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I. 1946

			Chapter 1 
(???)
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			Greta is a small woman who works at the dry cleaner on Jefferson Avenue. She is a bottle blonde, her roots nearly black. Her uniform is a crisp pink pinafore cinched tight over a robin egg blue dress, and her heels tip-tap on the geometric linoleum as she walks.

			She often hums as she operates the till, the melody indecipherable. “Here you go, sir,” she says, handing me a yellow slip of paper. “Your shirts will be clean and pressed by tomorrow afternoon.”

			“Thank you, Miss Thorpe,” I say, flashing her a smile. I linger at the counter. She smells so lovely: a diaphanous mixture of chamomile and rose. Beneath it, there’s something a little more tantalizing. My mouth waters. It’s an almost painful feeling—this wanting. It’s a sharp knife on the back of my tongue. “Say,” I continue, “what are you doing tonight?”

			Her cheeks turn a deep crimson, and she averts her eyes. “I don’t know,” she says. “I expect I’ll just head home. I have an early shift tomorrow.” She looks up at me through her dark lashes. “Why?”

			“Because I‘d like to take you out,” I reply.

			“Really?” Greta’s hair is coiled into a chignon at the base of her skull; she tucks an errant strand behind her ear. She pushes her glasses up her long, slender nose.

			“Is that a ‘yes’?” I ask.

			“I’d be delighted,” she finally says. “I get off in an hour.”

			“I’ll be back to pick you up.” I rap my knuckles on the counter, flashing her a toothy grin. Outside, the air is hot and dense. I stride across the street and into Hart’s Drugstore, settling on a stool at the soda fountain.

			The soda jerk, a young man with acne dotting his cheeks, wipes his hands on his apron. “What can I get you?” he asks. I recognize him. He’s Gerry Calhoun, the son of the local mechanic. Gerry rests his elbows on the counter, surveying me.

			“Just a Coca-Cola,” I reply. I swivel on my stool and look out the window. From here, I can see the dry cleaner’s storefront. I squint and can see Greta inside. I watch as she adds a canister of petroleum dry cleaning solvent into the drum of the washing machine, standing on tiptoes to turn it on. I imagine the rumble of it, the way it fills the small building with its own self-contained atmosphere of overheated air.

			Will it affect the way she tastes? Is it like steaming a ham?

			Gerry places an icy glass of cola on the countertop, the ice cubes tinkling therein. I place a nickel in his outstretched hand. “Enjoy,” he says. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

			“Sure thing,” I reply, but I only have eyes for Greta. I take a sip of my drink, the effervescence tickling my tongue.

			Across the street, Greta leans against the counter, examining her nails. She reaches under the counter, pulling out a nail file. I wonder whether she’s humming and thinking of me.

			I am feeling impatient. I glance at the clock.

			Finally, Greta turns off the lights, flipping the placard from OPEN to CLOSED. I slide off my stool, sucking the last dregs of my cola through my straw. Giving the soda jerk a nod, I head back out onto the street.

			Sweat prickles beneath my arms as the humidity envelops me. I curse at my decision to wear a light button-down; the moist, yellowish patches will be noticeable.

			Greta notices me approaching and waves. She waits for a car to pass, then trots across to meet me. “So, where are we going?” she asks, smiling. She holds her clutch in both hands, fiddling with the clasp. She’s nervous.

			“Maybe we could have a drink at The Dock?” I suggest.

			“Sure,” she replies. “I’d like that.” Gentlemanly, I offer her my elbow, and she rests her palm on my forearm. Her hand is soft and cool.

			The Dock is only two blocks away, and we walk in companionable silence. I watch her out of the corner of my eye. Her cheeks are a rosy pink, and she casts furtive glances at my face. I catch her eye, making her blush all the more. She looks away, pretending to be interested in the passing cars and pedestrians. She says hello to familiar faces: Mr. James, the mail carrier: Mr. Divita, the pharmacist; and various women she plays cards and board games with like Make-A-Million and Mr. Ree.

			The Dock is relatively busy. We find a small table and settle in. Greta orders a Pink Lady and sips it; the egg whites cling to her upper lip, and I wipe them away with my thumb. “Care to dance?” I ask as the jukebox starts to play a Glenn Miller song.

			“Here?” Greta laughs. “No one dances here.”

			She’s right. The Dock is a hole-in-the-wall at best, a far cry from Texaco Star Theater. There’s hardly room to walk, let alone cut a rug.

			“Come on,” I wheedle, “it’ll be fun.” I take her hand, pulling her close.

			Together, we sashay from side to side. At first, she is taut like a guitar string, waiting to be plucked. But soon, she relaxes, allowing me to spin and dip her. The patrons of the bar watch us curiously: some laugh while others raise their drinks in silent salute.

			When the song ends, Greta and I return to our table. We both giggle like children, euphoric and embarrassed by our exhibition. “That was bonkers!” Greta crows.

			“I couldn’t help myself.” I take her hand in mine. “I needed an excuse—”

			“An excuse for what?” she asks, taking another gulp of her violently pink beverage. She doesn’t pull her hand away. Instead, she stares down at our entwined fingers, transfixed.

			“To touch you.”
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			Greta moans as I kiss her neck, her fingers tangling in my hair. More, more, more, she urges without saying a word. I shuck her dress up her thighs, tearing at her stockings. When I led her out into the alley, she was anxious, casting her eyes left and right. But now, she is uninhibited, driven to desperation by my roving hands.

			Suddenly, the bar’s back door opens, a rectangle of light stretching into the dark. We freeze. A man strolls into the alley, lugging two bags of trash. He tosses them into a dumpster before heading back inside. He didn’t notice us.

			Greta giggles nervously. “Maybe we should go somewhere else,” she whispers.

			“Maybe,” I reply, noncommittal. I press my lips against her neck, surreptitiously tasting her with the tip of my tongue. Heat pools in my groin at the very thought of sinking my teeth into her warm flesh. I’ve been dreaming about it for such a long time—dreams of ripping, chewing, and feeling satiated.

			It’ll be the sort of meal that makes you sigh in contentment, unbuttoning your fly to let your distended belly free. I am sure of it. It will surpass Thanksgiving dinner, or even the tastiest buck, its crown of antlers left in the dirt.

			I can’t wait much longer. While Greta’s moaning under my hands, eyes half-lidded, I drag the flat of my tongue along her neck. She tastes like brine. I nibble her flesh with my flat teeth, making her whimper. My hard palate itches and saliva pools in my mouth, then trickles down my chin.

			My jawbone unhinges, a sunspot bursting upon my somatosensory cortex. The bones of my face grate upon one another with a sickening crunchhhh, forming a muzzle and keen teeth. Strands of dark fur erupt from my pores, the sensation akin to a tickle. By the time a thick mane adorns my shoulders, my prey realizes something is wrong.

			“Wha—” she manages, before I clap a large paw over her mouth. She mustn’t scream. I don’t want to have a quick bite—a snack just won’t do. I’ve thought about this for a long, long time. Her breath is hot and quick against my leathery paw pads. I tower over her now.

			She’s such a small girl, isn’t she? I could break her in half like a piece of kindling.

			Finally, I take a bite. The taste is beyond anything I could have possibly imagined.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 
(Rafe)

			[image: ]

			The decommission of the USS West Virginia proceeds with little fanfare. Her turrets are dismantled, piece by piece. Anything worth saving is squirreled away in pockets and packs. Her crew departs, and no one bothers to look back. The hulking warship exemplifies everything we’d like to forget: the smoke burning our eyes and the stinky sweat clinging to our brows.

			We don’t speak to each other. There are no goodbyes. We’ve shit in the same toilet for six months—there’s nothing left to say.

			I find myself lingering on the dock well after most of the sailors have joined their loved ones. It’s strange to be ashore. I had become so accustomed to the rock and roll under my feet, the claustrophobia of the lower decks, the stink of unwashed bodies, and the rumbling of bombers overhead. Standing in the busy shipyard is akin to being tossed overboard into the cold, dark ocean: a shock so severe it can stop a heart.

			There’s a large part of me that wants to turn back, to climb back into the casemate below the turrets, where I’d spent most nights huddled with a shotgun. It was my job to protect the ammunition from saboteurs. I often felt like a mother dragon protecting her eggs. But now, those shells are being hoisted port side into another warship—the dreadnought Pennsylvania. Someone else will guard them now.

			“Rafe!” Amidst the crowd, my brother Elton waves wildly. He’s broad, built like a phalanx. The crowd gives him a wide berth to avoid getting bowled over. I shoulder my heavy duffel pack and trot to meet him, chuckling when he engulfs me in a tight bear hug.

			“Nice to see you too,” I exclaim, clapping him on the back. It’s strange how someone can smell like home: stale cigarettes, Old Crow bourbon, and the Pine-Sol we use at the motel. “It’s been a long time,” I add when he finally releases me.

			Suddenly, tears prickle my eyes, and I scrub them away with my forearm. I hadn’t realized I missed my family this much. In the Pacific Theater, emotions were casualties of war.

			Elton insists on taking my duffel. “The pickup is in the lot,” he says, leading the way. “We can stop and grab something to eat on the way, if you’d like.”

			When we approach the truck, I hesitate, fingering the door handle. I can’t bear the thought of getting inside. I’ve only just started to lose my sea legs.

			“We can meet up in South Norfolk,” Elton suggests. He knows me so well. “Go for a run. I’ll follow you.”

			So, I run.

			The ground is a rush beneath my paws. I scrabble over rocks and duck under tree branches, my ears pinned against my skull. It’s been ages since I’ve been wolfish, and my whole body hums. This is what it must feel like to be born: being knotted like a fist and stretching for the first time, eyes blinded by a brilliant, white light.

			Elton’s truck chugs abreast for a mile or so, before quickly hitting traffic. I leave him behind; he’ll catch up when he can.

			The route isn’t particularly pastoral, and the sun is high. I use the industrial buildings and warehouses as cover when the trees begin to thin out. I finally skid to a stop near the waterworks, panting. The building thrums with electricity, and it makes my hair stand on end.

			A deer, grazing under the shadow of an auxiliary building, spots me. She raises her angular head, her fan-shaped ears prick forward. I have subsisted off of C-rations for months, and the thought of eating fresh meat makes me almost queasy with want. The doe eyes me, lock-kneed; she hopes I’ll lose interest. We stare at one another.

			With a powerful thrust of my haunches, I break into a sprint. The animal leaps and twists in midair, tripping over her own spindly limbs when she lands. I sink my teeth into her side, dragging her down. With a high-pitched bleat, she kicks at me, one cloven hoof glancing off my hip. The pain is sharp, immediate, but my mouth is full of warm, gushing blood.

			She tastes so, so—

			“I’m dying,” the ensign cries, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. The smell of copper fills my nose, and I hate how it makes my stomach grumble. I press my palms against the tangle that was once his shoulder, but there’s no staunching the flow. The bullet nicked an artery, and it arcs between my fingers, soaking my clothes, the deck.

			God, just one taste. I just want one. Little. Taste.

			—good. I only raise my head when I hear the crunch of tires on gravel and the cough of an engine. It’s Elton’s rust bucket Ford. I leave what remains of my kill in the grass and lumber over, licking gristle out of my teeth.

			“Feel better?” he asks, casually draping his wrist on the steering wheel.

			With a stifled moan, I step out of my pelt. The painful conversion from man to wolf is immense. I was so eager to run that I’d barely registered it. But now, I am privy to every knitted muscle, every broken bone. I grip the truck’s bed so that I don’t topple over, the metal cutting into my palms.

			“There’s more, if you’re hungry,” I add when my jaw clicks back into place.

			“I stopped at McDonalds,” Elton says, shaking a cup with Speedee, the burger-headed mascot, on the side. The ice tinkles merrily.

			I open the door to retrieve the clothes I had folded neatly therein, slipping them on. Elton wordlessly passes me a handful of paper napkins, and I blot the blood off my mouth and hands.

			“Are you ready to go home?” he asks as I pull back on my crackerjack uniform. I accidentally smear blood on the starched lapel.

			I nod.
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			We arrive in Wharton just after sundown. The sky is the color of a bruise, casting a violet shadow over Main Street. Elton drives slowly, letting bandeau-clad girls trot across the street. “I love summertime.” He chuckles.

			I’ve always seen Wharton as sleepy, laggard. But since I’ve been gone, some of the storefronts have changed. Neely’s Flowers is now Hart’s Drugstore, selling malts for fifteen cents on Sundays according to the signage. Even Seaside Books, the oldest institution in town, is sporting a new awning. Surely, if the town has changed so much, I have too.

			I look down at my hands, corded with thick veins. My nails are thin, cracked, delineated by dark, vertical ridges—a symptom of severe vitamin deficiency. My palms are still flaked with the doe’s blood despite my best efforts to wipe it away.

			It’s not the only blood on my hands. Saliva drips down the back of my throat, threatening to gag me. I swallow it down. Don’t think about it.

			There’s a small crowd gathered outside the courthouse, candles cupped in their hands. “What’s going on?” I ask, rolling down the window, letting the salt air whip my hair back.

			“I was going to tell you—”

			“Tell me what?” Something in his voice is troubling. It’s as though he’s been caught, like he’s stepped into a trap and must now decide whether he should chew his leg off.

			Without taking his eyes from the road, Elton continues, “A few people have gone missing this summer.” Despite the humidity, a chill trickles down my neck. “It’s been the big story in the Tribune,” he adds.

			As we drive by the vigil, I crane my neck to see flyers pinned onto a corkboard in the courtyard. Typically, people post help wanted ads, birth and death announcements, and calls for prayer. But now, it’s entirely papered in vacation photos: happy people sunning themselves, roughhousing, applying sunscreen, sipping drinks, and eating enormous lobster tails. The word MISSING is scrawled on each one.

			“How many?” I ask.

			“A few,” Elton replies, evasive, cranking the wheel to turn into the Cove Motel’s parking lot. His face is bathed in shadow. But I can see his jaw moving; he’s chewing the inside of his cheek. It’s a bad habit, born of childhood anxiety. He feels guilty about something.

			“Was it you?” I ask as he parks. Elton frees the key from the ignition and fiddles with it, refusing to look at me. “Was it you?” I repeat, gritting my teeth.

			“You know me better than that, Rafe.”

			“Then why won’t you talk to me?”

			He doesn’t respond. Instead, he looks out the driver’s side window. A group of pedestrians walk past, laughing. I can hear bits and pieces of their conversation. They aren’t sure where to eat tonight.

			I slap my palm on the dashboard, making Elton jump. “Talk to me!” I exclaim.

			Without a word, Elton slides out of the car, retrieving my duffel from the truck bed. He still avoids my eyes when I get out, slamming the door. As we approach the front office, he hesitates. “Look, Rafe—” He scrubs his hands through his chestnut-colored hair, mussing it. “It’s been different without you here. I think someone in the pack might be responsible. I just don’t know who.”

			“Well, your Alpha is back,” I snarl, taking my pack from his hands.

			It’s heavy, weighed down with the detritus of my last six months. And wrapped up in the very bottom, the bullet that I had used to shoot the man on the aft deck. The man who cried in my lap afterward as his blood seeped into my shoes.

			The very last man.

			

	

II. 1947

			Chapter 3 
(Ama)
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			Pilgrim State is an imposing edifice, consisting of a stone facade, a coil of ivy, and arched doorways. Inside, it is as quiet as a church. I find myself staring at a statue of Mary just to the right of the atrium, her arms raised upward in supplication. I can’t tell if she’s laughing or crying.

			“Right this way, Miss.”

			The nurse’s squarish heels clunk on the linoleum, her starched, white pinafore swishing around her knees. She has a spirited walk, seemingly unaffected by the general malaise of Pilgrim State. Conversely, my gait is sluggish, shuffling; the air inside the asylum feels inordinately heavy.

			My escort is blissfully unaware of my inner turmoil. I fear that if she were privy to it, I wouldn’t be allowed to leave the hospital. I can’t help but imagine a bite block wedged between my jaws and the smell of cooking meat as my brain sizzles. Would smoke trickle out of my ears afterward? For a moment, I contemplate telling her I’ve changed my mind. Oh goodness, I’ve left the stove on at home. Perhaps, I should come back another time.

			As we leave the administrative area and enter the ward, the air becomes as thick as molasses. It’s almost as though I can taste it. I press my lips together and wrinkle my nose.

			The nurse ushers me into a large common room. It’s a depressing tableaux. Most of the patients sit around the tube, watching—but not really watching—Kukla, Fran, and Ollie, a children’s program. A man, horribly thin, edges around the room, his fingertips brushing against the painted concrete walls. When he passes by, I hear him whisper, “I’m comin’ home, mama.”

			The room is dreadfully quiet and inordinately loud all at once. The volume on the television is low, the red-nosed puppet’s squawking voice barely discernible. The conversations are hushed, as if we are all attending a funeral.

			And aren’t we? Here lies the human condition, borne away by madness.

			But there are screams too.

			“Fuck you!” a man shouts as an orderly swaddles him in a straitjacket. Another rocks on his haunches and keens, picking at his pockmarked cheeks with dirty fingernails.

			The nurse gives me an encouraging smile.

			Bernie is one of the television-watchers. He is dressed in striped pajamas, the buttons halfway undone. I can just see the mole on his sternum, the spot where I used to kiss. It would always make him laugh. “C’mon Ama,” he’d groan, red-faced. “You’re driving me crazy.”

			“Bernard,” the nurse says, resting her palm on his shoulder. “You have a visitor.”

			As if underwater, Bernie slowly turns his head. When our eyes meet, it’s like looking into a lacuna. There’s no immediate spark of recognition, no warmth, no chilliness either.

			“Hey, Bernie,” I manage to say, despite my rapidly thickening tongue. “How are you doing?”

			A thin line of drool trickles from his downturned lips.

			The nurse dabs it away. “He’s feeling a little under the weather because of the new medication. Right, Bernard?”

			“Mhmm,” Bernie replies.

			“I’ll just help Bernard to a table, so you can talk,” the nurse continues brightly. She reaches for Bernie’s arm, hauling him upright. Despite looking at though she weighs almost nothing, the nurse is deceptively strong. Bernie shuffles obediently beside her as she leads him to a table in the corner, a stack of board games at its center.

			I wait for Bernie to be guided into a seat before I sit, too. “You have ten minutes, Miss Chilton,” the nurse reminds me kindly.

			Bernie isn’t looking at me. He looks up and out the window, the sun streaming over his brow. For a brief moment, I can almost imagine we are on a picnic in Central Park, enjoying the fresh, springtime air. But the breeze ruffling my hair isn’t a breeze at all, but a coughing, hot wheeze from the ancient ventilation system.

			And Bernie isn’t quite himself, either.

			“Bernie?” I ask, tentative. He doesn’t look at me. Instead, his eyes flutter closed, and he heaves a great, long sigh. I cough. “Can you hear me? Do you know who I am?”

			“Be quiet,” he finally whispers. “I can almost hear the birds.” Sure enough, I hear the faintest tittering, just beyond the tempered glass. A pigeon alights on the windowsill, shaking out its wings, damp with morning dew.

			I rest my hands in my lap. I’ve bitten my nails to the quick fretting about this visit, and I don’t want him to see. A fresh dribble of spittle meanders down Bernie’s chin. Reflexively, I reach toward him to wipe it away, but I stop myself, thinking better of it. My hand hangs in the air between us, neither coming nor going.

			My nails do look awful.

			“I wanted to visit…to see if—“ My voice trails off, unsure. I press my lips together. “I wanted to see if you were alright.” I wanted to see if you remember.

			Bernie finally opens his eyes, appraising me. There are circular-shaped burns on his temples, the skin raised and inflamed. Dr. Freeman had assured me he had been comfortable, but how comfortable could he have possibly been?

			“Ama?” Bernie rolls the word around in his mouth, as if tasting it. Ahh-muhh.

			“Your ‘best girl’,” I prompt, using his favorite term of endearment.

			“Right,” he says. “That’s right. I’m sorry, I—”

			“It’s okay,” I interrupt, waving away his apology.

			“—I forget a lot of things,” he finishes, undeterred. “Names, dates, that sort of thing.” Bernie reaches across the tabletop, touching my knuckles with his calloused fingertips. It’s a gentle tap, as if testing to see if I’m corporeal.

			“We’re engaged,” I whisper. “We were, anyway, before.”

			“Before?” he asks.

			Before I told you what I am. “Before the war,” I clarify. “You were overseas, remember?”

			“That’s why I’m here,” Bernie muses, examining the tabletop as if the wood grain might help him divine what has happened to him. “They said I haven’t been myself.” The first time, Bernard had admitted himself. After the electricity zapped away what frightened him, he was put into a taxicab and sent home. The police found him in the street, calling out for his Sergeant. He was certain he was in Carentan, fighting Jerry. But he was meandering down Seventh Avenue, slapping the hoods of idling vehicles, fluid trickling from his nose.

			“No,” I agree. “You haven’t.” I adjust my skirt over my knees, tucking one ankle behind the other. “Do you remember me at all, Bernie?”

			He stares at my face with such ferocity I can’t help but avert my eyes. “You met my mama once,” he finally says. “Right?”

			“She and I still have lunch, sometimes.”

			“Does she ever talk about me?” he asks.

			“All the time,” I assure him. For the first time, he smiles. It’s a crooked smile, all teeth. I’ve felt the curve of that very smile against the soft flesh of my thigh. A pang of grief threatens to overtake me. I miss him. Us.

			“We’re getting married in the spring,” he says, speaking slowly as though he’s trying to recall a movie he hasn’t seen in a decade.

			“We were meant to,” I reply slowly. “It’s summertime now. You’ve been here for three months.”

			“Oh.” He looks crestfallen. “I ruined it, didn’t I?”

			I reach across the table, taking both of his hands in mine. “Oh, darling, no. It’s not your fault. Not in the slightest. It’s mine.”

			“Because of what happened,” he says in a flat, matter-of-fact voice.

			“I—” I think better of it and clamp my lips shut. Part of me had hoped he would have forgotten. As much as I hated his parents for agreeing to shock therapy, I had hoped that those memories had been jailed inside a piece of dead grey matter.

			“It was real, wasn’t it?” he asks. “What I saw?”

			“What did you see?” I ask, my stomach clenching in painful knots.

			“The wolf,” he replies, “in the kitchen.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I reply, marveling at the smoothness of my own voice.

			I can’t stop looking at the ring, turning the diamond this way and that, each facet catching the light. It doesn’t feel real yet.

			Bernie, amused, watches me, his chin resting on his palm. “Are you happy?” he asks.

			“So happy,” I murmur, meeting his eyes across the kitchen table. They are a deep ocher, the color of freshly tilled soil. “I’ve never been happier.” It’s not entirely true, but it’s true enough. I don’t think he could ever understand the uninhibited joy of chasing a deer through
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