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Chapter 1


          

          LIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Sean!

      I jerked awake, the echo of the name in my head merging with the trilling of the alarm clock. With an inward groan, I slapped my hand on the snooze.

      Movement behind told me I’d disturbed Peter. A second later, his arm reached out to draw me back against him, and I lowered my lids, drifting back to thoughts of my dream.

      Other than watching myself wandering around some forest, not much had happened in it. Yet, the vividness of the imagery lingering in my mind had me questioning the significance of the dream I’d had for the past four nights. Just as I puzzled over the name I’d been greeted by for the past three mornings, as well as the past three afternoons, and the past three evenings.

      At the second call of the clock, I hit the switch again and rolled to face Peter. Inhaling, I detected the lingering odour of the previous night’s meal upon his breath, the unintended ejaculated fluid that always escaped during sleep, and each separate fragrance of the toiletries he’d used in his pre-dinner shower the evening before.

      His eyes snapped open. “Are you sniffing me again?”

      I smiled with my spoken, “No,” and slid from the bed.

      At the door, I snagged my gown and pulled it over my matching nightdress before heading downstairs. I plodded into the kitchen, switched on the kettle. With a tilt of my head, I tracked Peter’s footsteps to the bathroom, where he performed his morning urination at a volume only men are capable of.

      By the time I made my way back upstairs, carrying a tray laden with two mugs of cappuccino and a plateful of toast, Peter had slid back beneath the duvet to await our ritual of breakfast in bed.

      He smiled when I handed him the tray and climbed in beside him. “Thanks, Jem.”

      I reached out for a slice of toast and tried to eat without filling the bed with crumbs. Peter made no such effort. As his housewife, I’d be expected to clean it up later.

      Peter downed his cappuccino before returning to the bathroom.

      When I climbed from the bed, I brushed out the hiding crumbs and straightened the duvet. After ensuring Peter’s work clothes were folded neatly on the end of the bed for him, I headed back down with the tray.

      As usual, it took Peter only fifteen minutes to get ready for work. He strode into the kitchen in his cement-stained trousers, his close-cropped hair groomed to perfection.

      I laughed as he grabbed me, bent me backward like a finale of the Tango, and planted a hard kiss on my lips.

      “Have a good day, Jem.”

      “You, too,” I said as he straightened us.

      He gave me one final squeeze before ducking into the hall to pull on his work boots. A few seconds later, the click of the front door announced his departure, to supervise what he referred to as his minions at the site where he worked.

      Once alone, I took a shower, and with hot water running over my shoulders, I tried to figure out the dream that refused to leave my mind. Four nights of recurrence meant I could recall it well: the calm expression upon my face as I’d walked amongst nature, trailing my hands across bark as though completely at one with my surroundings. Although I hadn’t experienced them directly, I could imagine the scents of the forest, as though I had actually been there.

      Sean!

      The name exploded inside my mind—a word my mind chose to conjure without warning since the first occurrence of my dream. I could’ve coped with the incessant invasion of my thoughts, but the accompanying twitch to my body and unexpected shivers of exhilaration that coursed through me each time were something else entirely. I didn’t even like the name Sean.

      Back in the bedroom, I kneeled to slide out my bottom drawer. Inside were my favourite items of clothing—the ones I only wore when I knew I wouldn’t be seen by Peter. Everything else, found in the drawers above and the wardrobe, consisted of skirts, dresses, blouses, sandals—feminine wear, which men like Peter preferred to find their women in on their return from work. I guessed what he couldn’t see, couldn’t hurt him.

      Dressed in knee-length denim shorts and a pink vest, I tackled my blonde hair with the straightener. Given the choice, I’d have left it to its own devices—I much preferred it wild and untamed—but my life wasn’t always about what I wanted. As wife, and provider of food and sex to Peter, my life revolved around what he wanted, what he needed me to be.

      

      With only two minutes to spare, I pulled up outside the four-bedroom detached house of my best, and only, friend. From my little Peugeot, I walked to the front door and knocked.

      “One minute.” The muffled call came from upstairs somewhere, and ten seconds later, the pound of footsteps followed. The door opened to reveal a smiling Poppy.

      “Are you ready?” I knew she wouldn’t be.

      “Come in a mo.” She stepped back to grant access. “I just need to find my shoes. Ben must have hidden them again.”

      Smiling at the mention of Poppy’s eight-year-old son, I stepped inside. “So, what did you have on your feet when you went to the school?”

      “Trainers,” she said. “I want my sandals for shopping.”

      I rolled my eyes, heading for the huge corner-suite to settle in for the wait. Past experience told me I could be there for as long as twenty minutes. I flopped back as Poppy ran up the stairs, and soon the sounds of spraying and thuds carried down to me. The latter, combined with the occasional grunt, suggested she searched for her missing shoe.

      Only ten minutes later—a record for Poppy on a search mission—she reappeared with a pair of sandals and a smile. “Got them.”

      

      We reached the supermarket at ten twenty-five. Having shopped with Poppy for the previous four years, the ritual we shared came naturally to us, and the first place we headed was the clothing department.

      Poppy paused in her study of a T-shirt sporting a lurid logo, turning as I picked up a pair of jeans in one hand and a skirt in the other. “What are you doing?”

      I waved the hung clothes about like she couldn’t otherwise see them. “I’m not sure which to get.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Well, you’re not buying that God-awful skirt. I won’t let you.”

      “But Peter likes me in skirts.”

      She took a step closer, her finger pointed my way. “Let him take you shopping for the damn things, then.” Before I could blink, the flowery chiffon piece landed back on the rail with all the other flimsy garments. “You’re thirty-two, not fifty-two.” Her eyes flashed for a second. “It’s high time that man of yours remembered we’re not all nearing forty.”

      Sean!

      I jerked at the suddenness of the name popping into my head.

      “Jem?”

      My eyes dart left and right. A frown formed on my forehead, and I reached up, surprised by the tremble of my hand. Whether from excitement, fear, some kind of nervous reaction, I felt wrong—again.

      “Jem?”

      My fingers smudged over a fine coating of sweat upon reaching my brow, the discovery deepening my frown, rather than reducing it.

      “Jem?”

      Gripping my shoulder, Poppy shook me, and I turned to her.

      Consternation filled her eyes. She gave a slow headshake. “I’ve no idea where you just went to, but you definitely were not inside your head for a minute there.”

      I gave another wipe across my forehead. “Sorry, Pop. I don’t know what came over me.”

      “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, tried to smile. “I think so.”

      After watching me for a few seconds longer, Poppy loosened her grip and, bending, grabbed something from the floor. “Are you getting these jeans?”

      I hadn’t noticed them fall. “I shouldn’t.” I blinked to bring myself back. “I’m running out of space in my bottom drawer.”

      “For goodness sake, Jem, just buy the damn things. Wear them in front of him. What can he say?”

      I shrugged.

      “Why do you let him tell you what to wear?”

      “It’s not like that,” I said. “Peter just prefers me to dress nice.”

      Poppy scowled before making a visible effort to rein it in. “Well, you look nice in jeans. Buy them.”

      “But I’m running out of space—”

      “Okay.” She put the jeans in my trolley, herded me along. “I have two spare drawers in my wardrobe—”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “You haven’t got a wardrobe. You’ve got an entire room dedicated to fashion.”

      She grinned. “Exactly. It’s called a walk-in wardrobe, Jem. And I have space. So, if you want to buy more stuff, do so. Just come over earlier to change when you want to wear any of it.”

      “Thanks, Pop.”

      

      As always, the shopping trip preceded a trip to the supermarket café, where our regular lunch of fish and chips came with chatter of our week. Poppy was a blissfully happy, unmarried-but-long-term-dating mother of two. I was a happy wife and provider of food and sex. Yet, however many times I tried to tell Poppy I was happy, she never believed me. She told me I was in denial, that I’d never had another relationship to compare with. She argued that I believed Peter made me happy because I didn’t know any different. Poppy always had a habit of saying exactly what she thought.

      “So,” she said, waving her fork about, “that dream—did you have it again?”

      “Which one?”

      She rolled her eyes before settling them into place to give me the look.

      I breathed out a laugh and nodded. “Twice more.”

      “And you’re still in the forest?”

      “Uh-huh.” I popped a piece of battered fish in my mouth.

      “Anything else happen?”

      “Nuh-huh,” I managed through chews.

      “Weird.”

      I nodded, almost said, ‘Not as weird as the name that keeps bothering me’.

      For some reason, I decided to keep that little detail to myself. I couldn’t even recall knowing anyone named Sean.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      Friday evening, Peter’s dinner sat on the table growing cold. In eight years of marriage to him, Peter had never been home later than six thirty—never. I glanced at the clock for the fourth time: seven twenty.

      Concerned something could have happened at the site, I picked up my phone and called him.

      “Hello.” Background noise blared over his voice.

      “Peter?”

      “Hello?”

      “Peter, can you hear me?”

      The mutterings lessened, and his voice hit my ear with force. “What do you want, Jem?”

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m out.”

      “Where, Pete?”

      “My name’s Peter, not bloody Pete.”

      I cringed. “Sorry.”

      “I’m at the pub. The boys invited me out.”

      I’d never known Peter to drink before. “You didn’t say you were going to the pub.”

      “Because I didn’t bloody know, did I?” he asked, his speech slurred.

      “But your dinner has gone cold.”

      “Is that why you rang? To tell me my bloody dinner’s cold?”

      “I was worried when you weren’t home on time, Peter. You’re never late.”

      “Well, I am today.”

      “What time—”

      At the dead connection, I stared at the phone. Peter had never spoken to me like that before.

      

      The DVD clock flashed twelve forty when Peter’s key fumbled against the lock of the front door. I’d only waited up because he preferred for us to go to bed at the same time, but fatigue had kicked in a good hour before.

      He staggered to the middle of the living room. His work boots still adorned his feet, and the dried mud they carried broke away onto the cream rug beneath him. From the sofa, I watched as further clumps departed onto the floor.

      I’d have to ensure they were cleaned away before morning.

      Hands on his hips, Peter swayed, his lids lowering over eyes settled on me. He swayed some more, as though gyrating to a slow song only he could hear. Each movement wafted his unsavoury odour my way.

      Unable to stop myself, I inhaled. Peter reeked of the sweat men always gave off after spending a few hours compressed with other males. He also stank of the alcohol he’d consumed—the staleness of many pints of lager and potent whisky fumes. For a man I’d never seen drink alcohol, he’d evidently gone way over his limit.

      I inhaled deeper and surmised he had, at some point, come into contact with someone wearing a floral eau de toilette, as well as spent time with the establishment’s smokers.

      His eyes snapped open, narrowed in a glare. “Were you sniffing me again?”

      I shook my head. “No, Pete.”

      “It’s Peter. How many times do I have to tell you? And how many times do I have to tell you to stop fucking sniffing me?”

      My shoulders stiffened at his tone. “Sorry, Peter. I couldn’t help it.”

      “Couldn’t help it?” He stared at me like he thought me insane. “Of course you can, Jem. You just don’t fucking do it.”

      “Sorry, Peter.”

      “Sorry, Peter, sorry, Peter,” he mimicked.

      He waved his hands about. I had no idea why. His body rocked from side to side as a result.

      Like an idea had struck, he stopped and lurched forward, wrapping his hand around my arm. “Come on.” His tug jerked me to my feet.

      I pushed at him. “Peter, what are you doing?”

      “Time for bed.” He tucked his shoulder into my stomach, folding my body in half as he lifted my feet from the ground.

      My head swam in its upside-down state. “What are you doing?”

      As he headed for the stairs, his mirthless chuckle sent a chill through me. “I’m going to give it to you good, girl.”

      I pushed up, tried to straighten my body. “Put me down.”

      “Shush!” He climbed three steps in succession, the jolted movement flipping my head down low until the carpet beneath danced in a kaleidoscope of colour.

      Reaching around, I pried at his fingers clawing into my thigh. “Please, put me down, Peter.”

      “Quiet!”

      The vicious yell of his voice startled me into submission, and I hung there, breaths short, pulse racing. Somehow, he made it up the rest of the stairs.

      My head clunked off the doorframe to our bedroom, and I cried out, pressing my hand to the afflicted spot.

      “Stop fucking whining.” He strode to the bed and dropped me down.

      The springs of the mattress bounced my body back up. Pain shot through my head.

      He loomed over me, all humour and softness evaporating from his eyes. As I scrambled backward, he grabbed my ankle and dragged me forward.

      I pushed at his hold. “Peter, don’t.” My voice came out breathy.

      “Shh.” Pressing a finger against my lips, he shoved me back down before unzipping his trousers and sliding them over his hips.

      “This isn’t like you, Peter.” Clutching at his shirt, I tried to look him in the eye, to make him see me, but he seemed to have lost all focus for anything other than his goal. Fear thudded through my body. “Please, I don’t want—”

      “I said quiet!” His fingers dug into my thighs.

      I peeled at them, but determination gave him strength, and with one yank, my head flew back as my rear lifted toward his pointing erection.

      Asking him to stop would have been a waste of time—his desperation for sex showed in his rough groping, his heavy breaths. I tried to advise myself to just let him take it, then it would be over, and I could forget about it.

      That didn’t stop my tears when he lifted me higher and prepared to plunge.

      A smile spread his lips as his tip came into contact with me. My breaths stalled, my chest beating to the stress of my heart, as I braced for his entrance into complete dryness.

      Peter’s face went slack. His eyes rolled to show the whites. In the next instant, his jaw fell, as did his hold.

      I barely escaped the full blow when his body hit the mattress and his arm thumped across my chest.

      Breaths rapid, I lay staring at him, stale alcohol wafts blasting my face. His features, twisted in sexual resolve mere seconds before, adopted total serenity in sleep.

      Unwilling to remain so close, I wormed out from beneath his arm, rolled him away from me onto his back. Grunts burst from me against the effort of hauling his deadweight to his own side of the mattress.

      I glanced toward the door, considered going into the spare bedroom, but knew Peter would be upset if I didn’t share his bed. Ignoring my tremors, I climbed in beside him.

      Sleep, however, had no intention of coming with ease.

      Each time I closed my eyes, visions of Peter’s face filled my mind—not his usual face, but an ugly mask. More than once, I jerked awake to the stench of his breath. With each awakening, the bruises he’d created hurt a little more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

          DARKNESS

        

      

    

    
      As an observer, I watch my dream-self walk within the forest. The sun glares down, yet the dense canopy of leaves permits it no entry to dapple the ground. Tree limbs hang low, hang high, long, short, thick, thin, entwined, embracing their neighbours. With hands caressing the roughness of bark, her eyes search upward then ahead.

      Sean!

      Smiling, my dream-self moves deeper into the forest. Strewn leaves sigh a susurrant tune as the hem of her lemon dress teases their crisp edges. The only other sounds are the almost inaudible crunch of the ground beneath her feet, the barest of breaths as they pass her lips, and the faint rustle of foliage, no more than a whisper in the near-absence of wind.

      Her tranquil features reflect her mood, as does her relaxed stance, and she moves with a grace I am incapable of when conscious.

      Sean!

      At a noise to her left, my dream-self turns, her head tilting as she peers ahead. With a new smile coating her lips, her steps become purposeful.

      A bush shivers, almost imperceptibly, yet my dream-self spots it. She elevates to the balls of her feet, causing no disturbance to the quiet. Although her expression does little to reveal her emotions, the rise and fall of her chest hastens with each nearing step.

      With obvious caution, she reaches the bush and pushes herself higher onto her toes. Whatever she discovers on the other side widens her eyes.

      Unable to see through the eyes of my dream-self, I drift closer.

      Once alongside, a glance to the left shows me her—my—profile: the small pointed tip of her nose, the deep blue of her irises, the blonde braid curving over her shoulder and tickling the modesty lace covering her small cleavage. Matching my pose to hers, I lean forward for a clearer view.

      Upon seeing what she does, I give my attention back to her, study her reaction. There should be terror, fear, horror in her expression, but none of those are present. Her frown and biting of her lower lip portray only intrigue.

      A creature claims the ground beyond the bush, its ever-changing appearance rendering it unidentifiable. Four legs are supported by four paws, a hunkered head holds a canine appearance, but in the midst of deformity, it alters as we watch. The body contorts, a low growl rumbles from it, and it moulds to resemble a new form as though shaped by an unseen hand. Fur becomes flesh, bones a new skeleton, the skull redeveloping until what we see is no longer animal … but human.

      The man remains on all fours, head hung, breathing laboured.

      My dream-self takes a step back, her stance showing her attempt at stealth, followed by another. A third step brings her foot onto a stray twig.

      The crack resonates through the quiet, and the man’s shoulders tense. His head whips high.

      When his eyes lock with my dream-self, he omits a rumbling growl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

          LIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Sean!

      I awoke to quiet. My body had curled at some point during the night, and I lay in my usual position, facing away from Peter. At his shallow breathing, confirming his unconsciousness, relief blew from me.

      I’d spent hours awake, trying to justify his despicable behaviour from the previous night. Every explanation I conjured pointed to his alcohol consumption. Even that, after ten years of not a drop passing his lips, warranted answers.

      Pushing it aside, I allowed my mind to flit to my latest dream but frowned when it dawned on me that the events had altered. Though, thinking back through the happenings in the forest of my mind, the confusion I’d felt during sleep evaporated. Having dreamt of the mythological creatures since the age of seven, I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, the man’s original form had been a wolf. Yet again, a werewolf had visited my subconscious.

      I couldn’t help but wonder how many nights I’d endure the new dream before it subsided or continued to progress, as I knew it followed on from the previous four. Yet, why I thought as such escaped me. There’d been no clapboard announcing ‘Jem’s latest werewolf dream: scene two’—I just knew.

      The mattress dipped and creaked, as Peter stirred behind me.

      Fear encompassed me in a way I’d never felt around him before—one that insisted the drinking may not have been responsible for his actions, that I’d be subjected to the same treatment again. For the first time in our marriage, my body stiffened at the thought of him touching me.

      “Jem?” he murmured. “Are you awake?”

      I considered feigning sleep. Instead, I nodded my head, fuzzing my hair against the pillow beneath it.

      His hand slid over my stomach, and he pulled me back against his erection.

      Suppressing my shudder took effort.

      “Is there anything to get up for today?” He brushed my hair to the side, skimmed his lips across the nape of my neck. “Or shall we have a lie-in?” ‘Lie-in’, to Peter, meant pre-breakfast sex.

      “Actually, Peter, I don’t feel too good this morning.”

      He continued to kiss my downy hairs. “What’s up, Jem?” If he recalled his behaviour from the night before, he gave a fine performance in concealing it. Or maybe his drinking had been responsible, after all.

      My muscles relaxed a little, yet I kept up the charade. “It’s just a little stomach ache.”

      “I can help with that.” With a quiet laugh, he rolled me onto my back.

      The second his alcohol-lingering breath encompassed me, I gagged, slapping a hand to my mouth. “I’m going to be sick.”

      “Quick.” He shoved me away. “Don’t get it on the bed.”

      For ten minutes, I retched over the toilet with nothing coming out. Only the memory, which Peter’s breath had ignited, nauseated my stomach. With my forehead resting against the toilet seat, I closed my eyes.

      “Jem?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Are you alright?” he called.

      My lids lifted. “I don’t feel too good.”

      Footsteps crossed the landing before slapping against the lino at my rear. His hand rubbed my shoulder. “Maybe you should spend the day in bed.” His frown gave the appearance of genuine concern, as he helped me to my feet, lending reassurance that his behaviour had been a one-off. With his arm around my waist, he escorted me to the bedroom, tucked me beneath the duvet. “I’ll go get breakfast.”

      I gave him a small smile, offering my lips for the kiss I thought he intended when he leaned forward, but he veered off to peck my cheek like he’d had second thoughts. God forbid should you risk contracting something contagious from your wife.

      He left me to head downstairs. His curses arrived about five seconds later. “Jem, there’s bloody mud all over the floor down here.”

      My pulse picked up. I’d forgotten about the mess. “It must be off your work boots.”

      “And you didn’t get it up?”

      “It must have happened after I’d come upstairs.” I winced beneath the lie.

      He didn’t question me further, but his grumbles carried loud and clear, and I knew he’d leave the mess to me. Stilling my breaths, I closed my eyes. It didn’t take long for him to come back up, carrying the breakfast tray, which he set on my lap.

      I looked at the singular mug. “Where’s yours?”

      “I’ll eat downstairs,” he said. “You might be catching.”

      My eyebrow lifted before I could stop it.

      “Don’t worry.” He rubbed a hand across my hair. “I’ll come back up and see you later.”

      Left alone, I nibbled on a corner of my toast, lifted my cappuccino for a sip.

      Sean!

      My hand gave a spasmodic jerk, spattering hot fluid across the tray.

      I put my mug down, flexed my scalded fingers before licking them clean. My eyes closed in frustration, as I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to recall how many times I’d heard the blasted name in my head.

      Thirty-three times in six days.

      Maybe I was going crazy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 5


          

          DARKNESS

        

      

    

    
      My dream-self holds eye contact with the crouched man beyond the bush—yet only for a second. With a spin of her body, a hastening of her breaths, she begins to run.

      Through the trees, she races away, her bare feet creating no hindrance to her escape. There is refinement to her movements, each step as fluid as that of a gazelle in slow motion.

      She glances back. Her eyes widen. I follow her stare to see the man is mobile. The distance between them is already diminishing.

      With fear tightening her features, she turns to face the way she runs and increases the tempo to her racing feet.

      The forest ends, opening into a clearing, and she bursts past brush until bathed with light. Her eyes seek assistance, falling on a house ahead—and people. My dream-self must experience relief at their presence—I feel it within myself.

      Four male heads turn as she dashes toward them. She holds their interest for moments before they give it to the man who follows close behind. Within a moment, the men’s long strides carry their muscular frames forward with a grace unexpected for their build.

      Wary of the ones she is running toward, my dream-self stumbles to a halt, toppling in her abruptness. Her eyes, as frantic as an ensnared rabbit, absorb the men approaching her, before her head whips toward the wolf-man at her rear. Left and right, back and forth, she appears to seek escape.

      As though aware of her intention, the men separate and surround her. The opportunity to leave evaporates with each passing second. One of the men raises his palms, a gesture of calm, yet the circle they’ve created around her lessens in size.

      With nowhere to go, she remains leery—she knows she is trapped.

      The wolf-man reaches her and, grabbing her shoulders, hauls her to her feet from her fallen position.

      “What’s going on?” one of them asks.

      Her pursuer looks to the speaker. “She saw me.”

      “What?”

      “I caught her watching me.”

      The one who spoke first—who seems to be some kind of leader—runs a hand over his head as a low groan leaves his throat. He looks at my dream-self. “What were you doing in the forest?”

      A rough shake of her shoulders by the wolf-man prevents her answer. “We can’t let her go.”

      “Please. Just let me get—”

      Her attacker spins her around, cutting off her words.

      She squirms in his grasp. “Let me go.”

      The wolf-man speaks only to the men. “She saw me.”

      Although his tight expression suggests he is unhappy, the apparent leader gives a nod of his head.

      My dream-self claws at the hand of her attacker, as he takes her by the throat, her eyes wide with pleading. “No!” The ground disappears from beneath her feet and the kick of her legs swings her hanging body. “No!” She gasps. “You don’t understand.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 6


          

          LIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday morning blessed me with an empty house. Peter had shown no outward sign of awareness, regarding Friday night. If he remembered, he’d excelled in his covering skills. That didn’t stop my body tensing, though, whenever he came near.

      I dawdled in my robe before making it into the kitchen. Hot water spurted into the sink when I turned on the tap, and I lifted my eyes to the window, peering out at borders in need of planting.

      Sean!

      The plate I held slipped from my hands and it hit the water, splashing suds at my chest with a loud glop. “Damn name’s driving me crazy.” Swiping at my damp front, I heaved out a sigh. “Damn dreams are driving me crazy, too.”

      Over the course of ten days, three different dreams had plagued my sleep, which, when moved into order, seemed to sketch an entire story in my mind. The night before, I’d finally come close to having contact with the Sean character bugging me. Being mentally invaded by a name could in no way be classed as meeting him, but I felt certain I’d see him in the dreams soon.

      I just hadn’t a clue who he was.

      My khaki shorts, plimsolls, and the purple of my T clashed with the lime green of the sofa as I dropped down on it. At nine fifteen, Poppy would be expecting my phone call—I always called her at that time on Tuesday’s. By nine ten, I’d had enough of waiting.

      “Jem, I presume,” she answered. “Although why I’d presume that is beyond me.”

      I breathed out a laugh, despite my sombre mood.

      “What’s up? You’re early.”

      Even though she couldn’t see me, I shrugged my shoulders.

      “Jem?” The brushing of fabric reached me, like she’d adjusted her position. “What’s wrong?”

      I realised I didn’t want to share my Friday night experience with Poppy. I couldn’t bear the thought of listening to her ‘I told you so’s’. “Everything’s fine.” The words came out flat.

      “Hmm, if you say so.”

      “What’s the plan?” I asked, changing the subject. “Shopping, or caffeine fix in front of your flatscreen?”

      “I need new shoes.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course you do.”

      “I do—white ones.”

      “You have white ones, Pop.”

      “They discoloured on me, so I threw them out. You know I need to replace them before I decide I need them again.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Sure you do.”

      

      High Streets seemed infinite when I stood at one end and knew I had to work my way to another I couldn’t even see. Poppy dragged me into every shoe shop we passed, and every non shoe shop on the off-chance they had shoes.

      In the fourth store, Poppy’s eyes focused on the back wall of footwear. “You treating yourself today, Jem?”

      I shook my head. “Just along for the ride.”

      She turned to me. “You should treat yourself, cheer yourself up.”

      “I’m okay.” I shrugged.

      She stopped walking to give me the stare—the look that had Jase, her partner, squirming on many occasions.

      “I’m okay,” I said again. “Really.”

      Although she turned back to the shoes, her face showed she hadn’t bought what I’d said. I guessed I hadn’t done a very good job of selling it.

      We hit twenty stores before Poppy found a pair of white shoes resembling what she sought. She sank into one of the available stools to try them on, and I perused racks of jeans and vests. At maxi dresses in all colours, I found myself wondering what Peter would think if he came home to me wearing one of those.

      Sean!

      I twitched with a blink. Though, it hadn’t so much been the resounding name which startled me that time, but the familiarity of the voice that had verbalised it—my own.

      I glanced about. No stupor could be blamed—my mind was alert—but the name had begun to drive me insane, and I needed answers. On tiptoes, I peered over rails, leaning to check around them. I even walked the length of the store, out the doors, and searched the river of pedestrians.

      Nothing. People bustled about their business—shopping, eating, drinking, talking—but none looked like they should be called Sean.

      “Jem?”

      At Poppy’s voice, I didn’t look back.

      “Jem, what are you doing?” she asked.

      Whether I looked left, right, over or around people, nobody seemed to be right.

      Poppy tugged at my shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      I turned to her. “Nothing.”

      “Were you following someone?”

      “No. I just needed fresh air.”

      Her expression told me she didn’t believe me.

      “Did you get your shoes?” I asked.

      She swung a bag from her finger, even allowed a smile to reach her lips.

      I smiled back, trying at the same time to ignore the steady beat drumming away inside my head: Sean, Sean, Sean, Sean, Sean! Blinking, I pushed it out, stretched my lips into a grin.

      Poppy’s smile wavered as she studied me harder.

      “Isn’t it lunchtime yet?” I asked, my voice a little high.

      “Yeah, we’ll head to Lorenzo’s,” she said, slipping her arm through mine, and I nodded, relieved she’d agreed. “And while we eat,” she added, “you can tell me what’s going on in that head of yours lately.”

      Busted! I breathed out a laugh. Maybe the time had come to reveal all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 7


          

          DARKNESS

        

      

    

    
      Throat held by her attacker, feet dangling below, my dream-self grabs at the hand on her windpipe. Her eyes plead with him for release as the other four men observe. “You don’t understand,” she gasps.

      The one who appears to be some kind of leader steps forward. “Understand what?”

      Sean!

      My dream-self’s eyes dart to the side, frustration within them.

      Sean!

      “Let … me down.” She struggles to speak past her attacker’s compression, but gains no reprieve from the wolf-man. “Please.” Her weakened voice is panicked. “He’s … coming.”

      The leader takes a step forward. “Who’s coming?”

      “Sean. It’s Sean—he’s coming.”

      Although they all look toward the forest, my dream-self is not released.

      Her body wriggles to no avail. ‘No, no, no,’ forms on her lips as she grips the arms of the wolf-man, and determination fills her eyes as she swings her right foot back.

      From the forest, the leader turns toward her, but as his gaze lands upon her braced body, he points just as my dream-self fires her foot forward, right for her attacker’s groin. “Look—”

      The leader’s call coincides with contact, and the wolf-man turns toward the warning. In the next moment, an agonised crumbling overtakes his features. His grip loosens, and my dream-self drops to the ground. Breaths gasping from her, her eyes dart toward the forest.

      A huge, chocolate-coloured wolf emerges from the trees.

      She clambers to her feet, and her sights remain on the wolf as she breaks into a sprint across the lawn.

      At a speed much greater, the wolf dashes after her.

      “Sean!” the leader shouts.

      Her step falters, but the wolf does not cease to run.

      As though he intends to head off the wolf, the leader rushes forward. “Sean!”

      The wolf darts to the side, and as my dream-self takes off again, all of the men begin to run across the lawn—chasing the wolf, as the wolf chases her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 8


          

          LIGHT

        

      

    

    
      “I thought we could go shopping today,” Peter said on Saturday morning. “You haven’t been in a while.”

      I didn’t mention I’d already been three times that week, but merely smiled.

      He lifted his brows. “Okay?”

      “What time?”

      “Now.” He headed to the hall for his shoes.

      “But—”

      “You’re ready, right?” he called.

      Apart from the dishes and housework, sure, Pete. Returning to an unclean house always put Peter in a foul mood. “Yes, but—”

      “I’ll wait for you in the car.”

      *

      Peter hated the High Street—‘Too many idiots,’ he grumbled—so we ended up at his favourite department store. With Peter’s salary being our sole household income, what he wanted took priority, making Menswear the first section we visited.

      Whenever we shopped together, he’d never ask my opinion. An item would be taken from the rail, he’d hold it up and study it, and then tell me he’d make it look good—just as he told me what I’d look good in, too.

      The basket contained an entire outfit for him before we headed for Ladieswear, where he held a knee-length skirt against me. “This is nice.”

      Jem, you’re thirty-two, not fifty-two. Poppy’s words bounced inside my head like a ping-pong ball as I stared at the pleats.

      “Jem?”

      “Huh?”

      He frowned like he considered me some kind of miscreant. “Pardon is the word you’re looking for.”

      “Pardon, Peter,” I muttered. “What did you say?”

      “I said, this is nice. What do you think?”

      If Poppy were there, she’d have found some place to hide it, to prevent me parting with money for something so awful. “Actually, Peter, I’m not keen on the colour.” I cringed once the words left my mouth.

      He stared at me as though seeing me clearly for the first time. I’d never disputed anything he wanted to buy me before. “Well, I like it.” It went in the basket with the nice, modern clothing he’d chosen for himself. “There are some cardigans on the other side I spotted last time,” he continued, walking off. “We’ll get one to go with it.”

      I trotted behind like his good little wife, but managed no more than a handful of steps before annoying tingling dotted the flesh of my arms. I brushed at them, despite seeing nothing there.

      Peter paused and turned back, regarding me as I rubbed the length of my arms. “What are you doing?”

      I glanced up at him. “My arms feel funny.” The tingling grew stronger. I rubbed harder until friction burned my skin and marked it red.

      “Will you stop that!” he said. “People are staring.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      The tingling extended to my legs. I bent to study my shins protruding from beneath my skirt, expected to see a bug infestation crawling across me, but found nothing.

      “Stop it, Jem. You’re causing a scene.”

      My hands neglected my arms to rub at my legs.

      “Jem, stop it.”

      “I—”

      Intense throbbing bulleted through me, beating against the inner walls of my body, and a gasp burst from me as I doubled over. As though my bones had fractured into a thousand splinters, tiny needle-like stabs jabbed at every inch of my flesh, until a mewled cry took over the gasp.

      With the intensity of an inferno, heat shot up my spine and into my skull. My knees collapsed. I threw my arms out, landed hard with a grunt, and swayed on all fours.

      I’m changing. I frowned as I panted. Why on earth would I think that?

      “Jem?”

      Spasms raged through every muscle I possessed.

      I glanced down. My eyes widened.

      Pulsations washed over me, evident where they weren’t before. With the elasticity of dough, my skin stretched over my body into impossible contortions. My back snapped down to a low bow, with a crunch crashing through my hearing and agony powerful enough to twist my spine.

      I slammed my lids shut. My cry echoed off the high ceilings. Upon opening my eyes, even my hands beneath me had altered form.

      How can this be happening?

      “Jem?”

      Hairs sprouted from my pores as though fed on rapid-result fertiliser. My breaths and pulse increased to a manic rate. Rationality argued otherwise, yet I knew my body to be in the midst of a change. The how and the why were far from my comprehension, but somewhere deep within, my mind told me to wait it out, that it would be over soon.

      “Jem?”

      Squeezing my lids tight, I attempted to block the torture needling through me. With deep breaths, I imagined a farmer’s meadow, with butterflies and bumblebees, buzzing and fluttering amongst the wildflowers. The trick had always worked to calm me as a child, to chase away the unwanted return of nightmares. I threw my concentration into the yellow and black of the flying creatures, the brilliant white of the flickering wings, the swaying of purple petals upon the gentle breeze, until my pain subsided.

      I opened my eyes to a dense forest. Fresh foliage coated every inch of higher-based timber. A deep inhalation discovered a musky scent on the air, and I shivered, drawing it in deeper until intoxicated by its allure.

      Sean!

      The breeze, which carried the beckoning scent, led the way, and my claws scratched at dirt as I took off. Upon rounding a broad trunk, a huge, dark wolf came into view.

      Sean!

      The wolf’s jaw dropped, its tongue hung loose, before it spun on its hind legs and raced away. So near, the wind swirling a whirlpool around my face, the scent of my mate aroused me. I threw my head back and released a howl.

      “Jem?”

      With feet dancing, I awaited his response. He matched mine with a cry of his own, and I took off, caught him up in his loitering lope. Side by side, we picked up speed.

      “Jem?”

      The wind whipped at our faces before changing course to batter our coats from the side.

      “Jem?”

      The forest dissolved. Vanished. I blinked.

      “Jem?”

      Lifting my head, I squinted beneath the harsh glare of strip-lights hanging in rows along the high ceiling.

      “Will you get up?”

      Another blink brought Peter’s blurred face into view.

      “For fuck’s sake, get up. You’re making a right spectacle of yourself.” Peter’s irritated features swam into focus.

      “What ... what happened?”

      “Is she alright?” I couldn’t identify the speaker.

      “What happened?” I repeated.

      “You must have fainted, dear.”

      I looked toward the owner of the voice to see eyes filled with concern.

      The shop assistant frowned as she studied me. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded at her, pushed on my left leg to stand. Unsteadiness overtook me, and the assistant grabbed my arm. From status of floor-seeking nutter to composed wife of Peter Short, I stood looking at Peter. His face held nothing but contempt.

      When I thanked the assistant, she handed me over. Peter didn’t offer help. Instead, he grabbed my bicep and dragged me off around the corner, away from the prying eyes of the congregated crowd.

      “What the hell was that all about?” he snapped.

      I shrugged my shoulders at Peter’s glare. “I don’t know. What did it look like?” I almost stopped there, but knew the next question needed asking. “Did I do anything?” I cringed, waiting for him to tell me I’d pranced about the store with howls flying freely.

      In front of Saturday shoppers? Too much to bear.

      “What do you mean, Jem, did you do anything?” The basket swung in an arc with his gesturing arm. “You bloody fell on your knees, closed your eyes, and sniffed the fucking air like a bloodhound.” The basket continued to swing. At my offered frown, his free hand fisted before settling on his hip. “What the hell is wrong with you lately?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve been acting off for days.” Peter turned to walk away.

      Just as he knew I would, I trotted behind. “What do you mean, off?”

      “Your bloody attitude.” He had to be really wound up to persist. Peter never argued in public. He continued to walk away, increasing his pace until I had to almost jog to keep up.

      My own irritation kicked in to affect my tone. “What do you mean, Peter?”

      We entered the cardigan aisle. He marched to a rail, snatched one up. “This one.” He turned to hold it in front of me as though envisioning a personal dress-up doll. “This will look nice with the skirt.”

      “Peter!”

      His head snapped up, his eyes registering shock before narrowing. “I asked you what you think, Jem.”

      “No, Peter, you never ask me what I think.” Though surprised by my response, I continued, “You tell me what you think.”

      “If you feel that strongly,”—he shoved it back—“we won’t get it.” He walked off to a different rail.

      I followed. “I’m trying to talk to you, Peter.”

      He rounded on me, his eyes dark. “What is wrong with you?”

      “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

      “You have anything you want.” His hand tugged at his cropped hair. “I give you everything. You don’t have to work—”

      “You don’t want me to work, Peter.”

      An elderly couple appeared. They took one look at our faces, mumbled something about coming back, and disappeared.

      “You’ve been off with me,” he said.

      “What do you mean, off?”

      “You’ve barely come near me—”

      “I’m never away from you, Peter. If you’re home, I’m home.”

      “You’ve been ill—twice. Jem, you’re never ill.”

      I frowned. “Twice—when?”

      “Sick last Saturday, and then today—this.”

      My head shook. “I’m not ill today.”

      “Well, you didn’t look too good from where I was standing.” He paused, took a deep breath, and stared straight at me. “Are you pregnant?”

      Peter couldn’t father children, thanks to a brain tumour as a child and chemotherapy rendering him infertile, but his insinuation refused to click in my mind. My eyebrows lifted, and my mouth hung for a split-second. “Excuse me?”

      “Are you?”

      My brows lowered to frown. “How can I be?”

      “Last chance.” He spoke slowly. “Are you pregnant? Yes, or no?”

      “You know I’m not. How can I be?”

      Anger pumped out of him as he studied me. His chest rose and fell, as though public control took its toll.

      As my brain un-clouded, my eyes narrowed. “You think I’m having an affair?”

      He shrugged, his mood bringing jerkiness to the action.

      A lump formed in my throat. “How can you?”

      “You haven’t come near me in a week.”

      My mouth opened, but closed with no response.

      Two young women made the turn into our aisle, halting upon seeing our exchange. They moved away, but the overpowering waft of the one’s orange-scented body spray told me they went no farther than the far side of the clothes rack.

      “Every time I touch you lately, you flinch.” He shrugged his shoulder, raised a palm. “Tell me you haven’t.”

      Unable to argue with the truth, I remained quiet.

      “Why do you pull away when I try to hold you?”

      My fingers curled as my body trembled. I hadn’t been prepared for the change of direction.

      His hand dropped to his side. “Tell me who he is, Jem.”

      Jaw clenched, I shook my head.

      “What, you won’t give me his name?” His eyes glowered.

      I gave another headshake.

      “What are you shaking your head at?”

      The initial arrival of tears pooled in my lower lids.

      “Who is he?” Certain of his own-drawn conclusion, his questions grew monotonous.

      “Nobody,” I mumbled.

      “He must be somebody to make you behave like this toward me.”

      Because it can’t possibly be due to anything you’ve done, can it? “I’m not having an affair.”

      “You must be.” He nodded as though to add substance to his words.

      My lower lip trembled. “I’m not, I swear.”

      “So, explain your behaviour, then.” His hand visited his hip, lowered to his side.

      I shook my head.

      “Why do you keep avoiding me, Jem?” His voice increased in volume.

      Hands clenched tight, fingernails gouging my palms, I gave another headshake.

      He took a step forward. “Why?”

      I kept my eyes on him as tears blurred my vision. One made its escape, tickling my cheek on its descent. It reached my lip, and my tongue darted out to trap it, absorbing its saltiness.

      “Why, Jem?”

      My mind followed the trail of the second tear until it came into sampling distance. It, too, held a light salty taste.

      “Tell me, Jem.” His hand released the basket to clatter onto the floor and came to his side, matching his other in fisted pose. “Fucking why?” The depth of his yell shook his body.

      “I can’t stand you touching me anymore,” I said. “You bloody come home pissed-up, drag me upstairs to throw me on the bed ...”

      He took a step back, mouth open. Whether from the explanation or my language, I couldn’t be sure—Peter considered it unacceptable for ladies to speak crudely.

      “You came this close”—I held my thumb and finger together—“to raping me, Peter.”

      His head shook.

      I nodded.

      He gave another headshake.

      “You were going to rape me, Peter!”

      His expression darkened with his narrowing eyes. He kicked at the basket he’d dropped, sending it skidding like a spinning top. With one final glare, he strode away.

      I took a step. “Peter.”

      He didn’t stop. Instead, he picked up speed with each stride. As soon as he vanished from sight, unfamiliar faces appeared at each end of the clothes rails. Faces filled with disgust or amusement at my public humiliation, or even excitement. One or two took on pitying stares.

      The shop assistant who’d helped me from the floor rounded the corner. With a smile of sympathy, she placed her hand on my arm. “Would you like me to find you somewhere private to sit for a while?”

      My chest heaved with my sigh. With a half-smile of gratitude, I gave a small nod and allowed her to steer me away.

      Beyond a pass-coded door, she led me to an office, where she urged me into one of the seats. “Maybe there’s someone you can call?”

      

      Poppy strode into the office where I waited. “Isn’t this where you bring the shop lifters?”

      The shop assistant smiled. “It is.”

      Poppy looked down at me in my seat. “You got something to tell me, Jem?”

      “No.” I snorted.

      “She hasn’t done anything wrong,” the assistant said. “She was just a bit upset.”

      Poppy’s eyes appraised me before she gave an abrupt nod. “Let’s get you home.”

      By home, she meant her house. After reassuring the assistant I’d be fine, I trailed behind Poppy through the store. In the cardigan section, all traces of the argument had vanished.

      We’d scarcely pulled away in Jase’s Tourer when Poppy began her interrogation. “So, are you going to spill what happened?”

      I took a deep breath. “We argued.”

      “You and Peter never argue,” she said. “He says jump, and you say how high, but you never argue. Did he piss you off enough to answer him back at last?”

      I nodded.

      “I bet that went down like a lead balloon.” She knocked the indicator up before glancing at me. “I’m proud of you, girl.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. I doubted it reached my eyes, though.

      “What started it? For you to have something to say for yourself is odd, but ... What was it?”

      “I had a ...” I paused, realising I didn’t want to share with Poppy what I’d shared with a heap of strangers. “... funny turn.”

      “And ...” Her hand waved in prompt.

      “Peter was mad because I embarrassed him.”

      Poppy shook her head. “Arsehole.”

      Agreeing with her for the first time, I nodded.

      “So, you argued about your funny turn?”

      I should’ve known she’d want more. “No, Peter ranted about my behaviour lately. He accused me of being pregnant and having an affair.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Are you?”

      I glared at her.

      “I’m kidding, Jem. And Peter walked out because he thinks you’re having a fling?”

      I should have told her the truth, but couldn’t bring myself to admit it to her. Besides, if Poppy knew about Peter’s behaviour, she’d never allow me home again—ever!

      I sent her a nod.

      

      A knock at the door disturbed our relaxation after a dinner of chicken salad. With a knowing nod, Poppy left me and Jase in the living room while she went to answer it.

      “Is Jem here, Poppy?”

      At the sound of Peter’s voice, my body stiffened.

      Poppy didn’t answer him. I imagined her giving him one of her looks.

      “I’m worried about her, Poppy.”

      Still no answer. After years of perfecting the art of the look, she could keep it up for a long time.

      “Please, can you ask her to at least talk to me?”

      Bare feet swished across floorboards, followed by the quiet rap of leather-soled shoes.

      “Thanks,” he muttered.

      Jase gave me a supportive tap on the shoulder before leaving me on the corner-suite to join the kids outside. As he left, Peter entered and hovered in the doorway behind Poppy.

      “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.” The expression Poppy sent me was a fraction short of a stern wink-wink, nudge-nudge.

      “Jem ...”

      I turned to Peter.

      “I’ve come to take you home.”

      I looked away.

      “Is it true, what you said?”

      My glance from him to the kitchen, where I suspected Poppy eavesdropped, would have told him all he needed to know.

      He released a deep sigh, lowered his voice. “Is it?”

      My brow creased. I nodded.

      His hands brushed across his hair. He frowned. “I’m sorry.”

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I gave another nod.

      “Will you come home? We should talk about this.”

      I stared away toward the world passing by outside the window before turning back to him. “Okay.”

      He smiled.

      As though materialising from thin air, Poppy appeared in the kitchen doorway. “You’re going home?” Her eyes searched mine.

      I nodded. “Thanks, Poppy. I’ll see you on Thursday.”

      When I neared Peter, he reached out and rubbed my arms.

      I sidestepped him to make my exit, my body stiffening beneath his touch.
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          DARKNESS

        

      

    

    
      The men run across the grass after the wolf, as it chases my dream-self. It gains on her, her lead diminishing with each step. The one who appears to be the leader shouts as he runs. If the wolf hears, he shows no indication of it.

      My dream-self stops running and turns to the wolf, her tone full of plea as she shouts, “Don’t bite me!”

      “Sean!” The dominant male grows nearer, also.

      The wolf’s pace slows from a run as he takes slow, almost tentative steps toward her.

      “Don’t you dare bite me, Sean!”

      “Sean.” The leader is no longer shouting, yet there is deep warning within his voice.

      The wolf pauses in his stalking, turns to the leader.

      “What are you doing?” the leader asks.

      The wolf watches him.

      “He wants to bite me,” my dream-self says. “He wants me to be like him.”

      “He wouldn’t.”

      “He will.” Although speaking to the leader, her eyes do not leave the animal.

      “He wouldn’t,” the leader says again.

      She nods, her anxiety shown in the jerked action. “He’s done it before.”

      “So, you are wolf?” His expression is one of disbelief.

      “No, not now.”

      He frowns. “What?”

      The wolf moves closer still.

      “Please don’t, Sean.” She takes a step back.

      The leader stares at her. “What do you mean, not now?”

      She tilts her head, her eyes locked with the wolf’s. “Not in this life.”

      It seems like a ridiculous thing to say. The leader’s incredulous expression indicates his agreement.

      She takes another step backward.

      The wolf follows.

      “Please don’t,” she says again.

      As though alarmed by the wolf’s sudden proximity to my dream-self, the leader jerks forward. “Sean!”

      The wolf darts to the side, dodging the leader. In one fluid movement, the wolf holds my dream-self’s hand in his jaws.

      “Sean, no!” the leader shouts.

      Her face doesn’t crumble immediately, despite shifting her stare from the wolf to her hand.

      The other men move toward the unfolding scene. “What the hell are you thinking, Sean?” one of them asks.

      As though aware they are closing in, the wolf presses down with his teeth.

      Pain overwhelms her expression as her brain registers the sensation.

      The leader kicks at the wolf as the others run forward, but the wolf releases his hold on my dream-self and darts aside before turning to run back into the forest.

      “Sean!” The call of his name follows in his wake—not just from the leader, but everybody.

      “I can’t believe it,” she mumbles. “I can’t believe he did it again.”

      They pause in their shouting for Sean, turn their attentions back to her.

      Holding her hand before her eyes, she stares at the crimson escaping the wound. It hits the lawn, the contrast garish as it mars the fresh green. The men, too, stare at the blood as it drips.

      Clutching her hand tight, she staggers, a groan leaving her.

      Almost dancing in their ambiguity, the men go as if to take a step closer, just as quickly stepping back.

      The one who grabbed her, who I am certain meant to end her life, peers from the leader to the forest. He appears to be the most unsure of them all.

      Her groan becomes a cry before evolving into a scream that echoes through my subconscious.

      Quieting, it evaporates to a whisper. “I can’t believe you bit me again, Sean.”

      Arms falling to her sides, face taken over by spasm, her body convulses, once, twice, and then again—an action that should be impossible while standing. As the violent judders come to an end, her rolling eyes offer only blindness. She knows it is all over.

      Finally, she drops to the ground.
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          LIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday morning, Peter leaned in to kiss my cheek before leaving for work, just as he had on Monday. He didn’t bend me over backward as he used to, hold me close, or tickle me in a gesture of playfulness, and he didn’t kiss me on the lips. Maybe it showed consideration for me. Maybe he was no longer sure of the woman he married. His reasons were irrelevant. The damage had been done.

      Once alone, I dressed in my bottom drawer clothes. The previous day, I didn’t even bother to change from them before Peter returned home. Although he didn’t say anything upon seeing me, his covert glances told me he noticed.

      Armed with cappuccino, I settled onto the sofa with the phone and dialled one of the few numbers my brain made the effort to store.

      “Hello?”

      “Jess? How are you?”

      “I’m pretty good ...” For some reason, my sister always managed to sound exuberant to hear from me. “... but you’ve got something on your mind.”

      I rolled my eyes at thin air. “And you know that how?”

      “Because I know you.”

      I blew out a breath.

      “So, squeal,” she said.

      “Dreams.”

      She perked up. “Werewolf?”

      “Of course.”

      “Cool.”

      Despite two years of seniority, and the ability to feed me occasional pearls of wisdom, Jess always managed to portray the mental age of a teenager at the mention of my dreams. She’d also come to expect my dreams to be of werewolves. The first one, at age seven, was in no way my last. Over the following twenty-five years, I’d encountered numerous werewolves in my dreams—some good, some bad. I’d been chased by them, had sex with them—definitely not while in their wolf form—and even changed, myself, into the body of a wolf. They all had my sister convinced I must have been one in a former life.

      In no way matching her enthusiasm, I murmured, “Hmm, cool.”

      “So, what’s happened in them, then?”

      I gave her a complete rundown of the events from my dreams over the previous seventeen days—everything, including the name Sean constantly invading my thoughts.

      “Weird,” she said.

      “Totally.”

      “Have you told Peter about these dreams?”

      I almost laughed at the idea. “Of course not.”

      “I’d keep it that way, if I were you. I doubt he’d be too impressed.”

      I nodded to the empty room. “He knows something’s up, though.”

      “How?”

      “Because something happened, Saturday ... Peter was with me.”

      “Oooohh, I’m intrigued.”

      Hit by the Jess-bug, I laughed.

      “So, what was it?”

      “I experienced a change.”

      Jess choked on her sharp intake of breath. “Holy shit! When? Where?”

      “Clothes shopping.”

      “Why are you only telling me now?” Her voice pitched high. “I knew you were a werewolf. Didn’t I tell—”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no such thing.”

      “How am I ridiculous? You changed, so you’re a werewolf—simple.”

      I took a deep breath. “Except I didn’t actually change.”

      “But ...” Her pause spoke volumes of her confusion. “You just said you did.”

      “I’m not sure I was fully conscious when it happened.”

      “So, you were unconscious in the department store?” She snorted a laugh. “I know shopping with Peter must be tiresome for you, Jem, but—”

      “I was awake,” I cut in.

      “So ... how ... ?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged, although she couldn’t see. “It was like I experienced the change, but ... not.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know how to describe it.”

      “Try.” I could almost picture Jess bouncing in her seat.

      “Okay.” I concentrated. “One minute I was talking to Peter, then the next I felt tingling, and ...”

      “Yes.”

      “... it was in my arms, and then my legs, and although I felt certain I should see something happening in them, I couldn’t. Then I fell, and it was like some kind of ... vision, I guess.”

      “Awesome! What happened in the vision?”

      “The change went through—it really hurt—and I could see it happening. When it finished, I was a wolf. The store had disappeared, I was in a forest, and then an amazing scent wafted—”

      “Was it beef stroganoff?”

      “Jess, I’m pretty certain it was this Sean character, because when I ran toward the smell, I found another wolf and took off with him. I think the wolf was Sean.”

      “Cool. What else happened?”

      “Then I blinked and was back in the store again.”

      “Jem, you are, by far, the weirdest person I know.”

      “I’m the weirdest person I know, too.”

      She laughed. “What the heck did Peter make of it all?”

      “Probably thinks I’m mentally ill, or something.”

      Another laugh travelled the line. “You want my evaluation?”

      “That’s why I rang you.”

      “Okay.” I heard the smile in her tone. “You were a werewolf in a former life—”

      “They’re not real, Jess.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      I looked to the ceiling as I flopped my head back. “They are a myth.”

      “And every myth emerges from truth. Never forget that. Are you interested in my opinions, or not?”

      “Sorry, please continue.”

      “Okay, from what you told me, if your dream recounts are accurate ...”

      “Always,” I said.

      “Then, obviously, at some point, you have been bitten by this Sean within a lifetime. You seemed to think he’d done it before, but you weren’t a werewolf when it happened ... so when he bit you previously, it must have been in yet another lifetime.”

      My head ached. “Huh?”

      Her heavy sigh was audible. “Sean must be your mate, Jem—your soul mate. He travels, just like you, from one life to the next, and somehow you find each other.”

      “How can he be my soul mate? I’m married to Peter.”

      “Peter’s a dick.”

      “Jess ...”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean it.” Her tone told me she had. “Anyway, hang in there. Sean will show his face. I’m sure of it.”

      “How can you know something like that?”

      “I just do.” She ended with such finality, she’d probably have considered it an insult to her personal insight, if I continued to question the absurdity of her ideas. Believing herself a witch in her former life, the act of returning to earth after death seemed perfectly normal to Jess.

      “So ... what should I do? My dreams are driving me to distraction.”

      “Because they mean something to you.”

      I showed the walls another of my eye rolls.

      “Write them down,” she said.

      “Then what?”

      “When you’ve got all your thoughts logged, I’ll take a look at them for you. I could even take them to my dream analyser, if you want.”

      “Dream analyser?”

      “ Yep.”

      “And does she know your medium friend, and the spiritualist ... and the Wiccan, and—”

      “Quit the sarcasm. You asked for my help. This is it.”

      “You’re right. Sorry.”

      “So,” she said, “you’ll write them down?”

      “If you think it will help.”

      “It will. If nothing else, it may straighten it all in your own head.”

      “I’ll give it a go, then.”

      “Good.”

      “So, how are the kids?” I asked.

      With my problems out of the way, we went on for another hour or so, discussing my sister’s family, her cranky ex, her job, what she did at the weekend, until my mind and body relaxed into the comfort of listening to tales of somebody else’s life.

      

      A little after ten on Thursday morning, Poppy and I submerged ourselves in the clothes section of the supermarket. “This is nice,” I said, lifting a blue strapless summer dress.

      Poppy looked over and blinked. “Yes, it is.”

      My eyebrow shot up. “What, you’re not going to criticise?”

      “No, Jem, it’s really nice. You should get it—you could even wear it with your plimsolls.”

      With enough items in Poppy’s trolley to fill the two-foot gap on her hanging rail she’d discovered two days before, we moved from perusing the clothing to the toiletries.

      “What do you think of this?” Poppy waved hair dye at me.

      I stared at her before taking the box and setting it back on the shelf. “You can’t dye your hair.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re hair is beautiful as—”

      Sean!

      My head snapped up and round.

      “Jem, what is it?” Poppy asked.

      I glanced left, right.

      “Jem?”

      Sean!

      I marched to the end of the aisle and searched both ways, expecting to see something, yet not expecting to see anything at the same time. At a bump against my legs from behind, I gave a low yelp, turning to discover who’d interrupted my thoughts.

      An old lady, hair so grey it appeared lilac, stood behind me with her trolley, looking right at me through ridiculously thick glasses. A glance to the left showed plenty of room. She could have gone around if she’d tried. “So sorry,” she said.

      I smiled—kind of. “No worries.” I stepped aside to allow the woman past just as Poppy approached.

      “You looked like you wanted to tear her head off,” she said.

      My attempt to laugh her comment away didn’t sound very convincing.

      We meandered to stationery, where I found a decent writing pad and popped it in my trolley with a couple of pens.

      Poppy glanced up from the celebrity magazine she had her nose in. “What are those for?”

      “I spoke to Jess yesterday. She thinks I should write down my dreams.”

      “Like a story?”

      I smiled. “No.”

      “I think you should make it into a story.” She put the magazine back on the rack. “It’ll make it interesting if you elaborate, spice it up.”

      “I want it to be a record, Poppy.”

      “But writing a story would be a good hobby. You need more stimulation for your mind.”

      “It needs to be accurate.”

      She sighed. “Can I read it when you’ve finished?”

      “If.”

      “Did Jess sound like she believed this wouldn’t end?”

      I shrugged.

      “She has a habit of being right about things. Your sister is even weirder than you.”

      “Thanks for that.”

      Sean!

      With spasmodic glances, I moved to the end of the aisle and turned right to scour the shoppers. Hands on hips, my narrowed eyes took them all in, one by one. Just about to give up again, my knees jolted forward at a collision from behind.

      I grunted an oath, my hands fisting at the annoyance of another assault. When I turned, the same lilac-haired granny peered back. Maybe she had something wrong with her eyesight, or because I’d foregone garish colours for dullness in my attire, she couldn’t see me.

      “So sorry, dear.”

      Blowing out a breath, I forced my fists to unclench. “It’s okay.” I attempted a smile, but the widening of the old lady’s eyes behind her bottle-thick glasses told me I hadn’t succeeded.

      As I moved aside to let the aged nut-job by, Poppy caught me up. She giggled as she whispered, “Breathe, Jem. Deep, slow breaths. If you’re not careful, you may lose your temper.”

      I tried to smile again—yet failed.

      No further events interrupted our shopping, and, within no time, we climbed the stairs to the café. Unlike me, Poppy had the bladder of a camel and, at the top, she headed for the food queue while I ducked into the loos. On re-emergence, Poppy already had a table for us, and I waved before joining the seven-long queue, studying the pre-packed sandwiches as I waited.

      Sean!

      I spun.

      Nothing—other than the striding off rear of a man.

      I stared at his broad build, at his chocolate-brown hair, and instinct—rather than conscious thought—lifted my nose into the air. An alluring, musky aroma filled my nostrils, prompting deeper inhalations. Before I could stop myself, I followed the scent.

      Searching the heads of shoppers on my descent of the stairs, I spotted the flash of dark brown bobbing through the throng. My pulse on overdrive, I jogged down the remaining steps, but a momentary blockage stole the man from my sights. By the time I reached the door, I’d lost him. Even the musky scent had disseminated, but that didn’t stop me glancing wildly about.

      Frustration kicked in when my search revealed nothing, and I had to grit my teeth and rein in my irritation at yet another knee nudge from behind. I turned to my assaulter, glaring as my gaze settled on the same damn lilac-haired granny.

      She nudged me again, like her wrinkled lips were incapable of producing speech. I began to wonder if she had something mentally wrong with her.

      At another nudge, I snapped. “Have you not heard of the words excuse me?”

      Her head shot up as she took a step back.

      “Three times now, three bloody times, you have bashed my legs with your trolley.”

      She glanced about, probably hoping for rescue, before mumbling, “I’m sorry.”

      “You bloody will be.” I almost toppled her trolley as I shoved it out of my path. Re-entering the store, I walked straight into a frowning Poppy.

      “That’s some temper you’ve got in you today.” Taking my arm, she ushered me back toward the café. “Is it almost that time of the month, sweetie?”

      Being such close friends, Poppy would have known I had weeks to go, but I bit back the growl I felt brewing and allowed her a nod. If believing I was hormonal helped Poppy rationalise my behaviour more comfortably, I could allow her that.

      

      Friday, I began to write. It was important to me, I realised, to get the details right, so it took a while before my hand sent the pen across the page and produced words. Focusing on my first dream, I detailed every inch of the forest, as though the images had somehow been laser-etched into my memory. Time flew by, and my pen still flowed when I heard Peter’s car pull up outside. Engrossed in the importance of my recordings, I’d forgotten everything else normally important to me and hadn’t even prepared dinner.

      I ran into the kitchen and hid my writing implements in the cupboard beneath the pouches of microwave rice, as Peter came through the front door. While he paused to remove his boots, I slipped back into the living room, my pulse thrumming at the thought of having to tell him dinner wasn’t done.

      “Good day?” I asked as he entered from the hall.

      His eyes narrowed. “Not bad.”

      I couldn’t blame him for being suspicious. I hadn’t initiated a conversation since the department store incident. “Good ... Good.” I didn’t know what else to say, felt out of practice at conversing with my husband.

      “What’s for dinner? I don’t smell anything.”

      “I fancied a take-away.” I smiled, trying to make it convincing.

      His eyes narrowed further. “But ... it’s Friday,” he said. “We have take-away on Monday.”

      I studied him, as he battled to accept my suggestion.

      “But ... it’s Friday,” he repeated when I didn’t speak.

      I watched the confusion in his eyes. “Is there any reason why we can’t have take-away on a Friday?”

      “Yes, because it isn’t Monday.”

      “Not even if it makes better sense to have it on a Friday?”

      He stared at me like he thought I’d lost the plot. “You really want take-away on Friday instead of Monday?”

      I couldn’t believe how long-winded our conversation had become. After years of not answering back, just accepting his ideas, I never had the opportunity to see how obsessive he could be. “Yes, Peter. What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing, I guess.” He rubbed at his face. “It’s just ... Let me think about it.”

      I stared at him.

      “I’m going for a shower,” he mumbled and disappeared upstairs.

      

      On Saturday, Peter worked. Peter didn’t work on a Saturday unless saving for home improvements. The last time had been for a conservatory, three years previously.

      Peter also worked Sunday. In all our marriage, he’d never worked a Sunday.

      It appeared the distance between us had expanded.
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