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The girls I meet on my late-night forays to the Hidden Agenda on Ventura Boulevard generally don’t have one. No, their agendas are right out in the open: they’re trolling for either a producer who will put them into the legitimate movies or a sugar daddy who will rescue them from the porn industry. I don’t like to brag, but my—talent, if you’ll forgive that overused word—is that I can be whoever they want me to be: wealthy industrialist, bored elder statesman, lonely widower, you name it. As a result, I am almost always able to flatter them into inviting me home with them, and after a single night of bliss I am happy never to see them again. Instead, I closet myself in my modest Reseda bungalow and pass the time content with my own company until desire sends me back to the Hidden Agenda to ingratiate myself with the next one.
Annerie, however, was different. The first thing I noticed about her—even before the lush curves that magicked her simple black cocktail dress into a satyr’s wet dream—was her eyes. They were a piercing cerulean blue, and they suggested ecstasies I had never known before.
Then—eyes duly noted and catalogued—my gaze dropped to her curves, and I took the empty barstool beside her and introduced myself as Lester Lyons. 
“And your name, my dear?”
“Annerie,” she purred, drawing out the last syllable like a promise.
“Annerie?” I repeated, pronouncing that final vowel sound as if it were a question, an invitation to present me with her family name.
But the invitation was declined. “Just Annerie,” she said, and then a flash of those infinitely blue eyes took away the sting of the rejection, and she added, “for now.”
I offered to buy her a drink, and that invitation she accepted. She asked Mario for a glass of pinot grigio, and I had my usual Macallan, neat, water back.
Her voice thrilled me to my very core. If she hadn’t told me early on that she was Danish, her accent would have suggested Eastern Europe rather than Scandinavia. Perhaps her parents had emigrated from behind the Iron Curtain to “the happiest country in the world.”
At ten, Mario’s shift ended, and Tom came on to man the stick until three in the morning, when the Agenda would close. Annerie and I sipped our drinks and chatted for an eminently pleasant hour.
Around eleven, she swallowed the last of her wine and dabbed at her red lipstick with a cocktail napkin. “Well,” she said.
This was the moment when I would normally dial my charm up to maximum and make her believe that my seeing her home was her idea … but for some reason I couldn’t explain, my normal battle plan simply didn’t seem right for this exceptional woman. For the first time in a very long time, I found myself at a loss for words.
She opened her purse and looked inside it and closed it, obviously stalling to give me the opportunity to make the move I strangely felt no inclination to make.
When words came out of my mouth at last, I was as astonished to hear them as she must have been.
“Would you be interested,” I said, “in taking in a movie?”
One eyebrow raised inquisitively. “At this hour?”
“There’s a midnight show at the Nuart,” I said. “I can call us an Uber, and we’ll be in plenty of time.”
“A movie,” she repeated, “in L.A. Imagine that.”
“It’s Bela Lugosi,” I said. “You’re not by any chance into the old black-and-white films, are you?”
“I love old movies,” she enthused. “But please, Lester, not one of those terrible pictures he made with that ridiculous man Ed Wood, when he was old and strung out on morphine and methadone.”
She pronounced it Et Vut, and the sound of it—combined with the mere fact that she knew who Et Vut vas and was familiar with the tragedy of Lugosi’s final years—sent a shiver up my spine.
“No, no,” I assured her. “It’s the one that made him famous.”
“Ah, yes, Tod Browning’s take on Bram Stoker’s lovely novel.” She smiled dazzlingly, cocked her head as if she could hear wolves howling, and quoted, in an eerily accurate reproduction of Lugosi’s voice, “Leesen to them! Cheeldren of the night. What music they make!”
Tom the bartender cruised over to us. “Another white wine for you, miss?”
She twirled the stem of her empty glass and blessed him with that smile, though I noted approvingly that she dimmed the wattage a bit when she turned it away from me. “I never drink,” she said, still quoting, and then arched her perfect eyebrows and added, “vine.”
*
The movie was wonderful. I’ve seen it many times, and it’s always wonderful. Murnau’s Nosferatu, the original film version of the book, is charming in its amateurish special effects, and Max Schreck is truly chilling as Count Orlok, but give me Browning’s 1931 production every time.
We sat there in the theater, and at that lovely moment when Lugosi says to Edward Van Sloan, “For a man who has not lived even a single lifetime, you’re a wise man, Van Helsing,” I felt Annerie’s slender fingers creep into mine, and we held hands like two innocent children until the house lights came up.
Back out on Santa Monica Boulevard, I offered—without ulterior motive, for once—to see her home.
“Not tonight, Lester,” she said. “It’s too soon. Perhaps another time.”
“Will there be another time?” I asked.
She smiled, and her eyes flashed in the light from the theater marquee. “I think so,” she said. “Yes, I think there will be.”

There was. There were.
We fell easily into the habit of meeting at the Hidden Agenda three or four times a week. I offered more than once to buy her dinner, but for reasons she kept to herself she insisted on meeting at nine, no sooner. I wondered if she might have a husband, children, another life she couldn’t escape until the middle of the evening, but resisted the urge to pry, and Annerie kept her own counsel.
And so we met at the bar, we drank two or three drinks she allowed me to pay for, and then we Ubered to one of the city’s classic movie palaces—the Nuart, the Los Feliz, the Egyptian—whichever one happened to be showing the film we most wanted to see. Our taste in cinema was remarkably in sync: some nights we shivered with another of Universal’s monsters, others we laughed with Lubitsch or Sturges or Capra, still others we watched Ginger Rogers match Fred Astaire step for step, only backwards and in high heels.
We always held hands, but that was the extent of our physical interaction. The third time we met, I tried to kiss her as I handed her into an Uber at the end of the night, but she slipped a hand between her lips and mine and whispered, “Not yet, Lester. I’ll tell you when it’s time.”
She always told the driver to pull away from the curb before announcing her destination, so I had no idea where she lived. The thought of following her never even occurred to me. That was the sort of thing the old Lester Lyons might have done, but that callow fellow was rapidly receding into the dim mist of the past.
By our fifth date, I was madly in love with Annerie and almost overwhelmed with desire. Not the lustful desire of my previous—what shall I call them?—interactions with women, but a desire that was on the one hand much stronger yet on the other hand, I blush to use this word, purer than anything I had ever before experienced. It’s hard to nail down what exactly it was about her that obsessed me so. The best I can do is say that I finally felt, after years of one-night stands with strangers who only interested me because of what I could get from them, as if I’d met a kindred spirit.
Our early conversations over drinks at the Agenda focused in on the usual superficial data points. She loved horses, had always wanted to own one. She’d never had the opportunity to see Elvis live, but she adored his concert videos and corny film appearances. In such ways, the two of us were polar opposites. Horseback riding held no appeal for me, and my musical taste ran to the singer/songwriters: Joni Mitchell, Billy Joel, Paul Simon, even Jimmy Buffett.
After our first few meetings, though, Annerie began to open up more, to dig below the surface of her likes and dislikes. She claimed, to my surprise, to be a Christian. Not evangelical, thank goodness, but in her own way devout. Though she detested Donald Trump and his tin-hat MAGA sheep, she still believed that America was a land of opportunity, a country in need of saving from extremists but worth saving. And though she never did reveal her last name, she told me of her early years, of growing up an only child in an idyllic nuclear family. 
In all these ways, too, we couldn’t have been more different. I am an atheist, convinced that the American experiment has irretrievably failed, and I can’t even remember my parents, who died a very long time ago.
And yet….
And yet the connection I felt between us was undeniable. Perhaps that’s how true love works. As Michael Franks, another singer/songwriter I admire, once put it, “Love is the pain you can’t refuse.” 
Because it was painful, you see, to sit beside her in the dark, our hands intertwined but our eyes and ears fixed intently on the silver screen that loomed before us, wishing the film would go on forever but knowing that all too soon those awful words “The End” would appear and we would go our separate ways with not even a kiss to bind us until the next time.

Tonight, I found myself restless after the sun went down, but it was too early to meet Annerie at the Hidden Agenda, so I went up to the Groves Overlook to stand in the shadows and watch the lights wink on across the valley. I was excited at the prospect of seeing her again, and that excitement was a sensation I had never experienced across all my years. I felt like a teenager. I wanted to write her name in the sky and draw a heart around it.
And then finally it was time, and I was gliding down over Mulholland when I felt something sting the back of my neck. Frozen waste plummeting earthward from an airplane’s flushed toilet? I looked over my shoulder and was shocked to see a bat keeping pace with me. Desmotus rotundus, with an eight-inch wingspan and those beady black eyes that struck terror into the heart of anyone unfortunate enough to cross their path.
“Get away from me!” I shouted, clapping a hand to my neck to protect it from further attack.
For just a moment, the creature’s black eyes flashed a stunning cerulean blue, and a familiar voice whispered, “Too late, Lester. I’m afraid you won’t be keeping our date this evening.”
My own wings crackled and cracked and shattered, and as I grew despite my efforts to retain my chosen form to my full human height, my fur metamorphosed into black trousers and dinner jacket.
I had somehow never thought about it before: if a vampire’s bite turns a human being into a vampire, what does it do to a vampire?
Now I knew.
My heart broken by Annerie’s betrayal, I flapped my arms desperately, but it was no use. I wasn’t flying anymore. I was free falling, and a red mist spread before my eyes like a flame of fire. As the ground rushed up to meet me, the only thought in my mind was that, after more than five hundred years, it was time at last for me to leave this world—not for a while, but forever. 
And there are, I knew, far worse things awaiting man than death.





