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			Prologue (Leigh)
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			A horse-and-carriage trundles down Decatur Street, the gaslights casting ominous shadows across the equine’s visage. It’s wearing blinders, and the rectilinear shadows make it appear as though its eye sockets are empty and cavernous. Steam pours from its flared nostrils as it huffs, its hot breath commingling with the unseasonably crisp nighttime air. I watch it until it disappears onto Jackson Square, its braided tail twitching at the unrelenting mosquitos. Despite the chill, the insects are undeterred.

			A drunk man lurches past my table, laughing. His cheeks are ruddy, and, like the horse, his breath is a cloudy vapor, making it appear as though his head is seconds from igniting. I can’t help but imagine what would happen if he succumbed to spontaneous combustion. His torso would catch fire first, the layer of fat around his midsection acting as fuel, his Misfits t-shirt as tinder. He would freeze midstep, the rubbery soles of his Nikes fusing to the asphalt. He would burn so brightly and with such ferocity that he would be little more than a pair of disembodied feet within seconds. They would never be able to wash his stain off Cafe du Monde’s patio.

			As usual, the French Quarter is a discordant cacophony, pairing perfectly with my turbulent mood. Jazzy music tickles my eardrums, the syncopated beat of the snare drum thumping deep into my chest wall. All the tables surrounding mine are occupied, and I am privy to several unrelated conversations with one common thread. I was so drunk last night, I woke up in bed with Jake. Can you fucking imagine? We will have to take an Uber.

			“I brought you something to eat,” Luka says, placing a ceramic plate on the table before me. There are three fluffy beignets on the plate, greasy from the deep fryer. The younger man sits in the empty chair across from mine, a steaming mug of café au lait in hand.

			“I’m not hungry.” I push the plate away with the tip of my finger. Even with the sweet dessert and Luka’s chicory coffee on the table, I am convinced I can still smell the Mississippi River slow rolling just beyond the promenade. The river is thick with sediment and reeks of mildew. I can almost taste it on my tongue.

			“You look awful,” Luka observes. He selects a flaky, soft pastry from the plate and takes a bite. Confectioners’ sugar clings to his upper lip, making him appear mustachioed.

			“Careful,” I warn.

			“I just mean…you should eat something,” he clarifies. His eyes flit up and down Decatur Street, still delighted by the sights and sounds after ten months. Even in our shared apartment blocks from the French Quarter, I often catch him holding the blinds open with his thumb and forefinger, watching the street below.

			Someone lights a blunt as they stride past the patio, the skunky, herbal scent tangling around us. “I’m not hungry,” I insist.

			Luka finishes the first beignet, licking sugar off his long, slender fingers. He has painted his nails black and gold—Saints colors. A gush of affection sweeps through me at the sight of him: so young, so sanguine. He took to New Orleans just as readily as he had Wharton before it.

			“You really should have one bite,” he insists.

			I reach into my jacket pocket, pulling out a folded envelope. I’ve stalled long enough. Luka’s bushy eyebrow arches, a question implicit therein. “There’s enough cash in here to pay rent for three months,” I explain. “Or it’s enough for a plane ticket back to Portland, if that’s what you would prefer.”

			Luka doesn’t reach for the parcel. So, I place it on the table. “I need to go my own way,” I continue, “as a lone wolf.”

			The look on his face makes me wish I had said anything else. It’s as though I had stabbed him in the belly, soaking his pristine Nike Airwalks with his own blood. For an instant, he looks like a child again, his eyes watery and his lower lip trembling.

			He coughs into his fist, forcing the emotion out of his chest. “You’re going back to Wharton,” he says. It’s not a question. He must have seen this coming, just like how our neighbor divines the future in her tea leaves. Watch your step, Leigh, she’d said, just this afternoon when I saw her hanging her laundry on the line. It’s easy to lose your way if you walk off the trail.

			“I have to,” I reply.

			“What are you planning?” Luka rests his forearms on the table, leaning close. His breath smells faintly of coffee, and I wrinkle my nose. The redolence of coffee reminds me of my twin brother’s neck, bent at an impossible angle. It reminds me of his sightless, staring eyes. It reminds me of my hands, slick with his blood, as I tried to rouse him with soft pats, then by violent slaps. Wake up, wake up, wake up!

			“It doesn’t matter,” I reply. “I just don’t want to leave you in a tough spot.”

			“He’s gone, Leigh,” Luka murmurs. “Nothing you do will get him back.” He picks at one of the remaining beignets, tearing it into tiny pieces. Sugar floats in the air like fairy dust. “I loved him too. He and Angus were like my surrogate dads.”

			Hearing Angus’ name is like a fist to the jaw. I haven’t said it aloud in months; I’d hardly thought it. Instead, I call him what he is: the murderer. “I know,” I manage. “I know you loved him, and I know he can’t come back. But my business in Wharton isn’t done.”

			A group of men gather just off the patio, sporting hard-bodied instrument cases. When one is opened, I catch sight of a French horn, its bell reflecting the twinkle lights above Cafe du Monde, the gaslights flanking the street. They’ll be playing soon, the familiar melodies of Iko Iko and Little Liza Jane drowning out everything else.

			I’m grateful for it; this conversation will have to end shortly, and I will not have to hear him calling after me when I walk away.

			“What are you going to do?” Luka repeated. He reaches for my hand, but I slip away from his grip with a measured twist of my wrist.

			“Take care of yourself, Luka,” I tell him, rising, tucking my chair back under the small cafe table. As the first mellow, buzzy sounds of jazz fills the air, I lean over and kiss the twenty-year-old atop his head. “Don’t follow me,” I murmur into his hairline.

			He stiffens, keenly aware of the threat layered beneath the adjuration.

			I pass the towering spires of St. Louis Cathedral and the card tables covered in silk scarves and Tarot cards before the tears come. “Miss, fancy a reading?” a panhandler calls “Or, I could read that pretty little palm of yours!”

			I ignore him; I don’t need to see the cards to know my future.

		

	
		
			Chapter One  (Haley)
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			She’s coming.

			Branches slap against my tear-streaked cheeks as I barrel through the tree line, cutting shallow trenches in my flesh. The stinging spurns me onward. My surroundings are indistinct, the moon offering minimal light. It gives the foliage an irradiated, nightmarish quality. My bare foot tangles with a sprawling root and I stumble, the ground rushing up to meet me.

			Oomph. The air jettisons out of my lungs and I languish on the forest floor, dazed. The cloying odor of upturned earth and rotting mushrooms fills my sinuses. It reminds me of death, a carcass rotting on the side of the road. My stomach churns.

			With a groan, I regain my footing. My knee grinds in its socket. I think I’m bleeding. I can feel rivulets of warm fluid trickling down my shins. She’ll undoubtedly be able to track me now. An errant droplet in the grass will be just as apparent to her as a trailhead. This way!

			I break into a shaky, lopsided lollop. The pain threatens to usurp me, but I push it back into the very recesses of my hindbrain. I can’t lose consciousness. To distract myself, I count my footfalls: one, two, one, two, one—

			It helps, somewhat. Still, gray motes bob around the edges of my vision. The quick staccato of my heartbeat overtakes all other sound. My chest is on fire, my lungs trapped in an ever-tightening vice.

			I can’t run anymore.

			Instead, I shuffle, arms outstretched, palms brushing against the scaly bark of nearby trees. The further into the forest I push, the less I can see. The moon’s diffused light cannot penetrate the thickening canopy above.

			In the dark, I perceive everything as both benign and nefarious. Is that a fern, or a jagged row of teeth? Is that a footfall I hear, or just an acorn loosed from its mooring overhead? Is that—

			Then, I hear her growl. It’s unmistakable. The sound reverberates through me, making my fingers and toes tingle. A large, slate-colored wolf-creature emerges from the shadows. She pulls her gums away from her teeth, tendrils of saliva clinging to her incisors.

			“No,” I breathe. Standing on her powerful hind legs, she looms head and shoulders above me.

			“Found you,” the wolf chortles, positively gleeful. In her almond-shaped eyes, I can see my reflection: naked, shaking, bloody. I look away, worried that I will become trapped in their amber depths, fossilized therein like a fly.

			“Stay away from me,” I scream, looking for something—anything—to use as a weapon.

			But the wolf isn’t listening. She leaps atop me, knocking me flat on my back. The ground is cold, sapping all the heat from my body. Sandwiched between her huge, sinewy body and the forest floor, I feel as though I can’t take a proper breath.

			I push against her furred chest with my hands, but she is immovable.

			My hands grow uncomfortably hot and tingly. Somehow, they have slipped inside of the wolf’s pelt and the flesh underneath. It’s as though she’s thixotropic; solid unless pressure is applied like quicksand. I’m being consumed via osmosis. I kick at her, but my feet become mired, too. With a horrific sucking sound, my forearms are wrenched inside, too. No! The wolf presses her forehead against mine, and the tingling spreads across my face.

			Housed inside her wolven flesh, an overpowering hunger course through me. It is so intense that it reads as nausea, as a knife sliding through my bowels.

			I am aware, then, that we are not alone in the forest.

			A deer watches us, her ears pricked forward. Trapped inside the wolf, I can only scream as the wolf pounces at the defenseless herbivore, sinking her teeth into its meaty haunch. I can taste the blood on my tongue, metallic and viscous, and the richness of the still-hot venison. There’s an earthy, herby quality that delights the senses.

			I lurch awake, kicking away the comforter. In the dark, still sleep-addled, it looks like her, me—us. My mouth still tastes like metal, and I gag. It had only been a dream, I try to reassure myself. Still, I can’t shake the feeling that I had been in the forest mere moments ago. I half-expect my pajama pants to have soil stains on the knees, for leaves to adorn my hair like barrettes.

			“Shit,” I breathe, staring up at the ceiling. Every night is the same: a restless sleep, culminating in a gasp for air and hot tears coursing down my cheeks. The wolf doggedly pursues me through my dreamscapes, pushing aside my defenses. I press the heels of my hands into my eye sockets, letting out a short, exasperated wail. “Leave me alone!”

			Of course, she doesn’t deign to answer. She never has. She never will.

			I pad down the hall to the bathroom. When I peer into the mirror, nose nearly brushing against the glass, I notice a squarish indent in my lip. I must have bitten it in my sleep. Scooping cool water from the tap, I take a long drink. The metallic taste dissipates. It’s a relief. The dream felt remarkably real. Even now, I can still feel the wolf’s flesh sucking me inside, condensing me into a tight ball, stamping me down until I no longer resisted.

			I can still feel the deer’s life flicker between my powerful jaws.

			My stomach growls.

			Returning to my room, I flop down onto the rumpled bedspread. My body feels hot, pins and needles tickling my palms and the soles of my feet. I pull my limbs close, wrapping my arms around my knees. No, no! The gurgling in my stomach intensifies, rolling like a storm-addled sea. The hunger! I can’t help but think of the deer, its squarish teeth flashing as it reared away from the wolf’s—my—snapping jaws.

			The tingling creeps up my arms. In its wake, gray fur bursts from my pores. No! I bite my lip, hard, hoping the pain will anchor me, push the wolfish pox back within. But it doesn’t work.

			My ribs flare open, stretching the skin. My spine elongates with a rapid-fire pop, pop, pop. A bizarre pulling sensation drags my ears up to the top of my skull.

			When it is over, I lay on my side, huffing. I am too big for the bed now, and the mattress sags beneath my weight. The smell of my bedspread, damp with my flop sweat, fills my nose. Then, several new scents—

			I can smell them in their beds. My grandfather is asleep in the room just beside mine. I can hear the rolling thunder of his snores. I can smell the cloying peppermint of the salve he spreads on his aching joints before bed. If I concentrate hard enough, I can smell my mother’s hemp eye mask and my father’s woolen socks.

			Beneath the artificial scent of their various creature comforts, I am aware of a tantalizing meatiness. My mouth begins to water, saliva wetting the bedspread.

			I don’t dare move.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two  (Haley)
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			My grandfather, Samuel Campbell, resembles a petrified pill bug. All his muscle tone has atrophied, and his flesh hangs from his deteriorating skeleton in sheets. His spine is a parenthesis, so much so, his chin rests heavily upon his sternum. Whenever I venture downstairs, he is affixed to his chair near the window, the rockers creaking on the floorboards as he seesaws back and forth, back and forth, ad infinitum.

			He is well past one hundred and has been ravaged by time. In fact, he looks as though Time has grasped him in its powerful jaws and gave him a furious shake until his skin stretched. His voice is a croak, each breath a wet, sucking sound. Up close, he smells like mildew, his breath reeking of the tobacco he keeps tucked inside his cheek. I avoid him as much as I can, creeping through the front room like a wraith. I find him repugnant, but not just because of his ghoulish appearance.

			“Haley,” he hacks. “Can you get me some water, please?” He’s spotted me, edging through the front room on my way out the door. I thought he was asleep, but every breath he takes sounds like a snore, doesn’t it?

			“Yeah, Papaw.” I fetch a glass and fill it with cool water from the tap. When I hand it to him, he slurps it down. It flows in rivulets down his chin. I don’t wipe it away like my mother does, her hands gentle. Instead, I let it moisten his collar.

			“And my cigarettes,” he adds, “on the end table there.” He gestures with one arthritic claw at the table in question, upon which a carton of Marlboros rests.

			I hesitate, eyeing the cannula coiled just beneath his nose. His oxygen tank hisses. “You aren’t supposed to be smoking.”

			He sighs. “I’m an old man, Hale. Take pity on me.”

			With a sigh, I produce a cigarette, placing it gently between his chapped lips. It takes a moment to find the lighter; it’s fallen on the floor, tucked just beneath the sofa. When I light it, he inhales, making the tip glow a bright red. A beacon. A warning light. Danger, danger.

			“I wish you would stop looking at me like that,” he mutters.

			“I just did you a favor, could you not hassle me?” I groan. He is less than pleased that I detest my wolfishness. He wears his proudly. As a result of his advanced age, his wolfish attributes have burst through his human veneer. His ears are pointed, thick tufts of hair protruding from the canals. It’s a wonder he can hear.

			“You’re ashamed,” he observes. He scratches at his ear with his brittle, yellowing nails.

			“I’m going out,” I snap, tossing the carton of cigarettes into his lap. “Light your own cigarettes.”

			He dies three weeks later.

			At the funeral home, I excuse myself to the bathroom. The stalls are empty, and I wash my hands. The soap smells like sandalwood and vanilla: a warm scent, reminiscent of coffee shops and smooth jazz. I scowl at my reflection: my pinched features, sallow skin, and the dark, baggy circles beneath my eyes. I look like shit. It looks like grief, and I don’t look out of place here. But I’m not sad. Fuck Samuel Campbell.

			My mother sat by his bedside for every torturous moment, gripping his hand in hers as he shook, gasped, asked for salvation from some God he had never spoken of before. I can’t bear it.

			Instead, I retreated up into the eaves of the house, sifting through the boxes in the attic. It’s a silly, childish impulse—an escape wrapped in nostalgia. Sometimes, I come up here to look at the art I made as a child: portraits with stick-straight eyelashes, sketches of horses painstakingly copied from the covers of Marguerite Henry books, and little half-finished stories written about girls who talk to wolves.

			I climb through the clutter and look at the boxes labeled with his name. The boxes are full of Papaw’s things from before he moved in with us: clothes, mementos, bits and bobs of a long life lived. I tear the tape with my long nails and lift the flap. A puff of dust flies into the air, and I sneeze. I pull a handful of photos from the box, using the attic’s dust-covered dormer window’s meager light to view them.

			The first is a black-and-white photograph of a man wearing a coverall, his hair slicked back. I immediately recognize the man’s sharp jaw and sour expression as my grandfather. When I flip it over, I find a rolling, cursive notation: Sam, 1946.

			The next photo is of a diminutive woman with dark hair, pinned tight in victory rolls. She has her arms around the young version of Papaw, both smiling so hard that their eyes crinkle. Another man, disarmingly handsome, stands behind them, his arms wrapped around them both; Sam, Rafe, and me, 1949, it says in the same curly script.

			I dig through the box and produce another photo of the woman, balancing two babies on her knees. She looks up at the camera with her tongue out. The back says, in a block-print: Ama, with Jane and Cordelia.

			I gaze at the infant that is my mother. Her ears are pointed, a tiny fang indenting the corner of her lip. Despite the pudgy baby cheeks and rosebud lips, perpetually pouty, I can see the adult Cordelia in her. I can see myself, too. We have been mistaken for sisters more often than I care to admit. It always makes my mom giggle and preen.

			It’s hot in the attic, and I rip off my beanie, tossing it aside. My hair, thick with static, stands on end. I brush my fingers through it, to no avail. Suddenly, I notice a bit of newspaper folded in half, the crease sharp. I fear that when I open it, the fragile paper will shear in half.

			I open it carefully and read the article therein:

			WHARTON, VIRGINIA. A gruesome discovery was made this morning when a dead body was found by a group of beachcombers. The deceased woman was found nearly “consumed,” per the Sheriff, but whether it was the cause of death is unclear.

			I pocket the article, unsure what to make of it. Why had he saved it? I carry it with me until Samuel finally stops breathing, then I tuck it under my mattress.

			“Hale.” My mother interrupts my reverie, her moon-like face peering into the funeral home’s pristine restroom. “We have to sit down, now.”

			“I’ll be right there,” I assure her, adjusting my hair.

			“Are you doing okay, honey?” she asks, opening the door a little wider. The sounds of mourners fill the room: sniffles, low voices, and the trumpet of a nose being blown.

			“Yeah.”

			“We all miss him,” Cordelia muses. “He was a good man.”

			I think of the article about the murdered woman under my mattress. Was he? She takes my arm, leading me toward the front of the viewing room. Or am I leading her? She leans into me, our hips butting together. The closer we get to the casket; the more silent tears leak out of her eyes and the more her fingers dig into my skin.

			The casket is closed. But still, my mother insists we stand before it. She strokes the lid as though it’s his cheek. “I’ll miss you, daddy,” she says.

			I feel uncomfortable. I’ve never seen my mother so raw before, and I’ve certainly never stood this close to a dead body. While I can’t see him, I know he’s been dead just long enough to begin putrefying. It makes me feel sick, and dark motes obfuscate my vision. Breathe, Haley, I remind myself. But it’s all for naught.

			I faint.

			When I come to, I’m in a side room, a matronly-looking woman sitting primly beside me. I recognize her as the funeral director. “You needn’t be embarrassed, dear,” she says. “It happens all the time.”

			“Really?” I ask as she presses a small cardboard cup into my hands. The water inside sloshes. I take a measured sip.

			“Extreme emotion causes it, you know,” she says earnestly.

			But I don’t feel emotional. Not really. There’s a part of me—a deep, dark, secret part—that is glad Samuel Campbell is dead. He’s the reason I’ve been saddled with this body. He’s the reason my hunger never ceases.

			I find myself thinking about the article, and during the reception after the service, I steal away to the attic. It’s hot and humid up here; I feel as though I’m baking. I sit on the dusty floor and open a new box, finding a neatly folded military uniform. And beneath it is a book. It’s leather bound, a cord tying it closed.

			I unravel it, curious. Perhaps it’s a first edition of some old, celebrated novel, ripe for the taking; I could make a few hundred dollars. My inheritance.

			But it’s not a book. It’s a journal. It’s written in the same block print I found before on the back of the photo of the mystery woman. Ama. Wasn’t that her name?

			September 5, 1941

			I washed out. My leg still fucking hurts. Patterson pushed me off the obstacle course. Says it was an accident. Bull. Shit. Staying close—gonna try again when this heals.

			Keep having bad dreams—nightmares, I guess. Starting to feel guilty. Maybe? Not really. They tasted so good. It’s like having a stiffy and jerking off, having someone else jerk you off. This new town, Wharton, is full of ‘em. There was this guy yesterday; he thought I was interested in him. I guess I was. But not like he thought.

			He tasted like pork. God. Except—I’m now having to go out, more and more. I can’t make the need go away. Not with a drink—not even with fucking.

			Who wrote this? I wonder, flipping ahead, searching for a hint. Then, I find his name.

			December 9, 1941

			Rafe Blanchard says I can be better. I don’t know what that means. But I promised to stop—for now. But god, I’m so hungry. I feel sick. I keep throwing up. I’m gonna try. I really am tired of being alone.

			Mags is nice. She likes to call me Sam—not Samuel. I try to tell her I go by Samuel, but she doesn’t care. She’s a kidder.

			But Elton…he/s a prick. He looks like a weasel and reminds me of one too. Everything he says sounds like a lie.

			Sam—Samuel. This is my grandfather’s journal.

			They tasted so good...like pork. And he was eating people.

			The thought sickens me. I hurriedly wrap the cord back around the book and put it back where I found it. I’ll come back for it later. I don’t want mom to see, not today, not while mired in her grief.

			When I return to the front room, trying to smooth out the wrinkles in my dress, my father stops me. “Haley,” he says “Can you help your mother in the kitchen? She’s fretting over the canapés for the guests.”

			“Why don’t you help her?” I ask, eyeing him. Clearly, he’s very drunk, judging by his uncinched tie and drooping shoulders.

			“C’mon, Hale. She’s tired of me fawning over her. Besides, it’ll keep you safe from Ms. Adams,” he wheedles. Ms. Adams is our neighbor—an old biddy who talks far too much with little patience for interruptions. I don’t want to listen to her wax poetic about how my Papaw’s death affected her. “She’s talking to my coworker, but you know she’ll set her sights on you soon,” he adds.

			“Fine,” I snort, heading into the kitchen.

			The room is bright and airy, smelling faintly of baked pastry crust and burnt sugar. My mom stands at the sink, her hands resting on the porcelain. She is looking out the window, but I recognize the far-off look; she’s not here, not really.

			“Mom?” I murmur, hoping not to startle her.

			“Hm?” She blinks but doesn’t turn toward the sound of my voice. She chews at her bottom lip, her bright red lipstick staining her teeth. It looks like blood.

			“Dad said you might need help.”

			There are plates of nibbles on the countertop: assorted raw vegetables with hummus, ham and cheese pinwheels, and cubes of gouda stabbed with toothpicks. Flanking them are a cavalcade of lukewarm casserole dishes wrapped in cling wrap, condensed steam obscuring their contents from view.

			I peel a corner back on the nearest dish, wrinkling my nose as the rank odor of tuna and cream of mushroom soup fills my sinuses.

			“Can you take the plates out and pass them around?” she asks, finally meeting my eye. Cordelia is a tall, willowy woman, her ash-blond hair pulled back into a tight high ponytail. Despite her red-rimmed eyes and her smeared lipstick, she still looks lovely, otherworldly. “I put them all together, but I just can’t go out there right now.” Her voice wobbles.

			“I’ve got it,” I assure her. I wipe a streak of lipstick from her cheek.

			With a tender smile, she cups my palm against her skin. Her fingers are cool. “Thank you, sweetheart,” she murmurs. “I wish your Uncle Henry came.” I’m not surprised he hadn’t. My mother’s brother had a human father, and made it abundantly clear he had washed his hands of the Campbell’s as soon as he turned eighteen. In a way, I envied him. “We are going to miss Papaw, aren’t we?” she muses, kissing my forehead.

			I think of the diary entry, the way he wrote about the act of killing—the taste of long pig. He tasted like pork, he’d said.

			I step away from her touch, reaching for the plates of pinwheels and veggies. “Yeah, mom,” I agree half-heartedly. “Let me get these out there. Take all of the time you need.”
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			I wait until the house is dark and quiet before I slip out of bed and creep out into the hall. Blindly, I reach up for the cord, pulling the attic stairs down. The metal whines, and I cringe. In the quiet, it sounds inordinately loud, akin to a whip crack.

			Shit. I pause, listening, but there’s no noise coming from my parents’ room, not even the quiet rustling of the bed linen when one’s sleep is disturbed.

			I slowly pull the stairs down the remainder of the way and clamber
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