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        One

        When Diane Coles heard the creaking
            footsteps in the hallway outside the bedroom, she knew it was one of them coming to get
            her. She sat up in bed and screamed so loud it hurt her ears, but this didn’t
            scare away the intruder. The footsteps got louder, and then the doorknob rattled and the
            door shook. Oh, God, this was it, the moment she’d feared since she’d left
            New York and moved back in with her parents in Grosse Pointe. He—well, if it was a
                he—was going to break in and kill her. She had no idea how many of them
            there were. She knew there were at least a few, including her best friend—well, former
            best friend—Olivia.

        Still shrieking, she grabbed the nearest
            object, a lamp, yanking the cord out of the wall. Yeah, like a lamp would protect her.
            Still, she raised it above her head, ready to fling it at whoever, or whatever,
            came inside.

        “Diane, what’s going on?
            What’s wrong? Diane, open this door right now … Diane.”

        It took a few seconds before it registered
            that it wasn’t one of them after all; it was just her mother.

        “Diane, can you hear me?”

        “I’m fine, Mom,” Diane
            said, aware of her pulse pounding as if she were in an all-out sprint.

        “You can’t stay in there all day
            again,” Barbara Coles said. “This is ridiculous. You have to get on with
            your life.”

        Diane remained with the lamp above her head
            for several seconds, then replaced it on the night table. She lay down again in bed and
            pulled the blanket up to her chin.

        “Diane, will you please open the
            door?” Barbara shook the door a few more times.

        “I’ll be right down,
            Mom.”

        “What?” Barbara asked.

        “I said I’ll be right
            down.”

        Diane heard Barbara let out a long,
            frustrated breath, and then her fading footsteps as she marched downstairs.

        Diane had been lashing out at her parents
            since she’d moved home, and she felt bad about it. She was thirty-two years old,
            but lately she’d been acting like a spoiled, angry fourteen-year-old. She’d
            thought moving back home would make her feel safe, protected, but if anything, being
            isolated in a small space had increased her paranoia.

        If she knew who exactly was after her, it
            would make things a little easier—at least she’d know whom to avoid—but it really
            could be anyone. Maybe it was the dark-haired guy in the black Honda that had been
            parked in front of her parents’ house the day before, or that older blond woman in
            the Delta terminal at LaGuardia who’d stared at her weirdly. Or maybe it was the
            very old guy, maybe ninety years old, who’d grabbed her in front
            of the apartment in the East Village one evening and said with a foreign accent, maybe
            German, “You must leave, before it’s too late.” The way the guy had
            looked at her with his intense dark eyes had scared the crap out of her. Before she
            could ask him who he was or any other questions, he ran away, with surprising speed for
            such an old man. Maybe he was one of them, or maybe there were others she didn’t
            know about, but now she was certain of one thing—she wouldn’t be able to avoid
            them forever.

        Her parents, meanwhile, had no idea about
            the danger she was in, or the possible danger they were in. It would be so much
            easier if she were able to open up about it, get some genuine support, but she knew they
            wouldn’t believe her. They’d have the same reaction as the police;
            they’d think she was crazy, disturbed, making it all up. Besides, they were
            getting older—both in their midsixties—and she didn’t want to cause them any
            stress, especially since her father had had bypass surgery recently. So Diane had no
            choice but to keep all the stress to herself, and it had been taking its toll. She was
            losing weight and couldn’t sleep, and her thoughts were so scattered it was hard
            to focus on anything.

        She’d considered leaving Grosse
            Pointe, but where else would she go? If she stayed with another friend or relative, in
            Michigan or some other part of the country, she’d be endangering someone else, and
            she didn’t have money to travel far or stay in a hotel. In New York, she’d
            been making decent money as a publicist for a financial services firm, but with rents
            the way they were, she had been barely able to save.

        So, for better or worse, Diane was stuck at
            her parents’ house. During the nearly three weeks she’d been here she
            hadn’t gone outside at all. Her parents thought she was depressed—which was
            probably at least partly true—but as far as they knew she’d moved home because of
            a bad breakup with Steve, a jerk lawyer who’d dumped her with a
            text message, and because “the whole living-in-the-city thing just wasn’t
            working out.”

        She shuddered as the memory nudged into her
            consciousness, but she refused to let her mind fully go there. Denial was her new
            mantra. Maybe it was a dysfunctional coping mechanism, but it had been working so far;
            after all, at least she wasn’t in a mental institution. She wanted to believe that
            if she didn’t think about what had happened in New York, the experience would
            eventually vanish, like a bad dream. Or, maybe if she just stayed in bed and hid her
            head in the darkness under her pillow, like she’d done when she was a kid on days
            she didn’t want to get up to go to school, they wouldn’t be able to find her
            and she would be safe, protected. The flashbacks—in vivid, horrifying detail—were still
            coming, though, but it had been only a few weeks. Maybe one day she’d wake up and
            it would all be gone, forgotten completely, as if it had never happened. She
            couldn’t wait for that day.

        Sitting at the edge of her bed, leaning over
            and kneading her scalp with her fingers obsessively, she’d never felt so out of
            control. She wondered if this was what insanity felt like. She didn’t think she
            was insane, but wasn’t that part of the definition of insanity? Didn’t all
            insane people think they were sane? She was definitely acting insane—staying in
            bed all day, neglecting her appearance and hygiene, starving herself, virtually
            paralyzed by extreme paranoia. She had to admit, when she analyzed her behavior this
            way, as an outsider would, she didn’t seem like a portrait of sanity. While she
            thought she had a very good reason to be behaving the way she was, if she was insane how
            could she trust her thoughts? Maybe nothing had happened to her in New York—maybe it
            seemed like a nightmare because it had been an actual nightmare, or some kind of
            hallucination. It was true she’d been under a lot of stress lately and had never
                really adjusted to life in the city. Maybe the breakup with Steve
            had been the thing that had put her over the edge.

        As she continued to rock back and forth,
            kneading her scalp with her fingertips, she whispered repeatedly, “New York never
            happened, New York never happened, New York never happened …”

        Gradually, she started to believe that there
            was at least some chance that she’d made it all up, had had some kind of psychotic
            break, which gave her more hope than she’d had in days. Insanity was a good thing.
            Insanity could be cured. Insanity would mean that she could get through this. If she
            just pushed herself, if she stopped being the victim, she could snap herself out of this
            before it was too late and it took over completely.

        She went downstairs, apologized to her
            parents, and ate all the food her mother put in front of her, even asking for seconds.
            Already she felt energized, convinced she could get through this.

        Practically beaming, Barbara said,
            “I’m so happy you’re finally eating.”

        “You and Dad are right,” Diane
            said. “I can’t live my life like this anymore. I need some things at the
            drugstore. Can I borrow your car?”

        “Of course you can,
            sweetie.”

        Upstairs, Diane showered—unlike her other
            showers over the past few weeks, she managed to not see glimpses of that scene from
                Psycho—and then she put on clean clothes. She felt good. This felt
            good. If she could just get to CVS and back without having an attack of paranoia, it
            would be a great start, something to build on. She needed to prove to herself that the
            danger wasn’t real.

        The fear didn’t set in until she was
            about to leave the house. At the front door she was so dizzy she almost lost her balance
            and had to grab on to the molding on the wall near the front door so she wouldn’t
            fall down.

        Her father was nearby and said, “Are you
            okay?”

        “Yeah, I’m fine,” Diane
            said, recovering quickly. “Just tripped on my heels.”

        She was wearing clogs, with maybe one-inch
            heels, so this didn’t really make sense.

        “Maybe I should come with you,”
            Robert Coles said.

        “Don’t be ridiculous,”
            Diane said, “it’s a five-minute drive, maybe less. I’ll see you
            soon.”

        Barbara came over and said, “Drive
            carefully.”

        “Don’t worry,” Diane said.
            “I will.”

        Diane went outside. It was a perfect
            November day—bright and sunny, about fifty degrees. Most leaves were gone from the trees
            and there was the smell of mulch in the crisp, cool air. She was enjoying being outdoors
            for the first time in days so much that she didn’t get nervous and paranoid again
            until she was inside her mom’s Ford Fusion. She felt like she was being watched.
            She looked around quickly in every direction, but that didn’t mean they
            weren’t there somewhere. Her heart was racing and she felt extremely dizzy, as if
            she’d just gotten off a merry-go-round. Her father was probably right—she probably
            shouldn’t be driving a car right now—but she wanted to prove to herself that she
            could get through this, that this horrible paralyzing fear she’d been experiencing
            wasn’t permanent.

        She repeated out loud: “New York never
            happened, New York never happened, New York never happened, New York never
            happened. …” and she felt better—well, at least she didn’t feel
            like she was going to pass out anymore.

        She started the engine and backed out of the
            driveway onto the quiet, suburban street. Driving away, looking in the rearview mirror,
            she thought a black SUV, looked like a Lexus, was following her, but then the SUV turned
            down a side street.

        In CVS, Diane hurried to get the things she
            needed, avoiding making eye contact with anyone. At the checkout line, someone bumped
            into her from behind and she turned around suddenly, maybe even cocking a fist, and said
            “Hey.”

        Then she saw that the person who had bumped
            her was an elderly woman with a cane, about eighty years old. The old woman
            could’ve been one of them, but it wasn’t likely.

        “Oh, sorry,” Diane said. Then
            she closed her eyes and said, “New York never happened, New York never happened,
            New York never happened.”

        When she opened her eyes she saw that the
            girl working at the checkout counter was looking at her like … well, like she
            was a crazy person, but this was a good thing. Diane wanted to be crazy. If she was
            crazy, that meant she was safe.

        Returning to the car, Diane was barely
            afraid. Her heart was beating much faster than normal and she felt clammy—especially the
            back of her neck—but she didn’t feel dizzy or wobbly. She was proud of herself for
            doing so well. She realized a trip to CVS hardly constituted resuming her life, but it
            was a major step in the right direction. Maybe if, over the next week or so, she left
            her house every day to take a small trip somewhere—shopping, to the gym, maybe even see
            a movie—she’d get used to being around strangers again and eventually the fear—and
            the memories of New York—would vanish completely.

        Driving home, she looked once or twice in
            the rearview mirror to check whether anyone was following her, but her paranoia had
            subsided significantly. At this point she didn’t want to put too much pressure on
            herself, have unrealistic expectations. She needed to take it day by day and build on
            what she’d accomplished this afternoon, but it was hard not to fantasize about
            what a fear-free life in Michigan would be like. Maybe within a month she could move out
            of her parents’ house into her own apartment. She had a lot of
            friends in the area. She’d fallen out of touch with some of them, and most of them
            were married, but she’d have people to socialize with. Eventually she’d be
            ready to date again and she’d meet a good, solid Michigan guy. He’d come
            from a good family and have a good job and, most important, he’d be normal. The
            idea of settling down in the suburbs used to terrify Diane; nothing had seemed more
            terrifying than living her parents’ life. But now that was all she wanted—an easy,
            normal, safe life. And, really, was that too much to ask for?

        She pulled into the driveway and parked in
            front of the garage. As she got out of the car she was absorbed in the fantasy of her
            future life—marriage, kids, a big house. It wouldn’t be such an awful life. It
            would be a good, safe, easy life, and that was all that mattered to her now. She was
            through feeling that she had to be in the center of the action, that she had to be in a
            big city, going to the newest, hippest bars and restaurants and attending club openings
            and wine tastings. She didn’t even like going to wine tastings, acting so
            self-important, having to think of new adjectives to describe the wine to whomever she
            was with. She was through trying to impress, being fake. She just wanted to go back to
            who she was—a simple, happy, laid-back Michigan girl. It would be so relieving to not
            feel like she had to go somewhere or transform into someone else in order to be happy.
            She could be happy being who she was and where she was. She could be happy right here,
            right now.

        She was starting to smile, feeling better
            than she had in weeks, when she heard movement behind her. In the next instant there was
            a sharp pain in her head and she was falling forward into the darkness, and her mother
            was telling her to get her head out from under the pillow, it was time to get up to go
            to school, but she wouldn’t go to school.

        She would stay in the darkness forever.

    
        Two

        In high school Simon Burns didn’t fit
            in with any crowd. He wasn’t a jock, a math geek, a theater person, a burnout, or
            a dork, and he didn’t dress in trendy clothes, or drive a sports car, or date the
            hottest girls. He was just a nice, average, normal guy. His friends liked him, but most
            people didn’t have an opinion of him one way or another. On most days, when he was
            walking through the hallways or having lunch in the cafeteria, he felt invisible and was
            convinced that if he actually disappeared most people wouldn’t have cared or even
            noticed.

        Now, as a thirty-nine-year-old stay-at-home
            dad, hanging out with his three-year-old son Jeremy on the playgrounds of
            Manhattan’s Upper West Side, Simon had the total opposite experience. It seemed as
            if the moms and babysitters couldn’t stop staring at him. Even when he
            didn’t see them looking at him he could feel their gazes, as if their eyes were projecting lasers that were boring into his skin. Sometimes
            Simon enjoyed the attention—hey, what married guy in his late thirties didn’t like
            an ego boost every once in a while?—but most of the time the staring and smiling felt
            intrusive, so he’d started listening to music on his iPod and wearing dark
            sunglasses, trying to appear as standoffish as possible.

        On an early November afternoon on the
            playground near 101st Street in Riverside Park, Simon was in his usual spot, on a bench
            near the entrance, trying to be incognito. He was wearing his shades, and on his iPod
            the Decemberists were into “The Hazards of Love.” There were ten or so women
            in the playground—most Simon recognized from previous playground visits—and they were
            all checking him out.

        Jeremy started playing with a taller boy,
            probably a year or two older than him. Simon hadn’t seen the boy before, but
            Jeremy seemed to like him a lot. They were chasing each other around, playing some sort
            of tag game.

        At one point, Jeremy came over to Simon and
            gave him a big hug and said, “I love you, Daddy.”

        “I love you too, kiddo,” Simon
            said.

        Jeremy put his hands over his ears, and
            Simon realized he’d spoken louder than he’d intended because of the blasting
            music. They laughed together, and then Jeremy went back to playing with his friend.

        Simon’s adjustment to being a
            stay-at-home dad had been an adjustment, to say the least. Though he still missed his
            career in advertising and harbored resentment about the way things had gone down at the
            job from which he’d been terminated, at times like this he felt incredibly lucky.
            How many dads got to spend so much quality time with their children? This was something
            special, and he never wanted to forget how great this felt.

        Simon looked to his left and saw Jeremy’s
            new friend’s mother looking at him and smiling. She was an attractive woman with
            dark wavy hair, maybe in her midthirties, a few years younger than Simon. Though she was
            sitting about ten feet away from him, he could smell her strong perfume and knew
            she’d recently had a cup of dark-roasted coffee.

        Other times over the past few weeks, when
            women smiled at him, Simon smiled back politely. Usually this had been a mistake,
            because the women often assumed this meant he was interested and started hitting on him.
            So, not wanting to encourage her at all, Simon remained blank-faced, not acknowledging
            her in any way, and continued to listen to the Decemberists and watch Jeremy play.

        “Excuse me.”

        Well, that had backfired. The woman was
            standing next to him.

        Without taking out the earbuds, Simon said,
            “Yes.”

        “Sorry, I don’t want to disturb
            you,” she said. “I just wanted to say hello.”

        Simon probably shouldn’t have been
            able to hear her so clearly over the music.

        “Hi,” he said.

        “Our children, they play so well
            together,” the woman said.

        She had an accent—something Eastern
            European, maybe Russian. Her perfume was Marc Jacobs or Lancôme, definitely Lancôme, and
            he was pretty sure the coffee was from Dunkin’ Donuts, not Starbucks.

        “Yeah, they do,” Simon said.

        “Can I join you?” she asked

        Simon realized there was a limit to how rude
            he could be without coming off as being a total jerk, so he said, “Um,
            okay.”

        She sat next to him, smiling widely, and
            said, “I’m Milika.”

        “Simon,” he said hesitantly.

        “It’s very nice to meet
            you,” she said, looking right at his eyes. Hers were blue and open very wide.

        Simon nodded in acknowledgment but
            didn’t say anything.

        He was looking straight ahead again when
            Milika said, “You have a beautiful boy.”

        Until recently Simon had no idea what
            beautiful women went through every day, but now he understood exactly how it felt to
            have his personal space invaded; he just hadn’t learned how to deal with it.

        “Thank you,” he said, without
            looking at her at all.

        Still, he knew she was staring at him. He
            could feel her gaze.

        Then he heard, “Can you turn off your
            music, please?”

        “Sorry,” Simon said, “is
            it bothering you?”

        “No,” she said. “I just
            want to talk to you, that’s all.”

        She still had a toothy smile and was giving
            him that look. He’d seen the look lately from other women around the city. It was
            the longing, desperate, come-hither look that rock stars get from their groupies.

        Simon didn’t know what else to do, so
            he turned down the volume.

        “You know, you’re a very
            attractive man,” Milika said.

        “Thank you.” Simon was a little
            taken aback. Women had been checking him out lately, but few had actually started
            conversations.

        “I’m from Serbia,” she
            said. “I’m divorced.”

        “I’m from America,” Simon
            said. “I’m married.”

        Just to emphasize that he was very married
            and very unavailable, Simon placed his left hand on his lap, in an obvious way, so the
            woman could see his thick gold wedding band.

        This apparently had no effect on Milika
            either. “You know, you have very beautiful, deep voice,” she said.

        It was true Simon’s voice had gotten
            deeper. His voice had always been deepish, but the other day he’d realized he
            could do a practically dead-on James Earl Jones impression.

        She added, “You should be in movies.
            You know the voice of the man who speaks about movies, in commercials, you
            know?”

        “Oh, voiceovers,” Simon said.
            “Maybe it’s not such a bad idea. I mean, since I’m
            unemployed.”

        So now he’d told this woman he was
            married, and he was unemployed. What else could he possibly do to turn her off? Tell her
            he had syphilis?

        “That’s good you’re
            unemployed,” she said. “It means you have a lot of time to, you know, do
            things with your son, and maybe with other people too.”

        The way she was looking at Simon, she might
            as well have been screaming, I want your sexy body right now!

        “Look, I’m trying my hardest to
            be polite,” Simon said. “But there seems to be a very big
            misunder—”

        She shifted closer to him on the bench and
            said, “I love your eyes. So many people, their eyes say nothing, but your eyes,
            they tell a story. A story of a very handsome man who meets a pretty woman one day in
            park. They talk a little bit, get to know each other, and then one day they—”

        Simon stood and said, “It was very
            nice meeting you.”

        He wished he hadn’t said that; it
            would only encourage her.

        He went over to Jeremy, who was trying to
            crawl up the slide, and said, “We have to go now.”

        “I don’t want to,” he
            said.

        “We’re going,” Simon said,
            trying to avoid raising his voice or losing his temper, as he knew how dangerous that
            could be.

        Thankfully Jeremy got the point that Simon
            was serious and didn’t put up much of a fuss. He finished
            crawling up to the top of the slide and slid down on his stomach, and then Simon grabbed
            his hand and led him toward the stroller near the bench.

        Milika’s son had run over to her
            and—although this conversation was taking place about twenty feet away—Simon could hear
            him saying to her, “Why did he have to leave?” and Milika said to him,
            “I don’t know, sweetie.”

        Like a snotty, aloof supermodel, Simon
            purposely didn’t make any eye contact with Milika, pretending she wasn’t
            there. But he heard her, walking toward him, her heels click-clacking, and her perfume
            was so strong, it was nearly overwhelming.

        Then he heard, “Maybe you want to give
            me your number, no? We make a play date for the children.”

        “I’m sorry, we don’t live
            in the area,” Simon said.

        “Yes, we do,” Jeremy said.

        “Okay, time to get into the stroller
            now, kiddo.”

        Leaving the playground, heading toward
            Riverside Drive, Jeremy asked, “How come we couldn’t stay? I wanted to stay,
            Daddy.”

        “We stayed for as long as we
            could,” Simon said.

        “No, we didn’t. You always make
            me go home too soon.”

        It was true; Simon had left other
            playgrounds lately when random women had started hitting on him.

        “How about some ice cream?”
            Simon asked.

        “Yay, ice cream,” Jeremy
            said.

        Score another point for the ice cream
            distraction strategy. Simon felt bad for evading Jeremy’s questioning, but what
            choice did he have? He didn’t want to lie to his son, but the truth was out of the
            question. After all, how was he supposed to explain to a three-year-old boy that his
            daddy was a werewolf?


        If someone had told Simon just last month that
            he would be hiding his werewolfness, or werewolfosity, or whatever it was called, from
            his family and the rest of the world, he never would have believed it. The thought of
            werewolves actually existing had seemed insane, and even now there were times when the
            reality that he had actually become one seemed impossible to comprehend. He’d wake
            up in the middle of the night, thinking everything was fine, that he was just a normal
            Manhattan husband and dad, and then he’d remind himself, You’re a
                werewolf now, and he’d shudder as he relived the horror of everything
            that had happened to him over the past several weeks, the way his body and perceptions
            had changed, how it had felt to actually transform, physically and mentally, into a
            half-man, half-wolf creature, and, most horrific of all, how it had felt to kill with
            his bare hands. Or, well, bare claws.

        Simon took Jeremy to the Tasti D-Lite on
            Broadway and Eighty-sixth. Jeremy had a cone of Nutella and Simon had a double cone of
            Cookies ’n’ Cream. Though Simon could have engulfed the ice cream and cone
            in a couple of bites, he forced himself to eat at a normal pace. Lately it took a lot of
            discipline not to scarf down his food. Sometimes he slacked off, letting his mind
            wander, and suddenly his food was gone. Still, he finished the ice cream well before
            Jeremy finished his. Unfortunately, the carbs didn’t do much for Simon’s
            appetite. He was dying to get home and cook up some burgers or, better yet, steaks.

        When they got back to their apartment on
            Columbus and Eighty-ninth, Simon parked Jeremy in front of the electronic babysitter to
            watch The Wiggles. Although Jeremy had probably seen the episode dozens of
            times—even Simon knew most of it verbatim—he was as happy as only a
            three-year-old could be. Meanwhile, Simon satisfied his craving by cooking up four
            hamburgers. Though he preferred his burgers well-done, the smell of the cooking meat was
            so enticing that he couldn’t resist snatching one from the grill when it was rare,
            and he polished the others off when they were about medium rare—medium, at best.

        Simon was content—for the moment. Lately it
            had been nearly impossible to satisfy his appetite completely, and even when he was
            going about his normal daily routine—taking care of Jeremy, doing chores, running in the
            park—thoughts of his next high-protein meal always seemed prominent.

        “Hello.”

        Simon was in the kitchen, cleaning the
            grill, and Alison had startled him.

        “Hey,” Simon said, immediately
            recognizing his wife’s particularly pungent end-of-the-day natural scent, mingling
            with her perfume and deodorant. She was in a navy work suit, heels, and a nice pearl
            necklace. She worked as a sales rep for a large pharmaceutical company called Primus,
            currently working on selling a new oral contraceptive, and she always had to look her
            best for her meetings with physicians. Meanwhile Simon was in his usual daddy
            outfit—jeans and an old gray hoodie.

        “What a day,” Alison said.
            “I think I’ve been running around nonstop since seven
            A.M.”

        Since Simon had lost his job, Alison had
            been the financial provider for the family. She worked nine to five, though some days
            she left earlier and came home later, especially on days she entertained doctor
            clients—taking them out to fine restaurants, sporting events, and Broadway shows.

        Unable to block out the wonderful aroma of
            her body after a long workday, Simon said, “I know, I can
            tell.” He imagined grabbing her, putting her on the countertop, then pulling up
            her dress and ravishing her. If fantasies of steak and sausage were the main behavioral
            symptom of Simon’s being a werewolf, thoughts of sex, particularly with Alison,
            were a close second. If it were up to him, he would be all over her all the time, making
            love to her multiple times every night. Sounded like the perfect marital situation
            except for one small problem—the last time he’d tried to seduce her, he’d
            nearly transformed into a werewolf and mauled her to death, so—at least until he figured
            out how to control his transformations—actual sex was out of the question.

        “What can you tell?” Alison
            asked.

        Simon was lost, distracted.

        “How can I tell what?”

        “You said you can tell.”

        “I did?”

        “Are you okay?”

        “Yeah.” Simon realized he was
            actually panting. “I guess I, um, didn’t hear you come in, that’s
            all.”

        It was a lame excuse but the best he could
            come up with. He tried to strike the sexual thoughts from his consciousness, but it was
            nearly impossible. They say that men think about sex at least once every two
            minutes—well, for Simon it was probably every thirty seconds. Complicating things, he
            just couldn’t seem to control his brain the way he used to. Sometimes he felt like
            a puppet, as if someone had taken control of his behavior and actions and he was just a
            defenseless observer.

        Alison came over and kissed him quickly on
            the lips—he couldn’t help getting a little aroused—and then her gaze darted around
            the kitchen and through the pass-through toward the living room and dining room.

        “The apartment looks great,” she
            said. “Thanks for cleaning up.”

        “No problem,” he said.

        He purposely hadn’t turned toward her
            and the bulge in his jeans was pressed up against the stove, hidden from her view.

        “Hello, sweetie, Mommy’s
            home,” Alison said to Jeremy as she walked away, into the living room.

        Simon knew he couldn’t keep the truth
            a secret forever, and that this period of calm in his life was a last gasp that
            wouldn’t, couldn’t last forever. The tension was building, like a
            rubber band pulled to its extreme, and it was only a matter of time until everything
            went to hell all over again.

        After dinner, as per their routine lately,
            Simon let Alison have some alone time with Jeremy. She’d had mixed emotions about
            working full-time indefinitely, and though she’d adjusted to her role and claimed
            she was happy, Simon knew that she still felt bad about the situation, and he
            didn’t want her to feel like she was missing out.

        While Alison played with Jeremy in his room,
            Simon, feeling pent up, was dying to go for a long run in the park. But he’d been
            trying to resist his animalistic urges lately, so he did maybe a hundred push-ups to
            relieve at least some of his bottled-up energy, and then he went online on his laptop
            and did some job hunting.

        Although he knew that finding work was the
            least of his problems at the moment, and he doubted he was capable of starting a new job
            what with all the upheaval in his life lately, he still browsed want ads and
            corresponded with headhunters regularly. The search for work was a habit, but also a
            fantasy. He wanted to believe that if he could just get a job, everything would be okay,
            and the rest of his life would miraculously revert to normal. Simon checked Monster and
            a few other websites, but he wasn’t particularly hopeful about
            anything. The job market in advertising was tough, especially for a thirty-nine-year-old
            at middle management level. After tweaking his LinkedIn profile and sending a couple of
            follow-up e-mails to headhunters who hadn’t gotten back to him or had simply lost
            interest, he got frustrated and watched some TV—The Rachel Maddow Show,
            DVR’d—until Alison came into the living room and plopped down on the couch next to
            him.

        “He’s playing alone and I need a
            break.” She let out a deep breath. “What a day. I’m totally zonked and
            my feet are killing me. Want to give me a foot massage?”

        Throughout their marriage Simon had been
            giving Alison foot massages when they watched TV. But since he’d become a werewolf
            Alison hadn’t asked him for massages, and he was glad because he knew that
            touching her feet, feeling the warmth of her skin on his fingertips, and breathing in
            that especially pungent aroma from such a close distance would be way too arousing.

        Simon knew Alison could tell he was
            hesitant. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” she
            said.

        He knew if he turned her down it would lead
            to a big discussion—Why don’t you want to give me foot massages anymore?
                Don’t you want to touch me anymore?—so he decided to give it a try.

        “What do you mean?” he said.
            “Of course I want to.”

        When she put her feet up on his lap and he
            caught the first whiff, he knew he’d made a big mistake. He was already getting
            turned on. Breathing through a corner of his mouth, he used his thumbs to knead her
            insteps.

        It felt incredible enough; it didn’t
            exactly help the situation when Alison said, “Oh God, that feels so
            amazing,” practically moaning, like they were having sex and she was on the verge
            of a powerful orgasm.

        Like a horny dog, Simon was suddenly aroused,
            but unlike when he was doing dishes, this time he couldn’t hide his
            excitement.

        “Wow, looks like I’m not the
            only one enjoying this,” Alison said.

        “Sorry,” Simon said, letting go
            of her feet.

        “You don’t have to apologize.
            You’re allowed to get turned on by your wife.”

        Actually he wasn’t allowed to get
            turned on by her. If he got too turned on, he might transform into a werewolf and rip
            her head open.

        “Maybe this isn’t such a good
            idea,” he said, shifting away.

        “Why?” she said.
            “Don’t you like it?”

        Here we go.

        “Of course I like it,”
            he said. “It has nothing to do with liking it.”

        Alison got up. Simon was relieved that he
            immediately felt a little less aroused.

        “Well, I’m not sure
                what it has to do with,” she said. “I mean, I know you have a
            disorder, and you’re going through a lot right now. But I don’t get why it
            has to do with me, why you’re afraid to have sex with your own—”

        “Can you keep your voice down?”
            Simon said, gesturing with his jaw toward Jeremy’s bedroom. Though Jeremy’s
            room was down the hallway, when he focused he could hear Jeremy playing with his train
            set, saying, “Choo choo, choo choo …”

        “He can’t hear me,” Alison
            said.

        Simon realized this was probably true, as
            she hadn’t been talking particularly loud.

        “Look,” he said. “The last
            thing I want is for you to feel offended. But, you know, I’m going through
            something very difficult right now, and it’s going to take time.”

        “So what has Dr. Levinson been saying
            about all this?”

        Dr. Levinson was a psychiatrist downtown
            whom Alison had arranged for Simon to see, but Simon, unbeknownst to
            Alison, had stopped going after one appointment, knowing the whole thing was a farce and
            a complete waste of time.

        “He says I have lyncanthropic
            disorder,” Simon said.

        “I know that, but does he think
            it’s getting any better? Do you still think you’re a werewolf?”

        Simon shifted uncomfortably, then said,
            “Yes.”

        “Does he think you’re making any
            progress at all?”

        “Some.” Simon was a horrible
            liar. His mouth was suddenly dry.

        “He can’t give you any sort of
            timetable?” Alison asked. “He can’t give you a ballpark
            when—”

        “No,” Simon said.

        Looking frustrated and confused, Alison
            said, “And you still think if we have sex you’ll turn into a—”

        “Yes,” Simon said.

        “And what about the medication?
            Isn’t that supposed to be helping your symptoms?”

        Levinson had prescribed Haldol, which is
            commonly prescribed for schizophrenia and other psychotic disorders. Simon had filled
            the prescription just in case Alison checked, but he hadn’t taken a single
            pill.

        “It’s going to be a
            process,” Simon said. “I’m sorry, Al. Believe me, I know how messed up
            this has all been. I understand why you’re getting impatient.”

        “I’m not impatient,”
            Alison said. “I just wish I wasn’t so in the dark.”

        “I want to tell you more,” Simon
            said. “I want to tell you everything. Believe me, I do. But I can’t.
            That’s impossible right now while I’m a … I mean, while I’m
            recovering.”

        “What does Levinson say about all your
            changes? How your voice got deeper, and how hairy you are?”

        Simon had been shaving his face and trimming
            the hair on the rest of his body a few times a day—usually when Alison wasn’t
            home—to keep his hair at a seminormal length.

        “We haven’t discussed it
            much,” he said.

        “But it must’ve come up,”
            she said. “I mean, these are major changes. Does he really think it can all be
            psychological?”

        “Yes,” Simon said. “I
            mean, that’s what he’s indicated. You know, a mind-over-matter-type
            thing.” Simon was eager to get onto another topic.

        “Look, I’m trying not to get in
            the way of your therapy,” Alison said. “I’m trying to give you all the
            space you need to work on whatever you need to work on. And I don’t want to
            intrude. I mean, I get that there’re things you need to work on privately with Dr.
            Levinson. It’s just hard when you … I mean when I
            can’t …”

        Alison’s voice trailed off. She was
            looking away.

        Simon went over, put a hand on her shoulder,
            and said, “Come on, everything’s going to be okay.” He said this, he
            noticed, weakly, wishing himself it were true.

        “Sorry, I told you I had a really hard
            day,” she said. “I had appointments back-to-back, and I think I lost a big
            contract. And I haven’t been getting enough sleep and I’m not spending
            enough time with Jeremy and then with everything that’s going on with
            you … it just gets a little overwhelming sometimes.” She collected
            herself; she was still upset but she wasn’t crying anymore. “I just want
            things to go back to how they were before you … I just want a normal life,
            with my normal husband. Is that too much to ask?”

        Simon wanted that too; she had no idea how
            badly.

        “No,” he said. “It
            isn’t.”

        “I know it’s unfair to put so
            much pressure on you,” Alison said. “I’m sorry.”

        “Stop it,” Simon said.
            “It’s not your—”

        “Yes, it is,” she said. “I
            know you’re trying as hard as you can to fix things, and I know these things take
            time. I mean, I can’t expect dramatic changes overnight.”

        Thinking that dramatic changes overnight was
            exactly what he was so terrified of, Simon said, “I just feel bad that I
            can’t give you what you want.”

        “You mean sex?” Alison said.
            “Well, I have been especially horny lately. Don’t worry about me,
            just worry about yourself, but I’m warning you …” Suddenly she
            looked very serious, but in a sarcastic way. “If we don’t start doing it
            again soon, I’m going to leave you for someone else.”

        “Oh, really,” Simon played
            along. “And who’s that?”

        Still pseudoserious, she said, “His
            name is Toy.”

        “Oh, really?” Simon was deadpan.
            “Toy who?”

        “Just Toy. He has one name, like
            Eminem.”

        Simon smiled. “So does Mr.
            Toy—”

        “Just Toy,” Alison said.
            “No mister.”

        “Sorry; is Toy-no-mister a
            good-looking guy?”

        “No, he looks sort of
            like … a hot dog.”

        “A hot dog, huh? Sounds very
            attractive.”

        “It’s not all about
            looks,” she said. “Toy has that extra something, that X factor. Toy’s
            a real stud, actually. He knows what a woman wants and he delivers it every time. And
            things are just so less complicated with Toy. He’s always there for me. He’s
            reliable, dependable—”

        “Toy sounds like a very solid
            guy.”

        “Oh, yes, Toy is a very, very solid
            guy.”

        They continued to appear serious for a few
            seconds, then at the same moment started laughing. It was great to let loose; it felt as
            if they hadn’t laughed together in months. Life just hadn’t
            been very funny lately.

        Suddenly Simon had the urge to kiss his
            wife, make out with her. He put his arms around her waist, pulled her close, and then as
            he felt himself starting to get aroused, he pulled back and pushed her away. This killed
            the lighthearted mood instantly. All of a sudden Alison had the guarded, tense
            expression that Simon had become accustomed to lately.

        “Sorry,” Simon said. “I
            don’t know why I—”

        “I should get him ready for
            bed,” Alison said, and marched down the hallway to Jeremy’s room.

        After Alison read Jeremy part of The
                Phantom Tollbooth—Simon, from the living room, could hear her reading
            clearly—she passed through the living room, not making eye contact with Simon, who was
            on the rug doing more push-ups, and then she continued to the kitchen, where she opened
            the fridge and poured herself a glass of water from the Brita pitcher.

        Simon finished the set of fifty, not at all
            winded, and asked, “Sleeping already?”

        “Like a baby,” Alison said,
            still not looking at him.

        “Wow, you’re amazing,” he
            said. “If I tried to put him to sleep he’d still be up.”

        “That’s because you’re the
            fun parent.”

        The comment was loaded with innuendos. Simon
            could tell she was angry, sad, bitter, jealous, and resentful because she had to work
            full-time and he was a stay-at-home dad. But he didn’t want to get into a whole
            discussion about it, knowing it would just lead to more tension and stress.

        “I think I’m gonna go for a run
            now,” he said.

        Alison gave him a look because he’d
            told her that the therapy was supposed to be helping him work on the excessive physical
            energy, another “symptom” of his believing he was a werewolf.

        “Dr. Levinson said running’s
            good for me,” Simon said. “It relieves stress.”

        For days he’d been using this lame
            excuse to explain his excessive need to run.

        “If you want to run, run,” she
            said. “I’m so exhausted, I feel like I’m going to pass out.”
            Then in a tone that couldn’t have been more deadpan, she added, “Have
            fun.”

        She smiled, in a fake, forced way, and went
            toward the bedroom.

        Again, Simon had a foreboding feeling about
            his marriage, and his life, as he knew things couldn’t continue this way
            indefinitely. Eventually Alison would lose patience with him and his odd behavior and
            their marriage would be in trouble again, if it wasn’t in trouble again
            already.

        Simon was putting on his running
            shoes—he’d just gotten this pair of hundred-and-fifty-dollar Nikes a week ago but
            had done so much running the treads were showing serious wear already—when he heard
            Alison in the bedroom, getting it on with her new lover, Toy. When he honed in some
            more, he could hear her panting breaths and soft moans. He couldn’t blame her for
            being sexually frustrated; he felt the same way, but it was worse for him because he
            couldn’t relieve himself. He hadn’t had an orgasm since he became a
            werewolf, fearing that even masturbating would lead to a full-blown transformation. One
            night, while sleeping on the couch, he’d had a dream about Alison—they were
            outside, maybe on a beach, or in the park, and they started making love—and he woke up,
            feeling the pains in his extremities and on his face, especially in and around his
            mouth, that he’d felt before he’d transformed—and he
            realized that he had a full erection and had almost had a nocturnal emission, but he
            managed to subdue himself under a cold shower.

        Simon could hear Alison’s panting
            getting more rapid; she was whispering to herself, Oh, God, Oh my
                God … 

        One of the worst parts about all of this was
            that despite what Alison had said, on some level she had to believe that Simon was
            avoiding contact with her because he didn’t want to make love to her, because he
            wasn’t turned on or didn’t think she was attractive anymore, which
            couldn’t have been further from the truth. He was dying to attack her, ravish her
            for hours, for days—just the thought of kissing and touching her was so arousing, it was
            almost unbearable—but how could he explain to her that he didn’t want to touch her
            anymore because he loved her too much and didn’t want to tear her to shreds? She
            wouldn’t believe he was a werewolf until she saw him turn into a werewolf herself,
            which could cost her her life. Even more frustrating, because he was a werewolf and was
            exuding a werewolf scent and/or vibe, Alison was obviously more physically attracted to
            him than ever before, but, for the very reason why she was attracted to him, he
            couldn’t return the affection. It was the Catch-22 to end all Catch-22s.

        Just as Alison was starting to come, Simon
            rushed out of the apartment and didn’t bother waiting for the elevator, taking the
            stairs down nine flights to the lobby.

        It was dark at about seven o’clock on
            this early November evening. Most leaves were gone from the trees, but there were still
            a lot of dried-up ones whipping around the sidewalks. Simon jogged across Columbus
            Avenue, toward Central Park, forcing himself to go at a normal pace. He wanted to break
            into an all-out sprint, but there were people around and if he ran as fast as he could
            it would definitely cause a scene. Though he hadn’t pushed
            himself fully—fearing that the exertion could cause a transformation—he knew he was
            capable of running extremely fast.

        In the park, he followed the route
            he’d taken on previous recent nights. He ran downtown on the bridle path, which
            was pretty much dark, aside from some dim light from the streetlights on Central Park
            West, but with his exceptional night vision it could have been pitch-dark and he
            would’ve had no trouble seeing. On the empty path, Simon let it out a bit,
            extending his stride and pumping his arms.

        While being a werewolf was often terrifying,
            Simon had to admit it had its positives. He had never felt as healthy as he had these
            past few weeks. With his improved sight and hearing and overall awareness, he could
            appreciate details of the world that he used to take for granted. He was also much
            stronger. He’d put on at least five, maybe ten pounds of muscle, and in the gym he
            was able to lift as much weight as the hard-core muscle heads. He had much more
            energy—he was never lethargic—and he seemed to heal faster from wounds. The other day
            he’d cut himself while shaving, and within a half hour the wound was gone
            completely. But of all the benefits of being a werewolf, the one that Simon appreciated
            and enjoyed the most was his ability to run exceptionally fast.

        Whenever he started running, he felt
            instantly invigorated and energized. He loved the cold air against his face and how he
            moved effortlessly, his feet seeming to glide, like a hovercraft, just above the ground.
            And while he knew this behavior wasn’t normal, that it was a symptom of his
            transformation, he couldn’t stop himself from the need to run, to let loose. The
            need was a part of him now, an instinct, and how was he supposed to resist his
            instincts, especially the ones that were so pleasurable?

        He cut over to his left at full speed,
            easily clearing a short fence and running along a grassy area. He
            slowed as he crossed West Drive, where many joggers and bikers were out, and then headed
            over a footbridge and along a path into the Ramble, the woodsy area in the middle of the
            park. The Ramble was the closest you could come in Manhattan to being in the wilderness.
            Old-fashioned lampposts lit up the path and, although he didn’t see anyone around,
            he sensed the presence of humans. He wasn’t sure how he was able to sense this,
            but he just could, and without giving it any additional thought he darted into the
            woods. It was pitch-black, but he somehow knew where all of the trees, fallen branches,
            and other obstructions were and how to avoid them. It was as if he had his own built-in
            GPS.

        He continued, zigzagging through the woods,
            with seemingly boundless energy. Going uphill was as easy as going downhill, and he was
            experiencing so much joy he didn’t want it to ever stop. Now he understood why
            dogs seemed so unabashedly happy when they ran around unleashed, and why wild horses
            loved to chase one another, and why dolphins leaped out of the ocean. It was amazing how
            it felt to exert energy for no reason, just for the sheer joy of it. What he was
            experiencing was so far beyond the rush from endorphins, the runner’s high that
            some people feel at the peak of strenuous workouts. If people felt the way he did right
            now from physical activity, the whole world would be addicted to exercise. No one would
            be able to sit at a desk in an office or on a couch, watching TV or playing video games,
            and there would be no such thing as obesity. Everyone would be out running fanatically,
            burning thousands of calories a day.

        Simon jumped over a stream and was heading
            up another hill when he sensed someone nearby. Normally, Simon would have simply altered
            course to avoid the person, probably using the same mechanism that bears and other wild
            animals use to avoid humans in the woods, but there was something
            different about this odor. To confirm his suspicions, Simon stopped and listened closely
            and breathed deeply, somehow able to decipher the specific scent amid the thousands of
            scents in Central Park. Sure enough, he was convinced that he wasn’t imagining
            this—there was definitely another werewolf in the Ramble.

        Was it Michael, one of the dads Simon had
            met at the playground in Battery Park last month? Simon had hit it off with Michael and
            his friends Charlie and Ramon, until he’d found out that Michael was actually a
            werewolf who wanted to bring the guys into his “pack.” Michael had killed at
            least a few people, and the last time Simon had seen him they’d fought as
            werewolves on the rooftop of the old brewery in Brooklyn that Michael owned. That was
            the same night Simon had killed Olivia, the crazed female werewolf who was attacking him
            and the guys. Simon had been hoping never to see Michael again and to deal with his
            situation alone, but what if Michael feared that Simon would go to the police?

        Well, if Michael was stalking him
            in the Ramble, Simon wanted to make the first move. Without giving it much thought, or
            considering any possible consequences, he took off in the direction of the scent. It was
            strongest down toward the lake, where there were also the intense aromas of mulch,
            algae, and whatever weeds were growing in the water and nearby. Simon could have
            cornered the werewolf near the shoreline, but he had to alter his course to avoid a
            couple of humans—a man and a woman—who were in his path. When he picked up the scent
            again it was fainter, and he knew the werewolf had probably realized that Simon had
            caught on to him—it was definitely a male werewolf; the odor was particularly
            pungent—and was probably sprinting away, toward the center of the park. Simon increased
            his speed as well, going faster than he had all evening, practically
            gliding above the rugged ground. He didn’t seem to be closing the gap very much,
            though, if at all, and then he reached the park’s East Drive and he had to reduce
            his speed to a normal jogger’s pace as there were many people around.

        Simon stopped at the edge of the road,
            trying to pick up the scent. A family of tourists—they looked European—were passing by
            in a horse-drawn carriage, gazing at him with wide-eyed expressions, probably wondering
            why this scruffy-faced man was looking around frantically in every which direction.
            There were so many human scents in the area that Simon found it extremely difficult to
            hone in on the scent he was pursuing. He thought it was coming from downtown, but it was
            so faint now, it had almost vanished, and then it set in that it was too late.

        The werewolf was gone.

    
        Three

        Almost every night when NYPD homicide
            detective Geri Rodriguez got off work, usually at one or two in the morning, she went to
            the Midnight Express diner on Tenth Avenue in Hell’s Kitchen, around the corner
            from her apartment on West Forty-eighth, and sat at the counter and had black coffee, a
            BLT, and a bowl of split pea soup. The guy who worked at the counter, Carlos, was Puerto
            Rican like Geri and usually asked her a couple of questions in Spanglish—Catch any
                banditos esta noche? Still keeping la ciudad safe?—then left her
            alone. Most customers left her alone too. Though Geri was pretty and petite—she claimed
            she was five two, but was actually barely five one—most guys picked up on the
            “don’t mess with me, I’m a cop” vibe that, after twelve years on
            the force, three as a homicide detective, she’d learned to exude effortlessly. So
            she’d just eat her food, read the Post or News
            if someone had left a copy, and be on her way.

        But tonight when the two drunk club kids,
            both maybe twenty years old, came in, she had a feeling this wouldn’t be an
            uninterrupted meal.

        Sure enough, as the kids, reeking of
            alcohol, were passing by behind her, the skinny black one leaned in close and said,
            “Waitin’ for me all night, right, baby?” causing his Asian friend to
            burst out laughing. Then they sat directly next to her, even though she’d been the
            only one sitting at the counter and all the stools were free.

        Geri looked at Carlos, but of course Carlos
            wasn’t going to say anything; why would he jump in to protect a cop? To Carlos,
            this was just theater, something to hang back and watch, and make a boring work night a
            little more interesting. Two drunk kids were harassing a cop, a female cop; he
            probably couldn’t wait to see what happened next.

        Geri had already had a bad day. Her
            investigation of a murder in Washington Heights was going nowhere, and a potential
            witness, a homeless man, had spit in her face during questioning, and she’d had to
            spend two hours getting screened for TB, so the last thing she needed now was trouble
            from a couple of drunk punks. She ignored the kids, taking a bite of her BLT, hoping
            they would do the smart thing and leave her alone.

        But no luck there. In her peripheral vision,
            Geri could see the black kid looking right at her. Then she heard him whisper to his
            friend something that included the word nasty and his friend say, “Go
            ’head” and “Just do it, man”—and then the black kid said to her,
            “Yo, how’s that soup, bitch?”

        Geri looked right at him for the first time.
            The kid was smiling in a cocky way—yeah, he thought he was a player all right. Eyes
            glassy, bloodshot—definitely drunk, probably high too. The friend,
            egging him on, was also grinning.

        Geri held his gaze for a long time, then
            said, “The soup’s great. How’s your boyfriend?”

        The black kid stopped grinning, suddenly
            looking angry, shown up, but his friend was laughing, in a fake way, saying, “Ha,
            ha, ha. Damn. Oh, man. Oh … Oh.”

        The black kid wasn’t laughing, though.
            “You got a mouth on you, don’t you, bitch?” he said.
            “That’s okay, I like that. Dirty mouth’s better than a clean mouth any
            day. Lot more fun anyway.”

        Geri looked over at Carlos, who was still
            near the other end of the counter, relaxed, watching, like he could’ve been
            munching from a bag of popcorn.

        “I’d suggest you get the hell
            out of here now,” Geri said.

        The Asian kid laughed harder, as if saying
            to his friend, You gonna take that?

        “You suggest?” the black kid
            said. “Ha, ha, ha, that’s funny. You know what I suggest? I suggest you shut
            your bitch-ass mouth ’less you down on your knees, looking up at me, like
            you’re gonna be later.”

        Geri glared at him and said, “This is
            the last time I’m telling you.”

        The Asian kid, still laughing, said,
            “Check it out, J, she’s your teacher now. She’s gonna make you stay
            late after class.”

        “You my teacher now, bitch?” the
            black kid said, putting a hand on Geri’s ass. “You ready to bend over your
            desk for me?”

        On me, Geri was off the stool and
            had grabbed his hand, twisting it behind his back all the way up to his neck, and then
            forcing his head, face down, into her still-hot bowl of split pea soup.

        Over the kid’s muted wailing, Geri
            said, “I think you’re the one who’s gonna be doing the bending over
            tonight.”

        The Asian kid got off his stool, ready to
            help his friend, when Geri angled her hip out so he could see her
            holster and her gun inside it. The Asian kid’s eyes widened and he backed away. He
            said, “Yo, man, she’s a cop.”

        Geri said to the groaning black kid,
            “You’re gonna keep your hands off women, right?”

        The kid was gargling into the soup. Geri
            knew she was going too far, but she’d had a bad day and, somehow, this was making
            her feel better.

        “I can’t hear you,” she
            said, pushing his face down harder.

        Now the gargles were more agonized; he was
            probably straining to breathe. Geri lifted his head.

        “Crazy bitch,” he said. “I
            got rights.”

        She forced his head back into the soup, then
            lifted it again.

        “Okay, okay, whatever, just
            chill,” he said. “Just chill.”

        Geri gave him one last taste of the soup,
            then yanked him back away from the counter and let go of him. He stumbled backward,
            wiping soup from his face with his fingers.

        “I’m gonna sue your ass,”
            he said.

        “You’ve got ten seconds to get
            out of here,” Geri said, “or you can talk about your lawsuit with the judge
            when you’re being arraigned tonight.”

        She wasn’t planning to bring him in;
            she just wanted to scare him.

        He looked like he was about to go after
            Geri. She knew it was just for show—drunk punks were usually all talk, no action—but she
            was ready to defend herself just in case.

        But then the Asian kid grabbed his friend
            and said, “J, c’mon, let’s just get outta here, man.”

        “Let go of me, man,” he said, as
            if trying to break free, to go after Geri. Yeah, right.

        “J,” the Asian kid
            said.

        After a long icy glare, the black kid said,
            “C’mon,” and then the two kids left the diner.

        Unfazed, Geri continued eating her BLT.
            Carlos cleaned up the spilled soup and brought a fresh bowl without saying a word.

        Later, when Geri was leaving the diner, and
            while she was walking back to her apartment, and especially entering the walk-up,
            no-doorman building, she looked back over her shoulder to see if the kids were following
            her. She didn’t think they’d be looking for any more trouble, but she knew
            from experience that making assumptions about people was always a bad idea. She just
            hated that she was in this position, that she had to be concerned, but that was just the
            way it was. She was a cop, yeah, but she was still a woman.

        In her apartment, while she was bolting her
            door and pulling down the security bar, her cats came over and were purring and meowing,
            rubbing against her legs.

        “Mommy’s home,” Geri said,
            flicking on the light.

        The cats were Havana Brown males with
            chocolate coats, so she’d named them Willy and Wonka.

        “How you guys doing?” she said,
            reaching down and rubbing them under their necks. “Miss me?”

        Geri wasn’t a cat person. She’d
            gotten them only because there had been a mouse problem in the building, and the brother
            of a cop she knew told her about a friend in the Village who had some cats to give away.
            Geri didn’t think it was fair to have just one, with her usually gone all day, so
            she’d gotten the pair.

        At first Geri had regretted getting them,
            hating having to change the litter and chase them out of her bed at night, but
            she’d gotten used to having the little guys around. They were good cats and
            didn’t demand much from her. They liked to be fed, petted once in
            a while, and then they left her alone. As Geri sometimes joked to her friends,
            “They’re the perfect men.”

        Actually the cats had been the only males in
            Geri’s apartment lately, but she didn’t have a problem with that. Unlike
            some single women who were afraid to be alone, Geri was perfectly content not being in a
            relationship, and she intended to keep it that way. At work, she used to get hit on all
            the time by cops, lawyers, prosecutors, even judges. Geri didn’t want to get
            involved with anyone she worked with, so she blew off all the guys, and then rumors
            started going around that she was a dyke. Men and their egos—if a woman wasn’t
            interested she had to be gay, right? But Geri didn’t mind. If she told people she
            was straight, she’d be hit on constantly. Besides, the gay rumor gave her more
            time to focus on her true love—police work.

        Geri came from a family of female cops. Her
            grandmother, God rest her, was a prison guard at Wallkill in the sixties and seventies,
            and then her mother was a cop in the Bronx, where Geri grew up. Geri always knew
            she’d be a cop one day, but she had bigger dreams—to be a detective. She’d
            seen the glass ceiling hold her mother and grandmother back, but she was determined not
            to let it stop her. She worked her ass off, working OT, determined to be the best patrol
            cop in the city, and volunteered to work in narcotics. Three years ago, when she’d
            been just thirty-four, she’d made detective at the 34th Precinct, and then last
            year she had moved up a grade
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