicksand. Weakly.

"No," I said. "Not on your life."

And then we fed.



____________________________________________________
_____

There's a story I've wanted to write for years. It's about the nasty
allegation that cats left alone in a nursery with an infant will suck the
breath right from the little tyke's lungs. Twice now I've tried to adapt that
aleurophobic slander into a story. Twice I've veered away from the original
concept and done something else entirely. Fortunately, both those
tangential tales have worked out fine.

The first time was with a story that eventually came to be called "The
Baku." That ended up as a script for the CBS series, The Twilight Zone.
The finished script was at first rejected; then it was heavily rewritten (by
me) just in time for the news of the series' cancellation. What's a writer to
do? I turned the unproduced script into a novelette for my collection of
original fiction in Night Visions 4.

Then I decided to use the kitty cat terror angle for a story aimed at the
book you hold in your hands, Ellen Datlow's vampirism collection. It didn't
take long before the cats in "Good Kids" assumed a rather minimal role.

Maybe the third time'll be a charm.

I hope so. I think cats make terrific characters; and I'm excited about
the cutting edge of contemporary dark fantasy that seems to be slicing
away the middling paunch of traditional horror.

In the meantime, thanks to the cats who never did appear on stage in
"Good Kids," I got acquainted with SL, Donnie, Cammie, and Angelique. I
rather like them and suspect they'll return in at least another story. Maybe
one of them'll get a cat.

Ed Bryant




