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There was gold in her hair. In their six years together, Lucy had never noticed that before. Of course this was the first time she'd ever seen Jayla standing in direct sunlight, where its rays could reflect back those hues. Lucy just stood in the doorway and took in the sight of her, Jayla standing on that back deck, dressed in a thick wool sweater and jeans, the sunlight hitting her long, dark brown hair.
Dark brown hair that apparently had flecks of gold in it.
Lucy had been alive for a very, very long time. Centuries. But in all of her endless nights, she had never met anyone she loved as much as Jayla. She had a singular mind, and challenged Lucy in ways no one else ever had. In the end she knew their time together would be fleeting – Jayla would never choose immortality – but Lucy was going to treasure every moment they had.
Even if it would just be a few decades in the end.
"Lucy! You're here!" Jayla beamed, having finally turned around. "Took you long enough!"
"The families in Detroit were more difficult to negotiate with than expected," Lucy sighed. She focused herself and took hold of the deep hunger within herself and held it down, like grabbing a snake by its head, and stepped out of the shadows of the house and into the bright, autumn afternoon. The sun hadn't burned her in over a hundred years, but it still filled her with dread every time she did it.
"But it's done now?" Jayla asked, pulling the shorter woman into her arms. "Everything is settled?"
"Emma's on her way back to Indiana, but yes," Lucy nodded, holding Jayla tightly. "I think we're past it. I just hope that I did enough for all of them."
"I'm sure you did," Jayla replied, running her hand through Lucy's black hair. After a moment, Jayla released Lucy from the welcome embrace. "Did my dad let you into the house or..."
"It was both of your parents," Lucy smiled, sitting down on a deck chair, carefully smoothing her long black skirt as she settled in. "Your father insisted on carrying in my bags, and your mother asked if I wanted anything to eat. She attempted to give me food immediately. She said I was skin and bones. If she keeps trying to give me human food we may have a problem. I can only eat so much in a day without feeling ill."
Jayla stifled a laugh as she sat down in the chair next to Lucy's. "Speaking of... have you fed recently?"
"Last night," Lucy sighed. "The families in Detroit were quite... generous. Perhaps too much so. I do not enjoy the society."
"You've complained about them often enough."
"Well they just insist on making things so... weird," Lucy shook her head. "I enjoy sex and feeding as much as anyone else, but do we really have to do them at the same time? And in front of each other?"
"I can't believe you're in Buffalo," Jayla said, looking up at the sky.
"I can't believe you're outdoors," Lucy replied. "This is amazing. When you left Indiana you were a mess thinking about even leaving the house."
"This isn't outdoors, it's the backyard. My parents' backyard," Jayla laughed. 
"You're relaxed and acting like yourself somewhere that isn't the attic of our house," Lucy said, leaning forward and placing her hand on Jayla's knee. "Don't ignore such a big step because it's not a magical cure."
Jayla sat silently for a minute. "How long are you staying?"
"I'm staying as long as you're staying," Lucy said quietly. "Now that I've taken care of the Drake's former acolytes, I don't have any other responsibilities. Emma can take care of the house in Parrish Mills while we're gone. Assuming your parents don't mind, of course."
"...when's the last time you had to ask someone's parents for permission?"
"Technically? Never. I was never courted properly when I was alive, and in my early years I rarely offered such niceties," Lucy shrugged. "But it's their house. I'd be a guest. I doubt they have a moral issue with their thirty year old daughter sharing her bed with her girlfriend."
"It's fine. I kind of assumed you'd stay for a while," Jayla said, squeezing Lucy's hand. "I asked already, and may have preemptively installed blackout curtains in my room. My parents blamed my issues and I didn't correct them. Do you want to go inside? This sun can't be comfortable for you."
"Oh it's awful," Lucy nodded. "But I love seeing you in the sunlight, and I didn't want to pull you inside before you were ready."
"It's okay," Jayla stood, offering her hand to Lucy. "I'm getting a little cold anyways."
Lucy had only briefly glanced at the interior of the house when she first arrived, but it was warm and well lived in. Likely built some time around 1920, it was much smaller than Lucy's house back in Indiana, but it was nice. As Lucy followed Jayla through the kitchen, she imagined what it must have been like to grow up in a home like this. Jayla chasing her brothers around the kitchen table, family dinners in the dining room, happy domesticity in its purest form. Lucy's early life had been nothing like that.
A part of her was a bit jealous.
"Are you sure you don't want anything?" Jayla's mother was standing inside, a round woman in her mid-fifties with salt and pepper hair. "Dinner won't be for a while, but I could make you a sandwich or something."
"No, Mrs. Grayson, I'm fine," Lucy said with a smile. Things were going to get awkward if this woman kept trying to feed her.
"Please, call me Heather," the woman smiled. "I had Bruce put your things in the spare room upstairs. It's the door on the..."
"Mom, Lucy is obviously going to stay with me in my room," Jayla said, pinching the bridge of her nose. "We literally live together."
"But you're not married!" Heather shrugged. She pulled Jayla off to the side, and lowered her voice to a whisper. "You never told us how young this Lucy was. What would her parents think."
"Mom, her parents have been dead for a long time, and–"
"Even more reason for us to be looking out for her."
"Mom," Jayla hissed. "We are consenting adults. We've been sharing a home that she owns for a while."
"Fine, I'll go talk to your father and see what he thinks," Heather walked out of the kitchen with purpose, disappearing somewhere else into the house.
"Oh my god," Jayla sighed, leaning against the counter."I'm so sorry about this."
"I think it's cute. Your mother is concerned for my virtue," Lucy said with a look of faux innocence on her face. "You might be taking advantage of me."
Jayla just laughed.
"Honestly, I'm a bit concerned for how this is going to work," Lucy said, crossing the kitchen to Jayla. "It's been a long time since I stayed in someone's home who was unaware of what I am."
"We'll figure it out, it won't be that–"
"Your father told me I was being too old fashioned," Heather said, walking back into the kitchen. There was an edge of concern to her face she was clearly trying to hide. "He's moved Lucy's bags to Jayla's room."
"Thank you," Jayla said. There was tension in the air, but a peace seemed to be holding. Lucy suspected this was not the first point of friction about her arrival.
"It's been a long day," Lucy said, breaking the silence. "I think I'd like to unpack and perhaps take a nap before dinner."
"Yes, of course," Heather replied, re-engaging the smile of a happy host. "Jayla's room is up the stairs and to the left at the end of the hall."
"I'll show you," Jayla said, pushing off the counter. 
Jayla's room was exactly as Lucy imagined, a hodgepodge of remnants from her youth mixed with the things she'd taken with from home. It wasn't large, just big enough for a bed, dresser, and desk, which was largely occupied by Jayla's work computer. The room's windows faced the front of the house, but heavy blackout curtains had clearly been hastily installed. Lucy's bags were stacked neatly in the corner.
"I made some room in the closet," Jayla said, standing by the desk. "But do you really want to unpack, or do you just want to go to sleep."
"Sleep would be divine," Lucy sighed, walking over to the dresser and picking up an ornate hairpin decorated with roses from its surface. It belonged to Lucy, but she had sent it with Jayla as a reminder of her while they were separated. Lucy hoped to never be separated from Jayla for that long as long as Jayla lived.
Lucy kept trying not to think about that inevitability.
"You were thinking bad thoughts again," Jayla's hands wrapped around Lucy's waist from behind. She gently kissed the back of Lucy's head. "Stop. I have a lot of years ahead of me, and I don't want you mourning me while I'm standing in the room."
"Sorry, my love," Lucy sighed, enjoying the warmth of Jayla's body against hers. "It's been a long day."
"Take off your shoes and lie down," Jayla said quietly in Lucy's ear. "I'll wake you up before we need to go back downstairs."
Lucy kicked off her shoes and let Jayla lead her to the bed. Normally she'd tie up her hair or change into something more comfortable to sleep in, but the moment Lucy's head hit the pillow she was out like a light.
 
********
 
Lucy awoke to Jayla's hand on her shoulder gently rousing her.
"Dinner's in thirty minutes, and I thought you'd want a chance to fix your hair before we rejoin my parents," Jayla smiled, a hairbrush in her hand. "You look stunning with it down, but it certainly got itself tangled."
Lucy sat up groggily, and rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. Glancing at the clock, she'd been out for at least two hours. The moment she sat up, Jayla was carefully running the hairbrush through Lucy's thick, black hair.
It was nice.
This was nice.
"Is my makeup alright?" Lucy said, craning back to look at Jayla. "And should I change my shirt?"
"Makeup is fine, you didn't smudge it in your nap," Jayla said, continuing to brush out any tangles. "But yes, you should probably change the shirt. I didn't even know you could sweat..."
"It's all the daytime travel," Lucy replied, shaking her head. "If I suppress the vampiric spirit long enough, the body starts... doing things again. Sweating included."
"Yeah, well, I'm going to lend you some of my deodorant too," Jayla laughed. "I don't think my mom was close enough to you to get a whiff earlier, but you've gotten quite ripe."
"Dear lord, this is so embarrassing," Lucy covered her face with her hands. 
"Oh relax, the sun is down now, you can put on your whole 'delightful creature of the night' act and charm your way through dinner," Jayla put the hair brush down and stood up. "Hair's all good. No time to do your normal plait, but did you want to leave it down or tie it back?"
"We'll leave it down," Lucy nodded, standing and pulling one of her bags onto the bed. "Now let's 'un-ripen' me so I can pretend to enjoy eating food and try to make a good impression on your mother and father."
 Choosing a top appropriate for dinner with her girlfriend's parents turned out to be a larger challenge for Lucy than expected. For the first time in Lucy's long life she was genuinely concerned with how tight or low cut a top was.
"I feel off kilter," Lucy sighed, pulling various shirts from her bag. "Not myself. I'm not used to being in someone else's home anymore."
"If you want I can start deferring to you and calling you 'Mistress,'" Jayla said with a wry smile.
"Don't you dare," Lucy gave Jayla a dirty look. "I swear Jayla, if you pull that game in front of your parents–"
"There she is," Jayla laughed. "I've been waiting for you to show up. Now stand up, shoulders back, get dressed, and let's introduce your full regal self to my mom and dad."
Eventually Lucy was able to select something that felt modest enough, and after a few moments she was finally ready. Lucy and Jayla left the sanctum of the bedroom and went downstairs. Jayla's father, Bruce, was already setting the table when they entered the dining room. Bruce was a heavy-set middle aged man with a graying beard and what was best described as a suggestion of a hairline. He looked up and smiled as Jayla started helping him distribute the silverware.
"Is there anything I can help with?" Lucy said tentatively, standing in the doorway.
"No dear, you just relax. Jayla said you had a long day?" Bruce smiled. He had a friendly face. Jayla had said that he sold cars for a living, and he was clearly adept at making people feel at ease. "She said you drove here from Detroit? Drive wasn't too bad I hope?"
"It went about as well as one could expect," Lucy shrugged.
"That's your black Suburban out front, right?" Bruce asked. "Miles per gallon must be pretty terrible, and gas prices are really high these days. Must have cost a pretty penny."
"And the fuel was even more expensive in Canada, yes," Lucy smiled. "I often found myself wishing I drove something more efficient on this trip."
"You know, we've got a few hybrids on the lot you might want to take a look at. If you have time this week..."
"Bruce! Leave the poor girl alone!" Heather said, entering the room from the kitchen, carrying a large covered dish. "You do not need to sell Jayla's girlfriend a car. I am so sorry Lucy."
"It's okay," Lucy replied. "While I doubt I will be replacing my vehicle while we're in town, I'm sure Mr. Grayson can offer me indispensable advice."
"Bruce," Jayla's father corrected her.
"Sorry, Bruce."
Sitting down for dinner was awkward for Lucy. She listened while Heather explained the meal she'd made, but in truth none of it really mattered to her. While she could eat normal food, it did nothing for her. What made it worse, since she'd been socially pressured to gorge herself on blood while in Detroit, it was hard to even enjoy the food for the taste. Lucy didn't really need much to live, just a little over a pint of blood a month would keep her easily filled as long as she didn't use the "gifts" that accompanied her curse. Jayla normally supplied a significant portion of that, albeit in small amounts spread out over time, but Lucy felt like she probably wouldn't be asking Jayla for a true meal for weeks at this point.
Most vampires never truly harmed those they fed on, and Lucy had long ago decided to only feed on those who consented to the act. From what she'd been told, the experience of being fed on was quite enjoyable for most people, so it wasn't hard to find someone who might be curious enough to try. Of course, that led to some rather awkward situations when enough of Lucy's kind found power, and the larger Vampire Societies often made Lucy uncomfortable.
The problem was it was hard to make herself eat real food when she had zero hunger of any kind. Even the wine on the table, which Lucy normally would have enjoyed, was almost flavorless to her right now.
But she ate. And she drank. And she smiled. Lucy wanted Heather and Bruce to like her.
"So how did you two meet?" Heather asked. "I don't think Jayla ever told us."
"It's not that interesting a story," Lucy smile, glancing at Jayla. "I had some business in Indianapolis and ran into her in her old apartment's building lobby."
"I asked her for her number," Jayla smiled. "To which Lucy informed me she didn't own a phone, which is ridiculous. It's still ridiculous not having one by the way. Instead Lucy gave me her address, and insisted I write to her."
 "Yes, and we corresponded for a while through letters," Lucy nodded. "Then, after a few months, we decided to give it a go. And six years later she's still tolerating me."
"Six years ago..." Heather seemed to be trying to do some math and looked a little alarmed. "If you don't mind me asking, how old are you, Lucy? You look so young, I just assumed..."
"Ah, that. Would you be shocked if I told you that I was a few years older than Jayla?" Lucy gave her most charming smile. That mostly wasn't a lie. Three hundred years could be considered "a few" if you really felt like stretching the word. In any case, both Heather and Bruce seemed to relax a bit when Lucy said it.
That was the important part.
"That is... remarkable," Heather replied. "How do you..."
"Good skin care, and she stays out of the sun most of the time," Jayla interjected. "Do we need to keep commenting on Lucy's appearance?"
"Yes, sorry," Heather shook her head. "So what do you do for work, Lucy?"
"I own a number of properties," Lucy answered. She'd actually hoped that she'd be able to avoid the topic, but it was inevitable. Everyone always asked how you earned a living in America. "Largely they're managed by others on my behalf, but I try to live simply."
"Lucy is being modest," Jayla shook her head. "What she didn't mention was that when we met in my old apartment building, she was in the middle of buying the place. I didn't know that at the time, of course. I just saw how stunning she was."
If Lucy could blush, she would. Jayla knew that.
"Now I don't think any little girl dreams of being a landlord," Heather said, leaning back in her chair. "What was your original plan."
"Her original plan before becoming incredibly financially stable?" Jayla interjected with some mild irritation.
"Jayla..." Bruce shook his head like this was touching on some conversation that had happened many times before. People always seemed to regress around family.
"I actually trained to be a ballet dancer," Lucy said with sad smile. "But I was injured and had to leave it behind."
Again, she was dancing around the truth so to speak. The "injury" had been an encounter with an arrogant and presumptuous vampire who decided that Lucy's talent and beauty must be "preserved." That vampire didn't remain all that well "preserved" himself though, as Lucy's rage at having her dreams taken from her had been quite strong in her younger days.
"Ballet? I should've guessed," Heather said. "You move with so much grace. Should have been obvious, really."
"You have an interesting way of speaking, and I can't quite place your accent," Bruce said, shoveling another forkful of food into his mouth. He held his fork in the air to keep control of the conversation until he swallowed. "You don't sound midwestern."
"Ah, well, English isn't my first language," Lucy admitted. "I do my best."
"Oh where are you from!" Heather asked, leaning forward.
"I grew up in Venice," Lucy smiled. "Though my family is largely from Tuscany."
"Mom, her last name is 'Vitale,'" Jayla rolled her eyes. "She's very, very Italian."
"Lucy isn't really an Italian name though is it," Bruce shrugged.
"My first name is actually Lucia," Lucy clarified. "I started going by Lucy when I first came to America. I find it makes me more approachable, as I'm told I can be a bit intimidating from time to time."
Jayla stifled a laugh and gave Lucy a knowing smile.
"So why were you in Detroit?" Bruce asked. "Was that more business?"
"Yes, in part," Lucy lied. Explaining that she was effectively rehoming the former acolytes of a dead vampire warlord didn't really seem like first-dinner conversation. God, how was she going to explain this? She really should have taken the time to plan a lie. Lucy was terrible at outright lying. "Sometimes in my business we rely on favors. There are... people who owed me, and I was asking them to fulfill their debts. In many ways, it was more of a family matter than anything else."
Heather and Bruce seemed to be considering what she had just said, and Lucy noticed that Jayla had stopped chewing her food. Lucy was puzzled, but Jayla's expression as she turned to Lucy made it fairly clear that Lucy had made some kind of mistake in her explanation.
"Bruce, can I talk with you in the kitchen for a moment?" Heather stood from the table, and placed her napkin next to her plate.
"Yes dear," Bruce replied, as he followed Heather into the kitchen.
"What is happening? What did I do?" Lucy said, leaning over to Jayla.
"Oh god hon, I think we just fucked up. You really should have come up with a story before dinner," Jayla shook her head. "You had what, four and a half hours in the car before getting here? The weeks on the road before that with the rest of the Drake's army?"
"That is not an explanation," Lucy hissed.
"Hon, you're mysteriously wealthy, and saying you were doing some kind of 'family business' without explanation is a red flag. Add in the fact that you're Italian..." Jayla shook her head. "I know bringing up the money was my fault, but my parents watch a lot of crime movies and TV shows, and they're going to jump to conclusions."
"I'm still unclear, I..."
"Jayla? Can we talk to you in the kitchen for a moment?" Bruce stuck his head into the dining room.
"God damn it," Jayla muttered under her breath. "Fine."
Lucy sat uncomfortably in the dining room alone for a moment, as Jayla and her parents seemed to be arguing just quietly enough for her not to be able to understand them. Curious, she got up and moved towards the kitchen.
"I can't believe you got involved with someone like that!" Heather snapped at Jayla. "And brought her into our home even!"
"Mom, it's not–"
"Haven't you thought to ask questions?" Heather continued. "Where does the money come from? What does her family do exactly? Why has she been buying up property?"
"That money of hers isn't honest, and it comes with a lot of danger," Bruce said in a hushed tone. 
"Dad, she isn't–"
"Have I taught you nothing!" Heather said with incredulity. "I thought I raised you better than this! Organized crime is–"
"GOD DAMN IT MOM!" Jayla yelled, her hands balled into fists. "She is not in the mob!"
Lucy stood in the door behind Jayla, but no one seemed to have noticed her yet.
"Then how do you explain what she's told us!" Heather demanded. "It certainly sounds like she's in the mob!"
"She's not in the mob or the mafia or La Cosa Nostra or whatever."
"You made a point to say how Italian she is–" Heather interjected.
"She's not even the right kind of Italian for that!" Jayla sighed deeply, looking her mother dead in the eye. "The mafia is Sicilian, and she's from Venice! Think canals, not 'take the cannoli!'"
"If she's not, you better have a damned good explan–"
"LUCY'S A FUCKING VAMPIRE, MOM."
This, of course, was the moment that everyone noticed that Lucy was standing in the doorway.
Lucy raised her right hand and gave a very small wave.
 
********
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