	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

SHE WOLF



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


JADE BRITTON

table of contents

SHE WOLF

DYING MOON

It happened again. The same dream. She was sprawled outside atop the wet leaves. Her shoes were missing. The rain was starting to mist down, and everything was wet and earthy. Mud stained her clothing. There were curious red stains beneath her fingernails. The same dream, arising from nowhere, disturbing her sleep. 
Anna checked the nightstand, where her alarm-clock stared back at her: six a.m. Early still. Grant would be waking soon. Her husband lay beside her, leg wrapped around the blue duvet cover, mouth partially open while he slept. She resented that mouth. She disliked the way it drooped slightly in his sleep, but she came close to hating it when he was awake. True, he had always been faithful. She had to give him that much. There was no other woman in Grant’s life; rather, he had an ongoing affair with his career. The conversations, arguments, and casual remarks of the past ten years had been shaped around work. Nothing was ever enough. There were no good mornings that were not mornings of closing the deal—of progress—whatever “progress” was. He had always been ambitious, but in a keen, hungry sort of way—the type that plowed over bystanders. Once he had flattened them, they were easily ignored. 
Anna’s face was wrinkled in an expression of partial disgust, and she turned on her side, still damp from sweat. Soon, she would have to get out of bed—would have to begin the morning exercise of making herself neat and tidy for the office, of pounding on bedroom doors to rouse her teenaged sons, of struggling to have a cup of coffee in the morning chaos. This, she realized, was not what she had envisioned for her life. She tried. She made the best of it. She saw a therapist and exercised and followed the health advice of morning talk shows (“Cut down on red meat and eat your leafy greens!”). She gardened. Most of the time, however, Anna felt like a husk: something withered, something angry and small. The feeling never seemed to go away. It nicked her ankles, shrouded her, wrapped itself in her stomach and waited. Beside her, Grant let out a low snore. He twitched. She frowned. 
As a child she had wanted a big house and a kitchen full of light and sound, a family to tend to and to watch over, and she had wanted it with the sort of fierceness that came from not understanding herself: an intense desire to love because she had wanted to badly to be loved. She had the kitchen, and certainly it was large—large and modern, equipped with appliances, filled with food. She did not fear hunger or the cold. Her bills were paid on time. She had no real debt to speak of. She had achieved the dream and found it utterly lacking. She had gotten her big house, but it felt as though very little love resided there. She did not know, sincerely, if she loved her husband. She felt no passion for her occupation, and her children regarded her as a dictator at best. Most of the time, Anna was noise. Anna was simply there, occupying space. She sat up in bed, and Grant buried his face deeper into his pillow. She had been having the dream for months now, and each time she had awoken from it, she had found herself unable to fall back asleep. This time was no different, and so she decided to go downstairs, to watch as the sun came up and cast its orange-red light on the world. As she peered through the blinds, she found it was raining gently outside. So much for the forecast, she thought. 
––––––––
“Heard you’ve been having one hell of a time with the Morgan house, eh?” 
Todd Closterman, a mustached real-estate broker, her superior at the office, tapped his pen against her desk as he passed. His face had an expression of faux-concern that she found off-putting. He wore a tie that had tiny, powder-blue anchors on it, though she was certain he never sailed. He was a golf man. He practiced his swing in his office, but never with an actual club. An air-swing, sometimes delivered after finishing a phone call, sometimes after a bit of motivational advice. Send it soaring, indeed. 
“Remember, you’re doing more than selling the property. You’re selling the dream,” he said, chuckling a bit. Anna bit her tongue. 
“The property requires a lot of repairs. The plumbing will have to be completely overhauled. I doubt anyone has done anything with it since it was first installed,” Anna replied. “It’s not attracting a lot of interest, Todd. There aren’t many people looking for fixer-uppers with all the housing developments popping up around here. You know, homes with functioning outlets and clear water.” 
Todd waved her comments away. “Yes, but that place has charm. Sell them on the charm.” 
Anna sighed internally. It was possible that the property, a late Victorian-style house plucked straight from a Faulkner novel—all narrow hallways and scratched wooden floors—had been charming when first constructed. Now, it had too few cabinets and not enough space for wall-mounted televisions. Or so she had been told, countless times, by clients. 
“I’ll do my best,” she said, a bit curtly, and Closterman nodded. 
“Keep on your leads, too, Anna. Network, network. It’s all about networking. You’ve got to know people to show people.” 
Anna promised herself that if she made it through the rest of the conversation without visibly rolling her eyes, she would leave early. She’d stop and get a bottle of merlot on the way home. A present to herself for putting up with the—
“Oh, Kyle, hey—” Closterman had caught sight of the part-time intern, a gangly twenty-year-old taking courses at the local community college. Closterman had appointed the poor boy to the coveted position of non-fat latte retriever and glorified copy-maker. At least he was distracted. At least she could return to her work. Two more hours and she would leave. She could make it. One breath in, one breath out. 

––––––––
At home, the lights were off. The boys were over at a friend’s (or so they claimed) and Grant was staying late at the office. He’d sent her a text rather than calling, and it had simply read, “Late again, dinner with Phil.” Phil was his pink-faced coworker, a fellow investment banker prone to drinking his meals at the corner bar. Anna had only met him a handful of times, but it had been enough to form an impression. She responded with casual acceptance: a text simply reading, “All right.” She put her phone and her bag on the counter, nose wrinkling as she sniffed the air. The garbage, in the corner, had been neglected. Jordan and Shaun, her boys: the incapable duo. Well, maybe they had been in a rush. Teenagers were forgetful. She threw away the brown paper sack that her bottle of wine had been carried in and proceeded to tie the trash bag. “Thanks, mom,” she mouthed to herself. 
Outside, the air was cool and damp. Paper-thin yellow leaves littered the gutter and the driveway, and they stuck to the bottoms of her shoes as she walked, garbage bag in hand, down to the end of the blacktop. Her footsteps made a wet thwick-thwick sound as she moved. In the distance, she heard the muffled noise of car horns and engines, but they felt very far away, almost as if their mechanical groans were being sifted through damp cloth. Streetlamps trailed alongside the rows of partially-lit houses, casting a sickly sort of light onto parked cars and fences, creating shadows that stretched farther and more aggressively than they should. Anna shivered and kept walking. 
As she approached the garbage bins, she detected, beneath the odor of damp pavement and rotting trash, something very strange. A muddy, sharp sort of smell—the scent that animals gave off when they had been in the rain. Sweat and fur. Dirt and oil. Her eyes scanned the line of parked vehicles to her right, but there were only tail-lights and license plates. She sighed, but the scent remained. It filled her nose, growing stronger, choking her. Her mouth tasted of it. Her stomach turned. She quickly lifted the lid of the garbage bin, heaving the bag into it, and as she lowered it, she caught a flicker of movement in her periphery. 
Something slow and hulking moved under the cloak of a nearby elm tree, but it made no noise. Anna stood frozen, watching, trying to make sense of the shadows playing in the dim light. She wanted to turn, to run back to the house, but her legs felt sluggish. Useless. 
From behind a parked sedan, it prowled. A dog, some sort of large dog, Anna thought. She backed away slowly. Its fur was matted and dark, patchy in places as though lost in a fight or possibly from disease. Rabid flashed across her mind, and she remembered seeing a rabid dog once, sometime as a teenager, as it ran across the park, snapping, growling. She had watched from a nearby shopfront, waiting for animal control to arrive. It had been a yellow Labrador, and when it ran, its jaw had hung open, tongue exposed, eyes vacant. This animal was not a Labrador. 
It was canine, but larger than a dog (closer to a wolf, she thought) but that made no sense. Wolves didn’t live in Ohio; they certainly didn’t invade suburbs and slink behind Honda Civics. A zoo, maybe it recently escaped...or maybe it wasn’t a wolf at all. It moved gradually, almost with purpose, and its eyes caught the light of a streetlamp and flickered, greenish-yellow, in the darkness. Everywhere, the smell of wet fur clung and hovered, and beneath it, something coppery, something like metal. Anna was still retreating, almost hypnotized, when it saw her. It bared its teeth: long, somewhat yellowed. Sharp. And then, spotting her where she stood beside the garbage bins, it growled. 
Anna did not run, because running meant chasing, and chasing inevitably meant catching. She tried, desperately, to step calmly backward, moving up the driveway in small steps, her shoes making the same smacking noise on the damp leaves. The animal followed, and in the darkness it looked monstrous. Its back was arched, raised high with tension and rage. 
I’ll get to the door, and I’ll go inside, and then I’ll call animal control. I’ll be having a bath and a glass of wine in no time, she reasoned, but the animal’s bared teeth seemed to mock the idea. Her chest hurt terribly, and she realized she had been holding her breath. As she exhaled, trembling, the animal snapped at her, and its jaw made a low, clicking sound as it closed. It paced closer to her, and she saw clearly the raindrops gathered on its fur and the scruff of its chest. It was injured and angry, and it was moving toward her, snarling. 
In the distance, a car engine backfired, and the animal lunged wildly. It swiped long claws against her hip, tearing her skirt, digging into her skin. The force knocked her onto the ground. Anna was vaguely aware of yelping—not quite a scream, but a sound of sharp pain and surprise—and she felt her body connect with the wet blacktop. She raised her arms to shield herself, waiting, shaking. She imagined a thousand times what it would feel like when the animal’s teeth sank into her arm, but the bolt of needle-like pain never came. She sat, one arm covering her face, for an eternity, and when she inhaled, there was only the smell of wet grass and rainwater in the air. She lowered her arms, looking around rapidly, panting. There was nothing, save for quiet homes and empty cars. Her skirt was torn, and she was bleeding where the claws had shredded the sturdy wool. The blood stained the torn fabric and her skin, almost ink-like in the limited light of the streetlamps. There was no animal in sight. 
––––––––
“I know what I saw, Grant,” she seethed, phone to her ear. “My skirt—it tore my skirt. You can figure out dinner for the boys when they get home. I am not taking chances on this. I want to see a doctor. Who knows, it could have been rabid, it could be diseased. You can boil water for pasta. You can handle that, at least. What? Fine. Tell them to order a pizza.” She ended the call abruptly, cutting off the sound of her husband, and threw the phone into the passenger seat. 
The hospital was quiet when she arrived, and several hours later she left, headed for home, with a fresh rabies vaccine delivered to her hip. It stung as she drove in the darkness, and on the radio, the disc-jockey played jangling, up-tempo oldies. “Cruisin’ and a-rollin, with my gal,” sang the honeyed voice of some presumably now-deceased doo-wop star, “Rockin’ and a-jiving, all over town.” She shut the radio off and drove in silence, wincing and exhausted. And when she reached her home, she went directly to bed and slept, pulling the blankets around her. 
––––––––
She dreamt of running, and the
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