Jody Azzounil'd seen comicbooks before, but it wasn’t unéihap that | read one. This is true.
Comicbooks weren't allowed in my house. One ydeaded an ugly teeshirt for a copydie
Hulk. It was the first issue dthe Hulk The Hulk was brown, by the way. (I can still \afiae

his color.) | remember, a couple of years latemdpeonfused by the existence of a Marvel
comic that starred greenhulk. Is that the same Hulk? Or maybe there aceHwlks (with

really similar beginnings)? | got even more contlsden Marvel reprinted the first issue in an
annual, but reprinted The Hulk green. | kept thigkil must be wrong. The one | remember is
brown. Hewasbrown (of course). For some reason that | didatt they’d changed him to
green. | think I know now why they did it. Now thanh an adult. Like they were when they
changed the Hulk’s color.

Strange things happen that you don’t get as a.dhdden my luggage some hours after | return
from camp, and there’s no Hulk. Not anywhere. leteyuessed how it disappeared. | thought I'd
done something stupid. Forgot it somehow. Yeags [@any, many years later) my mother
admits that she went through my luggage beforephaked it, and threw it out. Apparently

that’s ethical in some circles. | coolly tell hdxoaut its (then current) value among comicbook
collectors. It’s a first, | point out. First thinggave a way of accruing value. Think of Adam and
Eve, | tell her,

| read history books as a child. | read a lot altbetSpanish Armada. In sixth grade, we're told
by the teacher that Spain goes after England (dteda&rmada) because England has knighted
Sir Francis Drake. | raise my hand and start tda®@mbout Protestants and Catholics murdering
each other in the streets of England. That's n@esehe teacher tells me, and shushes me.

Some months later I've giving a report on anciergdR culture. | did research at the library, |
really did. And I'd discovered something. Thisésally weird, | tell the class. Did you realize
they were albay? | didn't realize they were all gay. | didn’t kn@veryongin a country) could
all be gay. The teacher asks me to stop talkmg sends me back to my seat.

In seventh grade, I'm explaining in my class reploat there was no law against polygamy, that
the United States first passed the law and theheapip to the Mormongx post factoThat’s
outrageous, I’'m explaining.

Teachers were always telling me to stop talkings of adults were always telling me to stop
talking. To shut upNow. | never got it, | never understood why.

| wrote the story in the winter of 1996he Stylesiccepted it for publication in 2003; blite
Stylesfolded before the story could appear. Four yestes kstill it was accepted I&§hicago
Quarterly Reviewwhere it appeared in 2008.
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I've seen comicbooks before, but it isn’t until gathat Iread one: Doctor Prow’s son is
an artist traveling abroad. One evening, amonguhms of a castle (in West Romania), he sees a
beautiful woman, mist framing her becomingly, wiysees to pose for him. They marry. His
father, a big man with a full gray beard, big gegggbrows, thick glasses, and lots of wavy gray
hair on his head, learns of these things fromretiés son sends him regularly: on a yellow
rectangle above the cartoon square is handwritBigg is beautiful, Father. | have never met
anyone like her,” and inside the square is a pecttinrough a window: full moon light; on an
easel: an unfinished painting of the beautiful wanale white face (stark against ravenlocks),
slender frame; near the window: an unpreposseséomgl man with a goatee and a mustache,
kissing the same woman.

“We have set up housekeeping in a lovely castleitha been in lona’s family for
countless generations. Her father is an elegant(arahthere is indoor plumbing too). You will
like him | am sure (you will have a lot to talk allp Although he is aristocracy (and so does not
have a real job), he is nevertheless interestdukitatest developments in science, especially
those in medicine and psychology; | can hardly kaghe has all the latest professional
journals). There is even a dichroscope here; wadheurs checking crystals for dichroism; it is

so much fun! You must come soon, visit us, meealon
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“The light is always lovely in the afternoon, amdtihe early evening; it is everything a
painter could ask for: snowtopped mountains indiseance, wolves baying in nearby forests, a
dusk to die for (it is all rather too picturesquadmit; but a good start if | remember to
embroider the result once | get enough of it onclr@vas). By the way, lona has a rare skin
disease: she must avoid sunlight at all costs (asudt she is unusually white, even by our
standards). Perhaps you have heard of this dispask&ps you know of some useful
medicaments?”

Other letters follow, and Doctor Prow writes hisidack: the practice is overwhelming
or he would visit this year: his assistant is ia gnip of the gripe, and besides there are these ne
experiments with mesmerism which are going mansfio(fpeople standing on their heads for
hours, and no backaches afterwards; just think'pf Only a few more weeks, he promises; my
love to lona and her elegant father. (“What did gay his name was?”)

In the yellow square on the next page: “There ar&etiers for several months, and

then™:

December 17, 1878, Romania

Dear Doctor Andrew Prow,

I’'m sorry to haf to vrite you under such circunmstas but your son is very ill vith a
strange fever ve don’'t understand and has fallenarcoma. You must come immediately for
although Romania is a lovely place (especiallyimer) our medicaments are somewhat

primitive. Please come immediately for there idinte to lose.
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Sincerely,

lona, your daughter-in-law.

There are more pictures: Doctor Prow packing, Broetow explaining to his young new
assistant how to handle emergencies should any apmi@octor Prow sitting in his big green
easy chair, pipe in mouth, snow falling outsideiadew, a long shelf of books next to a desk
(“The New Magnetism and The Modern SpiritualisnmEléctronics of Table-Rapping,”
“Monopoles and the Unconscious”), puzzling overlditer: “Something is not right; something
is very wrong.” “Maybe it's the spelling,” the as&nt looking over his shoulder, says, “don’t
they know how to spell in Europe?”

And then another letter:

December 18, 1878, Romania

I’'m sorry to haf to break this terrific news foow but your son has died. Incidentally,

there is terrific epidemic here and so since weisy dangerous for all of us ve are going abroad,

and vill no be any longer at our place of resideriten you receive this letter.

Sincerely yours,

Count Dracula

(lona’s father)
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Doctor Prow, as a result, falls into a terribl@ession: five frames of him sitting in his
easy chair doing nothing; frame by frame: mailnglhigher and higher up on the desk; the
doorbell ringing (bearded men with tophats and samwemen in petticoats with small dogs and
umbrellas, all looking quite desperate). The ovalwied assistant begging for help; the
neglected but steaming bowl of porridge on Doctaw?s breakfast table while he sits staring
into his pipe bowl; an attractive maidservant lagkon, disapproving.

And then another letter:

April 21, 1879, Romania

Dearest Father,

Please come immediately (don't forget to use tidosed map); | need you desperately;

everything will be explained.

Mortimer

Picture of Doctor Prow on a ship, puzzling ovex litter by lantern, rain falling (“It is
certainly his handwriting, and the chemical anaysdithe paper so kindly provided me by my
dear colleague and close friend Doctor Cornwalbsyoproves it was written not earlier than the
beginning of April.”); picture of Doctor Prow ridgnin a carriage; picture of Doctor Prow

making his way through the deserted and cluttevedhrwhere his son spent the summer
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painting: the easel with the painting still onptgminent cobwebs dangling everywhere; here
and there large spiders): a picture of a slendenavg stark pale, black hair, fangs; full moon
light: Doctor Prow, his face twisted into a grimaxfehorror, throwing the painting across the
dusty room (rats, their faces twisted in grimadesaoror, scampering away from where the
picture has landed; inscrutable bats wheelingtimoair around him). Then villagers (wearing
pantaloons, carrying long stakes, big oversizesa®slangling off their necks) warning him not
to go to the Count’s castle, suggesting that Heastt eat a hardy meal of porridge laced with
garlic cloves (“Yeech”); a carriage taking him tpr@assigned meeting place among ruins.
(When did this happen? | turn the pages back arid for a while, and look for something
missing.) Sounds of howling all around Doctor Piawhe firry forest that overlaps the small
circle of dingy light he waits in (unaccountableesks of red); full moon shining over jutting
stone shapes: shadows twisted up in violation 6€allaws (and conventions of perspective);
and then another carriage rushing in, drawn bykdteeses, something masked in the driver's
seat above (talons, extended from a frayed cloalklig the reins tight), his son getting out
from below (“You are alive!” “Not now Father, wetélk later.”); and then (after a race through
brambles, baying wolves running alongside the spgezhrriage, bats screeching above), in the
livingroom of the castle, Igor offering strange wladles, a rapid introduction of the good doctor
to lona, her father (the Count), and the family.dddy family, and | hope, your family now
too,” a noncommittalmfrom the somewhat alarmed Prow; a bit more chtt@mastly about the
weather that everyone agrees is unusually intrjysarel then: “Father, | am a vampire. We are
all vampires”: everyone smiling fangedly in chorti&/e are tired of hunting peasants for blood

(after all, they're getting rare). You are a doct@mu can get us blood; and you must get us blood
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or we will turn you into a vampire or worse!” DoctBrow’s horrified face; nearby, a contented
Wolfman eating (something) out a doggiebowil.

There’s no backcover, and I'm sure other pagesnssing too, because what happens?
does the doctor agree? do the vampires eat him2x@rried.) It's only later | realize the
comicbook ended even though the story doesn't.

The librarian towers over me, but she’s nice anyw@racula,” | tell her, I want
Dracula.” She explains that it's among the adutiksoand I’'m not allowed to read those. | don’t
understand: | read about Dracula iocemicbook She explains that the library doesn’t have
comicbooks (which misses the point, | think). Thédren’s section has low shelves (and lighter
wood too), but somehow Dr. Seuss isn’'t very ingtihbrought several comicbooks back with
me from camp in my suitcase (traded some cologeshirts | told Mom | lost), but when |
unpacked later, they were gone. And | have no money

So when she goes back to her desk, | sneak ovee @dult section (even though the
library is only one room, it’s easy to hide in thdrecause of the big shelves).

| can’t find what | want (“Seven Days That ShodkeTWorld,” “Valley Of The Dolls,”
and the other books, look boring), so | go bactheochildren’s section, the librarian staring at
me sharply all of a sudden; besides the inevit8eless, and the interminable Dick, Jane and
Sally sagas, there are fairy tales, mythology, falidtales; and that's what | end up reading.

Here’s the surprise: Fairy tales &etter For one thing, they end withndings “They
lived happily ever after.” “They ate and ate akylwanted.” “The witch, the wicked witch, was
dead.” “Jack got married to the really nice prirscés

But my favorite goes something like this: Oncempdime a goodlooking fisherman

lives in a village near the sea. He takes caresomother and older brother (who's apparently
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retarded in some way because he doesn’t work). afaggls in the village like him, and meet
him each evening when he comes back from a daglihf (a big string of fish hung over his
shoulder becomingly). He’s nice to them, but hafallen in love yet. One day, at the shore, he
catches the most beautiful and biggest fish hees sgen (purple and all). But, alas, it talks: “Oh
nice Mr. Fisherman please don'’t kill me. I've gdaaily too just like yours (only bigger), and a
lovely mother that depends on me, and if | dondpthem back my cache of worms they’ll
have to go to bed hungriplease please pleaserow me back.” The fisherman throws him back
(after all, the fish talks), and when he returnsmkempty-handed, his mother and brother yell at
him because they've got nothing but porridge tofeatlinner. The next day he’s back at the
seashore, and the most beautiful woman he’s eeersteolls down the beach towards him: she’s
wearing seaweed (becomingly). They fall in lovet f[married? it doesn’t say), and she takes him
back to her mansion under the sea (Dad is thehstaught the other day, so they become fast
friends); he stays with her, and her family, fommalays, feasting and being with her. One day
(a month or so later) he gets homesick. (Thisespiért | don't get.)

Anyway, she really doesn’t want him to go backhe land (she’s afraid for some
reason), and when she finally agrees, she givesalhatking frog (she says the frog will give
him three warnings that he has to return; if hesddéneed it after the third warning, it will be
too late).

When he climbs out of the sea (frog in pockeg,gmall town is different: it's lots
bigger, and the dirt road is paved with stones rthere are carriages going back and forth. He
walks to the town, bewildered (it's been what? anth@t most? has he accidentally come out of

the sea at the wrong place?) and sees familiamarids (an occasional barn, a piece of fence),
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surrounded by unfamiliar landscape; the peopleatealressed differently. They stare at him and
point.

He asks for instructions home, but no one seerkadw what he’s talking about:

“Where Lars Laagardenstaad lives? why Lars, ifrg¢allyLars, reallyLars Laagardenstaad
you're looking for, well he disappeared one daystheighty years ago. Never came back (broke
his poor old mother’s heart he did). The house twasdown to make way for the new school
since that good-for-nothing other son Hoite nevadenanything of himself.” Just then the frog
croaks “time to go,” the innkeeper turning aroundgurprise, éxcusane?”

Lars can’t make anything of it (he’s not too swifgather); he wanders past the new
schoolhouse built where his shack used to be (dediping up again, “time to go”), and meets
a girl. She’s kind of pudgy (not like the mermaishe takes his arm, squeezing it (“argot
handsome”). The frog doesn’t get to warn him adthime (the girl presses against him and
accidentally squishes it).

Later (after they stop by a barn for some reakenemembers his mermaid, rushes back
to the angry dark sea (yellow lightning, big walike at Jones Beach), and sees a giant fishtail
sinking into a wave (???7?). And then suddenly (s is weird too) he’s an old man, gasping
and dying on the shore. Like most of the fairygalés kind of unfair: the frog never warned
him a third time, and that wasn’t his fault. Butrtas just a big jerk anyway: | wouldn’t have
left. And he had just what | want (more than anyghi a mermaid.

I knowthe facts of life (Mom’s told me), but like evenytg else, they don’t make sense.
“Look,” I explain to my brother (who’s comatosegfiy much, as usual), “this much we know:
the man and the woman go to bed together. Andttieeeperm comes out of the man’s penis,

and goes into the woman'’s vagina. But this is ygadbblematical.” (“This is really what?” my
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brother pipes up for once; | just keep going.) “Bperm have to cross over the sheets to get to
the vagina, right? Suppose the sheets are reaihkled (after all the sperm are really small, so
wrinkles are mountains to them): won't it take theonlong to crawl across the sheets that it'll be
morning? and then everyone will have to get up?y fvbther: “I guess.”) “Or suppose the man
rolls on top of them while he’s sleeping (and cesthem). Or worsesuppose he sleeps on his
stomach to begin wittHow are they supposed to get out from under #ieke usual, my

brother has nothing useful to contribute: “It warkguess,” he says.

Mom has misled the therapist: There’s all this oldfsibout how I'm an
“underachiever,” of course (they have to get i@t teven though I've already skipped second
grade). But she’s also claimed that | tried to drowyself at Riis Park by swimming out past
where | was supposed to (the lifeguard “saved” sleg;s claimed that I'm always swimming
out to the deep part of the pool, and then sinkiogn under; she’s claimed | waded out into a
lake upstate, and that Ernie (of erstwhile boyfilistatus) had to “save” me. Although none of
this is evidence of a desire to drown, they thirgitig a therapist will help; | never tell them
what I'm really up to. Mom has also told the thesathat | don't like to be touched; she says it
this way: “And, you know, he doesn't like to be,hispers, “t-o-u-c-h-e-d.”

Among the things they don’t know: I'm practicinighpld my breath as long as | can);
I’'m preparing for something big.

The therapist says to me, “Do you sometimes noalgeg with your mother?”
Therapists are so naive (advice she’s given meampast: “don’t read so much”). | never answer
her questions; | always talk about other thingsvéide | use simple languagerbndescend |
tell her about what I've been reading (Mom sitshia other room so that it looks as if our

conversation is a private one); | say something tiks: | hate it how older brothers are always
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turned into frogs or rocks or worms by witches, htbey’re always mean to the younger
brothers (who have to live in fireplaces for soraason), how they’re always stupid or lazy or
fat, how they’re always getting blessed (“Blessesi® asks, and | have to explain, but
carefully), how the loaf of bread they get is samreg they’re too cheap to share with homeless
people. And think of this: the old people, the &ldi'm trying to get her on my side) are always
trying to eat the kids.

“It's not really like that,” | say, as simply agén. “I'm the older brother, and it's not like
that at all.”

“You don't get along with your brother?” she aske’s ok, | tell her. Really. He just
doesn’t do anything; he’s always hiding.

“Hiding?” she says.

“Yeah, like in closets or under the covers or ewecorners with his eyes shut.”

“You play hide and seek a lot?” she asks.

“No,” | tell her (and I'm telling her the truthjhe plays by himself.”

She wants to hear about my dreams, and | don'd neiting her those (she thinks they’re
really interesting, but she’s wrong), how I feellguabout something (who remembers what),
and get spanked by a lightning bolt. But before tgsleep | actually think about women (I
don’t tell her this). | think about five or six wan wearing Maidenform bras coming into my
house and kidnapping me; they’re laughing and aagrgne out: each one’s got a limb of mine,
and one or two more are holding me up by the mi¢taikling me through my pajamas). | like
thinking about this before | got to sleep; I'd dreabout it if | could.

Here’s something else | don't tell her: Once updime, Grandma says (apropos of

nothing), “Why do they flinch when you brush thkeair?” Mom says, “That’s not flinching.
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Who told you that was flinching?” Grandma saysjdh't know. It looks like flinching to me.”
When Uncle Ben arrives, he gives me a picture: tSramermaid,” he explains. (That can’t be
right: she’s ugly and she’s got a fishtail.) “Tisatvhy they're called mermaids,” he says,
“L’Asoth des philosophgshe says. | start to cry while Grandma says, “Whahat did he say? |
never can understand what he’s talking about.”téiting them that it's a lie, that I've read
about mermaids in books, that they do have legs tkiey’re really pretty.

| learned about Narnia some time ago, but likeyavkere else interesting | don’t know
how to get there. Peter, Susan, Edmund and Lucthget through a closet (that won'’t work in
my house). | walk around the neighborhood lookimigsiecret routes to magic places: holes in
walls, overgrown and deserted paths that lookthley might lead somewhere else. But nothing
ever does.

Mom is always stating facts: “It's a fact,” shesky, “there is no Santa Claus.” “It's a
fact,” she said once, “you don’'t have any uncldser€ is no Uncle Ben. He’s just some guy that
moves tubs for a living and wants to marry Grandriwbom’s going to say, “there’s no
mermaids,” she’s said it before; that's why | runt of the room crying (before she has a chance
to say it again). “What a weird kid,” Mom says. {&uce books are good,” Uncle Ben adds in
that smooth voice of his, “maybe | should get homsthing about the solar system.”

Some water is magical and some isn’t. | saw a orog (in a book) with mermaids
splashing around, fauns at the shore, a unicoqiryats nose in: that’'s a magical pond. Lakes,
lagoons, rivulets, brooks, streams, rivers, losbsinds, creeks and cricks can all be magical too.
A tributary can’t (I think) unless it's got a bridgvith a troll underneath it. Canals aever

magical, and although moats sometimes are, it'sviloeg way: there are dragons.
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Brooklyn is not awash in magic (there’s only aa®rand you can tell no mermaid will
come out of Riis Park (consider the color of thanh). Water that comes out of the faucets isn’t
magical either. | check out puddles regularly, thety're always too small; rain is nice, but it
doesn’'t lead anywhere.

Here’s a fact: you never know. Uncle Ben taketous swimming poolif secret Mom
thinks we’re at Coney Island aides). | doubt anything magical can happen here: aljhate
women are in bikinis, there are no mermaids. | klwd the sides of the pool (at the deep end,
and near the bottom) for magical routes elsewHédned a special place (but need to come up for
air). | wave to Uncle Ben and my brother at theeotnd of the pool (to allay suspicion), and
then sink away again: if I'm lucky, this is it. Tepecial place is sucking in water (that's a good
sign), and it looks like it might be large enough e to fit through. (It's hard to tell because th
chlorine hurts my eyes when | open them.) | stigkhrand in, and the opening pulls my arm so
hard that my shoulder slams against the side obdloé (I was wrong about the size, | guess).

I’'m surprised by its desire for me: gasp out my girp in the water.



