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E. Florian Gludovacz

Charlene and I had met the old-fashioned way, through mutual friends rather than online, which apparently is pretty rare these days. I don’t really have an opinion on this, because I’m not very experienced in the dating scene in general. It’s not because of a lack of interest in meeting women, but I’m usually either travelling or too busy with work to socialise much, so it was a welcome surprise when my colleague Bob and his wife Linda introduced us at their dinner party.

Charlene was stunningly beautiful with curly blonde hair and a dazzling smile, and best of all, she really seemed to like me. We made light, bantering conversation and soon discovered that we both shared a keen interest in food. She was a self-admitted foodie who enjoyed cooking elaborate meals and exploring the city’s restaurant scene in search of new and unusual dishes. I confided that I, too, was partial to culinary adventures. One perk of my frequent business trips—I mentioned casually—was the opportunity to sample exotic local cuisines. I told—only slightly—tall tales of Rocky Mountain oysters, chicken tongues braised in mustard sauce, roast camel, and fugu.

That last dish really caught her attention and she was fascinated by the potentially deadly delicacy. I downplayed the poisonous aspect of the puffer fish sashimi and explained that with a properly trained chef, the risk was quite minimal. Although, one did hear about the occasional kitchen accident resulting in a painful death for an unlucky patron. I uttered that last statement in a suitably ominous tone that melded humour and horror in just the right way to not spoil the mood.

At some point during the party Bob drew me aside and informed me that Charlene was single and that according to Laura she was interested in me. By the end of the evening I had had three glasses of wine and thus found sufficient nerve to ask her out on a date; perhaps next Friday? Or whenever would be convenient for her? To my surprise and delight she agreed enthusiastically to go out with me on Friday. However, she stipulated one condition. She would get to pick the restaurant.

That Friday I dressed in my finest casual outfit and caught a ride to the address she had texted me earlier in the day. She had made me promise that I wouldn’t peek online to find out about the restaurant and spoil the surprise. I admit that I was tempted to do just that, but I figured that snooping was no basis for what would hopefully turn into a meaningful relationship.

I got out of the car and found that even though I was five minutes early, Charlene was already waiting in front of the restaurant.

“Hi, Gene! I’m over here!” she waved. “It’s so great to see you!” She greeted me with a very friendly hug.

“Hi, Charlene,” I smiled. “It’s great to see you, too. And you look absolutely stunning.”

And she did. She wore a classic little black dress that accented her figure and set off her mane of hair to great advantage. I felt almost underdressed.

“Thank you,” she replied with genuine pleasure. “Now come on, let’s go inside. I made a reservation. I think you will love this place. It has some of the best exotic cuisine you could ever ask for.”

“So, what do they serve?”

“Oh, it’s a sort of sushi-Asian-fusion type of deal. Everything is super fresh and mostly served raw.”

“Oh, sushi,” I said, somewhat relieved. While I enjoyed exotic dishes every once in a while, I wasn’t nearly as adventurous as I had claimed last week at the dinner party in hopes of impressing her.

“Welcome to Raw Delights,” the hostess greeted us.

“Hi, I reserved a table for two. Name of Charlene.”

“Ah, yes,” she said, flipping through list on the little lectern. “If you would follow me, please?”

The hostess led us through an unassuming space, that was clean and modern, but without the trappings and adornments of many fine dining establishments. I figured it was probably part of the super fresh minimal dining aesthetic they were trying to sell; all focus on the food, rather than the ambience, which wasn’t a problem for me in principle, but I really wouldn’t have minded a more classically romantic setting with candles and dimmed lights.

We arrived at a small table that was set for two. I held Charlene’s chair before taking my own seat.

“Your server will be with you shortly,” the hostess smiled professionally and left us to it.

“Raw Delights, eh?”

“Yes, it’s the hottest, most exciting restaurant in the city right now. All the influencers have been raving about it. And,” she confided. “I researched all the best and most exotic dishes for us. Will you do me a small favour?”

“Sure.” How could I resist her?

“Let me order the menu for tonight and I will walk you through each dish as we eat it.”

“Of course,” I smiled. She was really into food and this dinner date. I had expected to do some entertaining and impressing, but it seemed that she had turned the tables on me and was trying to wow me instead, which was absolutely fine by me.

“Hello, my name is Mario and I’m your server tonight,” the waiter interrupted my thoughts. “Perhaps I could start you off with some drinks?”

“The lady is in charge of tonight’s menu,” I replied and smiled at Charlene.

“Yes, I think we’ll start off with some spiked bubble tea for two.”

“Of course, ma'am.” He left us to fetch the drinks.

“It’s one of their specialities,” she confided. “Have you ever had it before?”

“Bubble tea? Yes, of course. I’ve even tried golden boba a while back.”

“Well, this is different, and not because the tea is spiked. You’ll see.” She picked up a menu and flipped it open to the first page, extracting the order sheet and a pencil. “I can just fill out the order on this form and they will bring everything in the correct order. That way it will be more of a surprise for you and I get to tell you all about each dish.”

“You really put a lot of energy into planning our date,” I said admiringly.

“I enjoy the planning. And it’s so rare to meet somebody who appreciates food like I do, not to mention that you’re cute.” She said with a teasing grin.

I was saved from embarrassing myself by Mario who had returned just in time with the drinks. The glasses were filled with milky orange liquid with layers of dark pearls resting at the bottom of the glass.

“Cheers!”

We touched glasses, moved the thick straws around the rim and took an experimental draught. The tea was flavourful and the alcohol packed a punch. I couldn’t quite place the flavour but was distracted by the small balls travelling up the straw and into my mouth. I bit down and was rewarded by a strong salty flavour that was unfamiliar. I chewed and swallowed in astonishment.

“Wow! That’s interesting! This boba is different. There’s a lot of flavour,” I remarked. “Usually tapioca pearls don’t really taste like much at all.”

“That’s because it isn’t boba,” she replied delightedly. “They use fresh tadpoles instead. Isn't it wonderful?”

“I guess so,” I replied. Shocked by what I had just ingested, I tried covering my confusion and disgust at the thought of slurping up tadpoles. “And what do they use to spike the tea with?”

“Snake vodka.”

“Right.” Of course they would use something like that to go with the tadpoles.

“I’ll quickly fill out the menu, while we enjoy our drinks.”

I watched as she ticked little boxes on the form. It was upside-down so I couldn’t read the names of the dishes clearly. I looked at my glass, suppressed a shudder and took another sip. I could have done without knowing the ingredients, but I had to admit that it wasn’t bad. The salty crunchiness of the tadpoles contrasted nicely with the earthy flavours of the vodka. I began to feel the effects of the drink on my empty stomach and had to force myself to slow down. While I was preoccupied, Mario came to pick up the order sheet and left again.

Charlene sipped her own drink and smiled at me.

“I ordered a variety of dishes. I hope you’ll like what I picked.”

“I’m sure I will,” I said. It was a pleasure to see her so happy.

We lost ourselves in small talk and affectionate glances until the appetiser arrived.

“Here we have the..."

“No! Don’t say it!” Charlene interrupted the waiter. “I selected a surprise menu and I want to reveal each dish as we eat.”

“Very well. Please enjoy.”

I looked at the plate that sat between us. It held thin strips of what looked like some kind of meat, or perhaps tuna sashimi. That didn’t sound too bad. After all, I had eaten sushi and steak tartare before. I took my chopsticks and picked up a slice off the bed of shredded radish and put it into my mouth. I chewed slowly. The texture was unexpectedly firm and chewy and I identified the slice as some kind of raw meat.

“What is it?” I asked around the morsel that was refusing to yield to my teeth.

“It’s goat tongue sashimi. Isn’t it amazing?” she replied around her own mouthful of tongue.

“Absolutely,” I replied weakly and took a long draught on my tea to wash the mess down. The mouthfeel literally was like chewing one’s own tongue, perhaps after a visit to the dentist that involved some strong anaesthesia.

We chomped, chewed, and masticated our way through the unappetising appetiser and by the time the next course arrived I ordered another tadpole tea with an extra shot of snake vodka.

“I can tell that you are enjoying dinner,” Charlene said happily.

I nodded, not quite trusting my voice. I took one of the temaki Mario had delivered. The hand-rolls looked deliciously tempting after the previous course. Dark pearls spilled out of the top of the seaweed cones. I bit into the roll with relish and felt the little bubbles burst between my teeth, releasing a strong and distinctive flavour.

“This is nice,” I said truthfully. “What is it? Some kind of fish roe?”

“No, it’s something much better and more exotic than that. We are eating fresh chinchilla eyeballs. Don’t you love that little pop as they burst in your mouth?”

“Yup,” I managed before gulping down more tea.

Charlene was seriously enjoying herself, tasting each bite with gusto, while I was attempting to keep my stomach from revolting at the things I was exposing it to.

“You’ll love the next dish. It’s a house specialty. It’s their take on takowasa, but as a main dish instead of a snack.”

“I see,” I was wracking my brain and finally came up with an image to go with the name; chopped octopus in a wasabi sauce. That was more promising. I have had it before and while it is an acquired taste, it isn’t bad, provided one doesn’t mind wasabi. “That sounds lovely.”

Mario arrived with a covered platter. He placed it on the table and lifted the cover with a flourish, exposing a bowl filled with small writhing octopi. They were covered in a slimy, green-tinged sauce that clung to their tentacles in oozing streaks.

“It’s inspired by Korean San-nakji, which is as fresh as it usually gets, but the seasoning is all takowasa,” Charlene informed me happily. “Of course, they don’t cut the octopus up before serving the dish. It’s the freshest way of serving octopus that I have ever heard of.”

I felt like screaming, but I had come this far and wasn’t about to call a stop to our dinner this close to the conclusion of the meal.

I tried picking up a small octopus and it wrapped its tentacles around my chopsticks as if it wanted to escape the bowl. And I don’t know for sure, but perhaps it did? Aren’t octopi supposed to be very intelligent? But I doubted that this one would be happy with its fate outside the confines of the bowl. I steeled myself and stuffed the writhing cephalopod into my mouth and bit down before I could change my mind. I felt the tentacles tickling the insides of my cheeks, sensed the little suckers clinging to my teeth and heard the crunch as I squashed its little beak between my molars. I swallowed hard and followed up with the rest of my tea. I felt the tickling sensation of the tentacles running down my oesophagus, until the feeling was replaced by a bouncing inside my stomach that lasted until the tentacles dissolved in my stomach’s acid. At the same time, my tongue burned from the wasabi and my eyes watered. I couldn’t say whether it was from the condiment’s heat or the mix of emotions I was experiencing.

“That was delicious,” she announced. “And now we are ready for dessert.”

Two small bowls of a purple gelatinous mass arrived at our table.

I steeled myself, gripped my spoon, and cut off the smallest piece I could manage. I put it into my mouth suspiciously, bracing for the worst and let it sit on my tongue for a moment. Suddenly, I was hit with the most exquisite set of flavours I had ever experienced! It was a sweet, savoury, perfectly smooth and elegant sensation that made me smile even as the morsel dissolved on my tongue.

“This is amazing!” I exclaimed in pure wonder.

I spooned up another bit and stuck it into my mouth. It was absolutely delicious! At this point I would have forgiven Charlene another ten courses of her disgusting menu. I was in heaven and this dessert was pure bliss. All too soon I was finished with my portion and found myself noisily scraping the last remaining traces of dessert out of the bowl.

“This dessert was delicious! What was it?” I asked, throwing caution to the wind. I couldn’t imagine that knowing what I had eaten could possibly spoil my bliss.

“It’s a rare type of jellyfish. I don’t even know how to pronounce the name.”

“It doesn’t matter! It’s absolutely delightful. The way it just melts in your mouth.”

“Yes, it’s a once in a lifetime experience.”

I smiled, feeling a gentle, warm sensation run through my body. I was absolutely content. Somehow the dessert had made everything perfect.

“I think we should come back next time and have some more dessert.”

“No, it really is a once in a lifetime experience. Even now, as we speak and digest our dinner, the dessert is digesting us. I think we should pay the bill, go to my place, and enjoy the rest of our date before we dissolve into puddles of goo!”




E. Florian Gludovacz

has been a writer, musician, and artist since his teens. He was born in Austria and grew up living in different parts of Europe (Germany, France, the UK, and Austria). He currently resides in rural Southern California with his wife and their mixed Great Pyrenean Mountain Dog.
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Cedric Bell

“No thanks. I couldn’t have another bite.”

Those words make me salivate like a dog at a bell. Unfortunately, the washer’s been running since the old man who said it sat down, so I haven’t heard what he’s ordered or what question he’s answering. Annette’s been driving everyone to push the chocolate pie lately, so it could’ve been about being asked if he wanted dessert, which, at eleven AM, of course he wouldn’t. In that case, I’d be SOL, but if he hasn’t finished his food...

God, I hope he ordered the eggs benny.

The door swings open beside me. Lauren is leaning over the garbage with a plate, fork poised to scrape the leftovers into the trash when I swoop in and take it out of her hands. 

“Don’t worry about that, I got it,” I say in a hurry.

Lauren takes a shocked step back like she’d forgotten people work back here. “Oh. You sure?”

I wave her off. “You’re busier than I am. I don’t mind.”

There was one truth and one lie in what I just said, and we both know which is which. Lauren eyes the tower of plates in the sink beside me. “If you say so. Hey, if doing my job for me is your way of hitting on me, then keep it up. It might work.”

I give her a coy smile as the door swings closed behind her. Yeah right. Don't get me wrong, Lauren’s cute, and nice enough I guess, but I don’t see it working out. First dates usually involve paying for things, which I’m not a fan of, and any date after that would risk her asking to see my place, which would be the start of a very long, awkward conversation I don’t wanna have. Also, right now I’m being masked by the smell of soap and sanitizer, which is the only thing that’s making me bearable to be around. I doubt she’d want our first date to be here.

Still, it’d be nice to have someone other than myself to talk to for a change.

My attention turns to the plate in front of me. I could kiss that old man getting up from his table on the mouth right now, if only to get whatever remnants of hollandaise sauce are left on his lips. He ate both of the eggs, but he left a third of an English muffin and the ham sitting on it alone with enough leftover sauce and yolks on the plate to dip them in.

Nevermind. I hate that guy. What kind of animal picks up eggs benedict and eats it like a sandwich? We gave him a fork and knife for a reason, but still, I see jagged teeth marks on the edge of the English muffin. 

I look around the back of the kitchen to make sure no one’s watching. Cory’s on line-duty right now, and Annette is in her office, so I cut away the edge piece of the English muffin and eat the rest, using it to soak up as much of the liquid on the plate as I can. Disturbing thoughts about that old guy’s spittle aside? It’s heavenly.

“Busy today, huh?”

Cory has a bad habit of talking to me before even entering the dish pit, which means that half the time I don’t hear a word he says. Not that I mind, because I never care to hear what he has to say, but if I did, it would be annoying. He also has a bad habit of not calling out when he’s coming through a door or around a corner, which for a line cook who’s constantly carrying knives is an arguably worse habit.

The line door swings open, after Cory already started talking of course, which gives me a chance to wipe the yellow stains off my mouth onto my apron.

“Yeah, well, wait until the brunch rush is over,” I say. “It’ll slow down after two.”

It always does. And I’m betting my shift is gonna get cut early like it usually does too.”

“Yeah, probably.” Cory stands in the doorway, and for a second I’m worried he wants to keep talking. The dish pit is beside the counters in the back, so I’ve already had enough of him from this morning when he should have been doing prep work. Luckily, he turns and makes for the back door, because I don’t feel up to disproving everything he says again. “I’m taking a cigarette break.”

You learn a lot about people from the subtleties in the way they talk. Cory, for instance, always specifies that he’s taking a cigarette break, not a smoke break, because he’s a liar. 

Nobody who’s smoking cigarettes says that’s what they’re doing, they just say they’re going for a smoke. Cory gets needlessly pedantic to cover for how red his eyes are when he comes back in. 

“Don’t get mauled,” I call after him. 

Not that there’s any danger of that happening for about eight more hours.

***
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Turns out my shift getting cut early was a good thing.

Not that I felt that way at the time. I was supposed to work until four, but things slowed down so much that by one, Annette thought it best to send me home early. I thought it best I make more than the cost of my bus fare for the day, but Annette wasn’t really asking, and getting fired would mean that I wouldn’t get my tips at the end of the week. So I kept my mouth shut and left anyway.

I get back to my apartment just in time to see the building’s handyman tossing everything I own out of my apartment in hefty bags. As soon as I open my mouth to protest, he raises a silencing hand and tells me to take it up with the landlord.

Vince. Goddamn Vince. I’ve explained to him about a dozen times that I get tipped out two days after rent is due, and every time he’s bitched and moaned about it, but he’s waited the extra week for me to pay him.

His door opens with a lurch. “Can I help you—” he stops when he sees who’s at his door and straightens up. “Oh, it’s you. Guess I can’t.”

I throw my hands up. “You couldn’t wait a week?”

“No, actually, I couldn’t. There are plenty of other people out there who would be happy to pay their keep, and on time.”

More than their keep, I’m betting. He can raise the rent a lot more if a new tenant is moving in than if an old tenant were staying. I sigh. I really don’t want to have to say this, but... “Look, however much you’re upping the rent, I’ll add it to what I owe next week.”

He considers me warily.

“Please. I’ve got nowhere else to go.”

He considers me warily, again. “Fine.”

Oh, thank god—

“But you don’t get back in that apartment until you pay what you owe.”

“What? Where am I supposed to stay in the meantime?” 

He shrugs. “Family, friends, I don’t care, but I’m not going through the trouble of tossing all your stuff out again if you can’t scrape it together.”

Vince doesn’t so much as give me a friendly ‘get out’ before the door is slammed in my face. He’s an ass, but to be honest, I don’t know if any other landlords would be giving me this much leeway. All I’ve got to do is make it till Friday and I’ve got my place back, but... where am I going to stay until then?

***
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Wreckless auto yard. That’s where I’m going to stay, I guess.

I landed on that decision based on a few things. For one, it’s less dangerous than the parks. Being anywhere alone at night is asking for trouble, especially somewhere so natural. For another, all of the temporary shelters are at capacity, and probably will be for a long time because of the aforementioned risk of being alone at night. And a hotel’s out of the question. I’m lucky I got kicked out during the summer.

But mostly?

The gate was open when I walked by. And the sun’s getting low.

There’s an old Caddy El Dorado at the corner of the lot, boxed in by a maze of stacked and crushed cars. Looks like they haven’t bothered to crush this one because of the soft top, or maybe because it could still sell for a bit of cash, even in its beat up state. It’s the only car whose window doesn’t look like a rusty metal maw to crawl into, so I decide it’ll have to do.

I reach my arm through the open window, unlock the door, and swing it wide open to fit all my stuff inside. That done, I turn the backseat into a makeshift bed. All in all, it looks kind of cozy. I’m about to crawl in when I hear low growling coming from behind me.

Before even turning to see what was growling, I looked to the sky to see what time it is. The sinking sun casts a hazy purple over the sky. It’s late, but not late enough for that yet. I turn. 

It’s a dog. Just a dog, its golden coat frizzy and covered in motor oil. I breathe a sigh of relief that makes the growl coming from its throat drop an octave. Okay, so maybe I’m not out of the woods yet, but this could be worse. He sniffs toward the car, and then returns his lowered head to me.

Realizing what he wants, I tentatively open the door and untie the garbage bag on the passenger seat. The first thing I manage to fish out is a hard-boiled egg, and I roll it across the dusty ground to the mutt.

Is it dumb to feed the miscreant dog and teach it that aggression works? Sure, maybe. But there’s something in the mutt’s face that I recognize, and I can’t help but feel for him. He hasn’t done anything wrong. He’s just hungry. 

After cracking through the eggshell and snifting through for everything worthwhile, the dog looks back up. I’ve already closed the car door to show him that the food source is cut off, and he doesn’t seem to be starving enough to get aggressive again. He looks at the darkening sky and skulks off to whatever part of the junkyard he calls home.

I’d better call it a night, too.

***
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It’s early morning when I wake up to the sound of howling. 

And it’s goddamn close, too.

I look around the interior of the car for something, anything I can use to defend myself if it comes to that. There’s no silver in that I can see. I dig through the trash bags serving as my drawers and find a steak knife. It’s the only piece of cutlery I took from my parents, and the only piece of silver they owned. I hold it close to my chest and scoot to the end of my seat mattress.

That was not the sound of a dog howling.

***
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Didn’t end up getting any sleep after that, but it’s just as well. It was early morning when the howling woke me up, and I only had to wait a few hours before the sun came up again. When I pop the passenger side door open and crawl out, I’m surprised to see the dog lying in the dirt beside my car, panting. 

I toss him another hard-boiled egg and leave the gate.

The pitter-patter of nails on concrete behind me makes me stop and turn.

“You can’t follow me to work, bud.”

He stares up at me uncomprehendingly. I point vigorously back at the yard, and he tilts his head, then trots back. He must’ve been a domestic dog at some point before he wound up on the street. However that happened, I doubt his story is much different from mine.

When I get to work, I beeline for the bathroom and strip down to my underwear. No matter how much water I splash on myself from the sink, though, I can’t seem to get that junkyard smell off of me. 

The first thing Cory says to me when I clock in isn’t ‘hello’ or ‘how are you’ or ‘good morning’, but instead, “I heard one of those broadcasts again last night.”

I drop the cutting board I was sanitizing back into the sink. “What?”

“You know, those broadcasts that the government loops at night to keep people on edge. The howling and stuff.”

Sometimes I wonder if Cory’s paranoid conspiracy theories come from the drugs, or if he uses the drugs to cope with the paranoid conspiracy theories. “That has to be the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Don’t tell me you actually believe that crap. You’re better off saying Bigfoot is real.”

“Bigfoot isn’t real.”

“And Wulfs are?”

Verifiably, actually. But I know that nothing I say is going to convince him, so I turn and start racking some dishes. Now that I’ve gotten him going, though, he isn’t going to back down.

“I mean, you ever noticed that it’s only people the government has no interest in keeping around that get bit? You don’t see any politicians or actors turning.”

Because they have houses and security to prevent that from happening. Because they don’t have to go out on the streets at night unless they want to. And on the rare occasions that they do get bitten, they’re able to afford the wolfsbane treatments that keep it at bay. But again, I’m not going to say any of that.

Cory continues his one-sided debate. “And you really expect me to believe that like, birds and squirrels and shit can’t catch it?”

“Birds and squirrels don’t usually survive dog bites.”

“But aren’t our immune systems different from animals?”

I’m about to explain how mad cow disease works when Annette calls me into her office. Thankful for the excuse to get away from Cory I slip into her office to see her poring over a bunch of schedules on her desk.

“How do you feel about getting some more hours?”

“Never say no,” I say, trying to hide my desperation.

Annette smiles. “Good. I’m thinking about shifting us over to a twenty-four-hour model to stir up some new business starting Friday, and we need someone to do the night shifts. It’s gonna be a pain to get night work permits and all, but it means your hours won't get cut.”

I’m about to object that nobody is going to come here at night, but I wisely shut my mouth. As dangerous as it is, and as little business as a seventies-themed diner is going to get from the night owl crowd, I need the extra money. More hours mean more hourly pay, and that nets me a bigger percentage of tip out every month. I can’t say no.

So I don’t.

***
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The dog is waiting for me beside the car when I get back. I used to wonder how it was that most homeless people I cross on the street have loyal dogs following them around everywhere, and I think I get it now. Even without enough resources to share between the two of us, it’s really not about that. It’s a kind of dependence. Loyalty. Familiarity. 

And I’m definitely familiar with the growling I hear from his stomach.

“Hungry buddy?” I ask while opening the passenger door. “Me too.”

I open my fridge/garbage bag and take stock of what I have. At this point most of the food that needed to be refrigerated is going bad. The milk is already spoiled, but the hard-boiled eggs seem fine for now, so I toss some to the dog, keep some for myself, and stash some leftovers in the bag. Apart from that, the rest is all dry food. All I have to my name is a couple of packs of ramen, my bus card, and a hundred and eleven dollars in my bank account. Should be enough to last me until Friday.

Hopefully.

The dog and I peel our eggs and have dinner together while the sun goes down. If he’s going to keep hanging around me, I figure he needs a name. “How about...” I’m not feeling very creative today, so I look around and let my mind grab the first thing it sees. “Auto? How’s that sound?”

Auto wags his tail, but it could just be that he’s finishing the last of his food. He digs his nose into the ground to catch any remnants and looks up at me.

“Still hungry, huh? Sorry buddy, but that’s it. For you and me both.” I raise my hands with my palms out to show him that there’s nothing left.

Auto looks up at the sky and whines. It’s already darker than it was last night when I turned in, and I think he can tell too. He scampers off around the corner to his part of the yard, and I slide off the hood El Dorado and yawn. Backseats aren’t the comfiest thing in the world, but it beats—

Whining pierces the air, pained and desperate this time. Oh, Christ. That howling last night was loud, possibly close. If that Wulf found its way in here and decided to wait, neither Auto nor me are surviving the night. Looking up at the moon, I see that it’s about that time again.

The funny, or maybe sad thing about the ‘full moon’ myth is that technically the moon’s always full, we just can’t see it all because it’s not illuminated. But shoving something in the dark and ignoring it doesn’t mean it’s not there.

I grab a jagged metal pipe from between two mashed cars and jog to where I last saw Auto. If there really is a Wulf attacking him, and it sounds like there is, then all I’m doing right now is getting myself killed. But I can’t fall asleep around the corner and condemn that poor dog to a fate like that.

It’s waiting for me when I round the corner.

It’s crouching like a gargoyle with its front claws between its back legs, sitting in a pool of blood. Its eyes are bloodshot and wild, lips curled up to reveal three rows of jagged teeth. Auto, or his remains, are nowhere to be seen, but the Wulf is waiting for me nonetheless. 

I react fast enough to bat its talons away with the pipe when it lunges at me, but the force behind its strike knocks the weapon from my hands. I turn and sprint back to the car, pushing my body harder than I ever have to get back, to get away. 

I dive into the car and shut the passenger door just in time for it to barrel into it and shake the entire car. The dent it leaves is worse than if I’d gotten T-boned. It slams against the door a few more times, and then I can hear it scampering away.

God. Oh god. 

I chuckle lightly at first, really just expelling air more than anything. This builds into all-consuming, body-heaving laughter. I got away. I did it. The adrenaline leaving my head makes me feel high as I tilt my head up in a tearful, roaring victory.

That’s when I see the soft top of the El Dorado being split in half.

Glinting teeth dive through the roof of the car and sink into my shoulder. I scream and try to pull away, which only makes the Wulf bite down harder. It shakes its head wildly like a dog with a chew toy, and my face is slammed into the passenger window. One hand flies instinctively to the Wulf’s head to hit, poke, pry, prod, anything to make the pain stop, while the other scrambles around the seat to find a weapon.

My right hand closes around the handle of a knife. I bring it up and jam it as hard as I can into the gaping maw, feeling the blade scrape against teeth as it pierces the Wulf’s jowls. Its mouth lights on fire, making it screech and retract its head from the soft top, taking my knife with it but leaving one of its dislodged teeth.

I lie down as low as I can on the floor of the passenger seat in case it comes back, gripping my shoulder. It bit me. It actually bit me. The wound is deep and jagged, and probably hit who knows how many veins. All I can think in my lightheaded high is; good. 

Hopefully, I bleed out before it heals itself.

***
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No one is born hungry; we’re made that way.

We get all the nutrients we need until the umbilical cord is cut, and then the hunger sets in.

My parents always struggled to put food on the table. 

Especially after Mom got bitten.

She chained herself in the basement every night, but couldn’t work during the day.

Eventually, she gnawed her own arm off to get loose.

That endless hunger ate her from the inside out until she ate Dad from the outside in.

I called the dogcatchers and hid.

The reward money put me up in an apartment and paid for a meal at Annette’s Diner.

I filled out a job application while I was there.

No one is born hungry.

We’re made that way.

***
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It’s weird to be disappointed that I didn’t bleed to death.

Half an hour after the bite I floated away on the thick, inky blackness that took over my vision, and I really thought that was it. No more pain, no more struggle, just a comforting numbness and sleep. Everything that happened last night could have been a bad dream for as distant as it felt. 

It would’ve been a peaceful end, all things considered.

Instead I’m waking up to the sun glaring through my window and a rumble in my stomach. I groggily pull myself up by the headrests and let my head loll between the seats. My head is pounding and the sun feels brighter somehow. Is it too much to hope that I got debilitatingly drunk last night and imagined everything?

The cracked passenger window, the dented door, and the ripped roof would suggest otherwise. I put a hand over my right shoulder and roll it, feeling every tendon and groove for something that isn’t there. There should be a dozen or so tooth marks there, but instead it’s the only part of my body that doesn’t feel like shit right now.

The rumbling in my stomach grows more insistent. I lean over my fridge bag and tear through it. I feel like I’m going to be sick if I don’t get something in my stomach right this second. I rip through the plastic of a ramen packet with my teeth and devour it raw. Same with the salty soup packet that came with it.

Barking interrupts my frenzied breakfast.

I look up and see Auto standing in front of the car, looking up at me expectantly.

I slither into the passenger seat and out the door, practically crawling on my hands and knees to greet him. “Auto! You’re still alive!’ I put both hands over his head and scratch him vigorously. Even if everything else has gone to shit, at least I can count on him to...

To... be missing a tooth.

There’s a discolored patch on the side of his muzzle that spreads all the way to the inside of his mouth, right up to where he’s missing a canine. I crawl backwards until I hit the car, and he chases. His mouth opens. 

He licks my face without a care in the world, like he doesn’t remember brutalizing me last night. Because he probably doesn’t, and there are soup crystals around my mouth, so why would he care? 

I use the hood of the car to pull myself to my feet and back away from him. “You...” I point my finger at him and he backs up on his haunches, “You... bad! You bad, bad dog! Godamnit, what did you do to me! What did you...”

Auto tilts his head with a startled look on his face. His tail lowers. My earlier theory about him being a domestic dog at one point was right, because he knows what those words mean, he just doesn’t get why I’m saying them.

Continuing to chew him out would be pointless and cruel. I drop to my knees, kicking up a cloud of dust. It’s over. I’m screwed. Auto walks up to me apprehensively and starts licking my face again.

“I’m gonna be late for work.”

***

[image: ]


While the washer is running, I think about my options,

I barely have the funds to keep myself alive at the best of times, so wolfsbane treatments are out of the question. That stuff has to be taken about as often as insulin and is three times as expensive.

Apart from that, though, there are no known ways to stave off the transformations, and starting tonight, those are gonna make up my entire nightlife. I've seen firsthand that shackles and chains won’t work. If I reinforce the roof of the car, then maybe I can keep myself contained, but I doubt it. And what about when I get my apartment back? My flimsy door and a couple of inches of drywall aren’t going to be enough to keep me from getting out. This is going to be every night for the rest of my life now. 

At least until the dogcatchers come around.

The constant fatigue is going to be a problem too. Annette was already pissed that I was late this morning, and I don’t think I’m going to be any more punctual after a week straight of not sleeping at night. The one thing a Wulf bite doesn’t heal is drooping eyelids. Or hunger.

I can hear the clanging dishes Lauren is bringing back on a tray before she even comes into the kitchen. The first thing on her tray is a half-finished bowl of tomato soup, and I take it in both hands while she asks, “Hey, would you mind dumping this down the—”

I down the soup in two bobs of my throat. It’s still not enough.

Lauren stares at me with wide, disgusted eyes, and I don’t blame her. I didn’t even have time to wash off in the sink this morning, so not only am I acting like a starving mutt, but I probably look and smell like one too. Our staring contest goes on for an uncomfortably long time.

Someone has to say something. “I... lost a bet to Cory.”

“Hell of a punishment,” she says warily, “the guy who ordered that sounded like he had a cold.”

That’s the least of my worries right now. Lauren scrapes off the rest of her dishes into the trash, and I think about asking her to leave them with me again, but at this point, I don’t think she’d trust me with food scraps. If I start devouring other people's scraps right in front of her, which I really, really want to, she’ll for sure know I’ve been bitten.

Everyone learns the warning signs for Wulves in some way or another. First aid courses teach them alongside the symptoms of an overdose, schools teach them at the same time as stranger danger, and posters are stapled to notice boards and light posts. Fast healing, aversion to silver, and voracious appetites are all massive tip-offs that someone’s been bitten.

Maybe I could snag some food off the prep counter in front of Cory since he doesn’t believe in any of this.

Fwoosh.

I feel it before I see it. The tip of my finger feels like it just got bitten by a snake. My finger catches fire like the wick of a candle, and I dunk it into the sink to stop the burning, seething between my teeth. All I did was touch the handle of a fork to load it in the washer. 

Of course, the diner uses actual silverware instead of stainless steel. I should’ve remembered. Annette brags about it constantly, even though it’s more expensive, less hygienic, and harder to clean. But at least it fits the 70’s diner aesthetic. And occasionally lights the employees on fire.

I examine my finger under the water. There’s a small discolored patch under my fingernail, but nothing anyone would notice unless they were really looking for it. What am I gonna do? Touching cutlery is kind of my entire job here.

There were no witnesses. I can tell because Lauren left, I can hear Annette in the office counting cash, and I can smell the weed under Cory’s breath out on the line. It occurs to me that my senses being this strung out isn’t normal.

I slip a pair of plastic gloves on and tap a fork. Nothing. It’s enough of a barrier to last me for now at least, but god forbid one of them ever tears. 

Just have to make it to Friday. I can figure something out from there.

***
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Auto is waiting by the car when I step off the bus. 

The entire way here I’ve been thinking about packing up and taking off, and I don’t know if that’s instinct or better judgment. The thing about Wulves is that they have no sense of camaraderie. They’re fiercely territorial and are just as likely to attack each other as they are some poor innocent. 

The problem is that there’s nowhere else for me to go. Even if I broke into my apartment, it wouldn’t be able to contain me for the night. Emergency shelters are off the table, and so is anywhere else I might be likely to run into people. The guilt of knowing I could get someone hurt, at least for now, is stronger than my will to survive. At least in my car, in the junkyard, I’ll be somewhat contained.

But Auto’s here.

I thought about taking him with me on the bus and leaving him at a park or on the streets, but that runs me up against the same problem: what if he hurts someone? I don’t have time to get him outside of city limits, and even then, the chance that he finds a hiker or campers somewhere out there is too much to think about.

Once the fence is closed behind me, I kneel and call him over. “Come here, bud.”

Auto comes running, tail wagging. I scratch behind his ears, hearing his stomach growling almost as badly as my own. Honestly, the thought of eating him has crossed my mind at this point. I’m not that desperate yet, but I can already feel my body eating itself and replacing the missing parts just as quickly.

Which means that Auto has also thought about eating me. The fact that he’s still this well behaved, even starving, says a lot. I lead him to the El Dorado and open the passenger seat. The garbage bag holding all my food is light, lighter still when I dump it out on the ground. Auto chases after the last of the hard-boiled eggs that are rolling across the ground while I sit on the edge of the seat,  tearing into a packet of dry oatmeal.

The sun sets behind the junkyard as we gorge ourselves on all the food I have left. While we eat dinner, I daydream. That I actually own this car. That we’re sitting in a real lot instead of a junkyard. That there’ll be more food once we’re done with this. That I can afford enough wolfsbane to keep me and Auto in check, living out in the middle of the woods somewhere.

Purple tendrils curl across the sky as Auto skulks back to the broken-down car, stepping through a rusty puddle on the way back. He’s sifted through everything on the ground, and I’ve eaten all the dry food. There’s nothing left.

He isn’t a territorial dog. I’m not a territorial person. Even on the constant brink of starvation, both of us have enough to share and enough kindness to share it. But come nightfall, that changes.

All this is to say that only one of us will be here in the morning.

“For what it’s worth,” I say, scratching him behind the ears, “I really hope it’s you.”

***
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It wasn’t him.

***

[image: ]


In the next room, Lauren is swiping through her phone, showing a customer pictures of her dog wearing boots. Even with the dishwasher running at max capacity, I can hear their conversation across the building. On her way out, the customer sets three crinkly bills on the table.

I can’t hear how much they’re worth, but from the way Lauren is thanking her over and over, I’m guessing it’s a lot. Lauren’s apron ruffles as she stuffs the money into it, and she walks this way. She enters the kitchen, grabs herself a glass of water, and leaves.

All without putting the money in the tip jar.

How long has she been pocketing tip money? Say she’s been doing this once a day, and conservatively guessing that the tip is about ten bucks... Christ. That’s hundreds, maybe a thousand dollars, since I started working here. Maybe enough for me to have kept my apartment.

Livid, I make up a plan to get her attention.

Lauren comes marching in twenty minutes later and dumps a plate in the sink. “Think you missed that plate, it was still dirty.”

“So’s your apron.”

Lauren stops in her tracks and looks down at herself. “I don’t see anything.”

“Really? Because I bet if we throw it into the wash, it’ll knock some money loose.”

The color drains from her face. “What are you talking about?”

I throw up my arms. “What do you think? Any tips you get are supposed to go in the jar so they can be divided out.”

Her eyebrows furrow. “And how would you know if I even got any tips?”

To distract both of us from my growling stomach, I lean over the sink and start scrubbing plates. “That’s not the problem here.”

“No, the problem is that you feel entitled to the tips they’re giving me. I earned them.”

“Yeah? See how many tips you get when you’re serving food on dirty plates.”

Lauren folds her arms. “Look, it’s rough out there. My wages don’t even cover my rent so,”

I slam the plate into the bottom of the sink so hard it shatters. Lauren jumps, and I point an accusing finger at her. “Don’t even start with me on that. You want to steal, don’t take it out of my pocket!”

Lauren looks at my finger with wide eyes. “You’re bleeding.”

I clasp my free hand around the bleeding one. I don’t know if she’s looking like that because she’s startled or because she saw it healing, but I can already feel the wound on my palm closing. “I’m grabbing a band-aid,” I say as I hurry over to the first aid kit.

Not that there’s much point. By the time I undo the clasp and bandage my palm, it’s already scarred over. Soon that’ll be gone too. This is mostly to block anyone else from seeing it. While I’m hanging the first aid kit back on the hook, I hear Lauren talking to Annette.

Shit.

I rush into the office to get ahead of her, but it’s too late. She’s already told Annette her side of the story, which conveniently doesn’t include her pocketing tip money. Annette starts laying into me, and Lauren smugly leaves the office. Neither of them suspects I’ve been bit, but it doesn’t matter. Nothing I say is enough to convince Annette.

“Your behaviour lately has been downright erratic. You show up late smelling like a dump, you shower in the bathroom sink, eat customers' leftovers, which is a violation of about a dozen health codes, and now you’re intentionally smashing company property? With our twenty-four-hour policies going in tonight?”

“Look, I’m sorry, but something needs to change around here. I mean, Cory is constantly telling me that the disease that killed my parents is a hoax, Lauren is stealing tips I need to stay housed, and— ”

“You’re right, something does need to change.” Annette waves a silencing hand at me. Finally. “You’re fired.”

I... she can’t do this, can she? This job is all I have left. I was supposed to be getting more hours soon, too. Hours at night, which I’m only now realizing would be a massive problem for me. Scraping dishes would be really hard while I’m flying into a voracious, homicidal rage. God, I was screwed no matter what. I should have just turned myself in to the dog catchers the second I got bitten. 

Maybe I ought to take this on the cuff, but part of me still wants to beg for my job back. It takes everything I have to nod, tears biting at the sides of my eyes as I watch my one lifeline float away.

I turn to leave.

“Wait,” Annette says under her breath.

I turn, ready to drop to both knees to thank her, when she holds out a twenty-dollar bill.

“Your tips. Technically, I don’t even have to give you this now, but I’d be remiss not to.”

Twenty dollars. 

That’s all the tips she’s claiming I made over the past two weeks, when I know for a fact that Lauren made more than that off of one table. This isn’t enough to get my apartment back. This wouldn’t even be enough to stock the fridge in my apartment with food for a day. Before, I was fine with not getting paid a living wage, or even minimum wage, because I thought the tips would make up for that. 

But no amount can fix this now. No amount can fix me.

I snatch the twenty from her hand and crumple it into my pocket.

***
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There’s a dogcatcher van outside the junkyard.

I step off the bus and watch two goons in body armor step out of the van, weapons stowed behind their backs. Their Kevlar vests are lined with silver spikes, and I know for a fact that their guns are loaded with silver bullets. There’s a mustached man wearing overalls guiding them into the yard.

Leaning against a storefront on the other side of the street, I listen to their conversation as they walk to the El Dorado.

“You’re sure this is where you heard it?” The larger of the two goons asks.

The mustached man nods. “I heard two of em’ last night. Sounded like a vicious fight, squealing and hollering and all that.”

“Looks like there was a squatter here too.” The smaller one says. “See here, empty bags of food, torn roof, general mess. Definitely looks like a Wulf.”

“How can anyone live like this? Filthy.” The bigger one chimes in.

Now’s my chance. I could waltz right in there, tell them what I am, and be done with everything. I tried my best, and it wasn’t enough. No shame in that, right? Except I know that’s not true. It’s like the bigger one said. I was clinging to scraps, and now even that’s been taken from me. I don’t even have the junkyard anymore.

So why am I still clinging? Why am I still so desperate to survive when there’s nothing left for me but hunger?

A gust of wind carries the answer to that question on the wind. I stumble down the sidewalk until I found the source, a hot dog stand on the corner of a parking lot. There’s a poster plastered to the stand that reads ‘Dog Eat Dog!’ in big letters with a picture of a golden retriever jumping for a hot dog.

And it gives me an idea.

***
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The bell above the front door of Annette’s Diner chimes as I walk in.

The first one to see me is Lauren. She’s about to turn on her heel and get Annette when I raise my hands up in surrender. “Relax. I’m here as a customer. Besides, I wanted to see how being open at night pans out.”

Lauren furrows her eyebrows, then hesitantly leads me to a booth beside a window. The rest of the diner is almost empty, save for Cory working the grill behind the glass counter and a few diners languidly eating their food. I slide in and look at the menu. Everything on the menu is more than the twenty dollars in my pocket, but I decide to treat myself anyway. 

“I’ll try the chocolate pie Annette keeps making you push. Thanks.”

While I wait, I look out the window. The sun is setting a vibrant purple over the rest of the town. 

My meal’s almost here.

***
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A hazy orange sunrise glares through the window.

I’m back in the same place I was sitting before as if nothing happened. I almost think that I avoided turning last night and just blacked out instead, when the thick, velvety stench of iron fills my nose and coats my mouth. 

The tables, the chairs, the walls and windows, even my hands are all drenched in blood. Limbs and clumps of unidentifiable flesh are scattered around the inside of the diner. My clothes are in tatters. 

A familiar ache fills my chest. At first, I think it might be guilt, or shame, or pain, but as I mull over each of those feelings, none of them seems right. No, it’s lower, baser. It’s my stomach. I’m still hungry. Funny enough, one of the only things that didn’t get tossed aside or coated in blood is the chocolate pie.

I use my shredded sleeve as a glove to pick up a fork and brush a speck of blood off the pie. Then I cut off a wedge and bring it to my mouth. Honestly? Not worth the price.

A door slams in the back, and I look up. Cory stumbles out of the kitchen with blue lips and a sickly pallor. He smells like a dusty fan. He must have managed to hide in the freezer when everything went down.

But not before I bit him.

There are three distinct rows of tooth marks on his cheeks. At the time it must have been a nasty wound, enough to take half his face off, but right now they look like bug bites. They’re healing remarkably quickly.

His eyes go wide when he sees me. We lock eyes for a long time. He makes no effort to run away. I make no move to stand.

Our staring contest finally ends as he says through a shaky voice, “The dogcatchers are on their way. They’ll be here soon.”
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