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Some family curses are worth passing on...






Tommy Roling does everything humanly possible to raise his infant daughter Corinne the right way. But a half year out of high school, Tommy finds himself a single parent—and flat broke.






And with every full moon, he can’t fight the urge to strip off his clothes and run wild through the pastures outside town.






When a stranger shows up slashed to death the day after his most recent moonlit run, Tommy must solve that mystery before he loses what little he has left. Including his innocent baby girl, who just might have inherited his werewolf gene from him.






A paranormal mystery about fatherhood, responsibility, and taking control of your own life, one full moon at a time. 






The first book in a new "Rural Fantasy" mystery series! The second book in the Family Pack series, Hunter's Moon, is also available from UnWrecked Press.




























Chapter One






His new apartment measured no more than seven hundred and twenty-five square feet, and tonight Tommy Roling felt every inch of the place closing in on him.


I can't wait much longer, he thought. Not tonight. Not here.


The yellow-and-green linoleum of the kitchen crashed head-on with the faded pink shag carpet of their dining room slash living room. The scratched-up card table he'd gotten from Mom held what was left of tonight's dinner. Mostly greasy wrappers, torn boxes, and a few loose french fries. The stale smell of the fries and the mystery-meat burgers—he'd eaten one too many of them—made Tommy's nose twitch as he paced heavily from linoleum to shag, waiting for Suzanne to get the baby to sleep.


Corinne had picked up a cold again, and her barking cough made Tommy wince every time she let loose with it. So he paced and tried to ignore the ache and tension that had crept into his bones in the past few minutes. 


At nearly six foot three, Tommy had to duck every time he walked past the crooked light fixture hanging above the dining area. The weird angles of the apartment made their second-hand black and white couch spill over into the dining area, so the card table couldn't be centered under the light without blocking the path to the living room. The result? Tommy smacked his head on the dangling light at least twice a day, even though they'd been living here for almost a month now.


Us, he thought. Me, Suzanne, and the baby. Corinne. My girls.


He froze as Corinne's wailing and coughing from the tiny second bedroom quieted. He swiped at his forehead, standing in the middle of the tiny kitchen like a convict, or a caged animal—he could almost touch both walls if he extended his arms and stretched. This place was all they could afford.


He glanced at the calendar thumb-tacked to the wall next to their ancient wall phone. Over half of the days in January had been crossed out with an X up through today, the nineteenth. Tomorrow, the lunar phase was listed as a perfect O. It was like the start of some crazy, uneven game of tic tac toe that he was already losing.


Tommy gathered up the remains of their supper, grimacing at the loud crinkling sound of the papers and mostly empty containers, and shoved it all into the garbage can. He straightened the piles of bills left on the table and snagged the flier from Northeast Iowa Community College before Suzanne saw it. He shoved the flier with its smiling white faces and bright blue text into his jeans pocket and stood in the middle of the kitchen, his big hands shaking with impatience.


If I don't get out of this stifling apartment soon, all hell's going to break loose. I can feel it in my blood.


"Please be asleep," he whispered. He touched his throat and felt his pulse doing double-time. "I gotta go."


But he couldn't leave without making sure Corinne was down for the night. 


He let out a cautious breath and checked his pocket for his keys. He had his heavy coat in his hands to protect him from the harsh Iowa wind of late January, though in a few minutes he wouldn't need it at all. The light in the apartment had grown too bright, making his eyes ache.


Gotta go. But first...


Tiptoeing his two hundred and seventy pounds across the squeaking floor, Tommy at last risked opening the door to Corinne's nursery.


Should've turned off the light behind me, he realized too late. 


A sliver of yellow living-room light cut into the pink wallpaper and curtains of the baby's room. The light caught Suzanne's eyes where she sat rocking the baby on her shoulder. All he could see of Corinne under the thick pink blanket was the round top of her head, and a wild tuft of strawberry-blonde hair sticking up.


The cold reflection of the light in Suzanne's angry gaze was enough to make Tommy step back. The baby had cried and coughed for almost twenty minutes, and that always made her panicky.


"Marvin's waiting on me," he whispered as an apology, his voice like a croak.


Suzanne's eyes widened as she looked at him, as if to say "Be quiet!" 


Then they narrowed, and he caught her nod. 


Ever since they started dating, she'd known about how he had to unload trucks for Dad's friend Marv over in Earlville for a couple nights every month. She understood, but that didn't mean she liked it. She hated being left alone with the baby, especially when she had an early shift at the restaurant the next day.


"Love you," Tommy whispered. Then he closed the door as quietly as he could with hands that now quivered with bottled-up energy. 


He nearly ran the three steps across the pink carpet and one step over the yellow linoleum. The only thing that stopped him on his way out the door was the barking cough of his six-month-old. The sound tore at his hammering heart. He paused, hand on the cold knob to the door leading outside.


I can't keep doing this. I'm going to fall apart.


Tommy stood there, waiting for another cough, waiting for his heart to slow down. After half a minute, neither happened, but he'd take that.


Finally, he pushed open the door with shaking hands, closed it silently behind him, and ran down the steps into the cold night toward his car. It was going to have to be side roads and pedal to the metal all the way to Westhoff's land. 


Nobody better try to stop me before I get there.






* * * * *






Of course, when you go for a drive in the town where you've lived for all but one of the twenty years of your life, you can't help but get noticed by everyone in that town. 


As soon as he pulled out onto Main Street, Tommy saw Mickey's rusted-out blue pickup ahead of him. Despite his best efforts to stay back and avoid their rearviews, both Mickey in the driver's seat and Krunch in the passenger seat stuck their hands out to wave at him, and then give him the finger. Tommy did the same back to them and kept driving. 


When they pulled over to talk, he didn't look over at them. Instead, he hunched low, blinking sweat out of his eyes, and gripped the steering wheel tight. 


I haven't hung out with them in forever, he thought. Wonder if they still have those weekend-long PlayStation marathons at Krunch's house. 


Tommy kept his driver-side window rolled down, sucking in the cold air, and then he stuck his entire head out the window for a painful, blinding, sobering second. 


Slow it down. You're almost there. There's still time. 


Two more turns and he hit a gravel road. The back wheels of his Grand Am spun, pulling the little car into a swerve that he drove out of without even having to think about it. He goosed the gas pedal and kept pressing it until the little six-cylinder engine hit seventy. The car's revving drowned out Tommy's tortured breathing.


Above him, the night sky opened up with a blanket of stars almost bright enough to drive by without headlights. The turn for Westhoff's back acres was lit up like a movie theater entrance to Tommy, though all the colors now bled into white, black, and gray. 


His vision was going wide on him, the world opening up to him, coming clearer and fuller, as his eyes—always the first thing to change—drank in the moon fat and white overhead.


He slammed the car into the turn without slowing, and rocked down the half-mile dirt lane leading to the fifty unused, overgrown acres of old man Westhoff's land. His nose was full of metallic sweat, burning oil, and toxic exhaust.


As soon as the car was parked and the engine killed, Tommy rolled out of the door, pulling at his clothes and wheezing like a dying man. His shirt ripped and his socks came off in tatters, but he was beyond caring. He exhaled, and then inhaled the terrified scent of three, maybe four deer running away from him, half a mile away.


His fingers were clawed and his breath plumed in front of him like a semi's exhaust, the air chuffing in and out of him as he nearly hyperventilated from his efforts.


I tried to hold off the change for too long, he thought. Can't keep doing that. 


And then his clothes were off and his blood was on fire. 


All thinking, all worries, all fears disappeared, and under the wide-open sky and glowing moon, Tommy let out a full-throated laugh and ran. 






* * * * *






When he opened his eyes, the world was gray, and unknown hours had passed. The dark blonde fur that had sprouted like weeds from his skin—keeping him utterly warm despite the twenty-five-degree temperatures outside tonight—was gone. He lay naked in a clearing, his belly round and full, legs and back aching, with the sharp taste of copper in his mouth and his own salty-sweat scent filling his nose. 


And he was freezing.


Corinne, he thought as he watched the stars glowing down on him. A hint of color crept into the night sky down toward the eastern rim of the horizon. My little girl will be waking soon. 


According to Mom, Corinne was a dream baby, already sleeping through the night at her age, but Tommy felt like the little girl still got up way too early in the morning. If she wasn't up by six a.m., Suzanne would wake in a panic and tiptoe into her room to check on her. Which of course would do the trick and wake Corinne up, anyway.


The freezing air and the memory of Corinne's barking coughs ripped from her tiny body got Tommy moving despite the aching of his exhausted body. His arms felt like useless tree limbs attached to his armpits, and his thick legs still twitched and spasmed from all his running. 


I'm so out of shape it's pathetic. What would my coaches think if they saw me now?


He'd banged up a couple toenails tonight, too. He felt his gorge rise as he sat up, but he swallowed hard and closed his eyes for a few seconds. Mom always said that only wimps tossed their cookies after a wild night of running. 


After a few more deep breaths of icy air, he felt better. Despite the repeated attempts of his buddies Mickey and Krunch, he'd never gotten completely drunk, despite many opportunities at parties and nights at his friends' houses to do so. But this must be what it felt like afterward: no memory what had happened in the past few hours, a nasty taste in your mouth, and shit in your gut that you'd been too out of control to stop from putting in there.


Not to mention the sick certainty you had that you did something really bad while you were drunk. 


"Just hope I didn't kill an' eat Bambi this time," Tommy mumbled as he got to his feet at last. A giddy laugh escaped his lips, followed by a resounding belch that made him laugh even more. All that running had felt good. 


Tommy liked having it in him. Even if it was just two, maybe three nights a month, when the moon was fat overhead. Despite all the lying and sneaking around and stress it caused, Tommy wouldn't change his condition for the world. Having it in him was a blessing, not a curse like Mom made it out to be.


The only drawback was coming back to reality. He was going to have to snag some Red Bulls on his way to work today to stay awake at the call center. Nobody was going to buy a subscription from a guy who was mumbling and yawning in their ear for the ten or so seconds he had their attention.


Getting back to his frosted-over car took him a good fifteen minutes. Usually he tried to stop running close to where he'd parked his car, but last night had been an out-of-control one. He'd woken in a clearing not a hundred feet from the muddy creek that ran down the eastern border of Westhoff's land. 


Too close to the border, really. A couple deer hunters had set up tree stands and a round shack made of tin on the other side of the creek. Tommy didn't want them getting a look at him when he was hunting as well. Just his luck they'd think he was a big old buck and take a shot at him, right in his own marked-off territory.


As he walked over the frozen ground speckled with patches of old snow and headed up the gentle slope that led back to his car, Tommy was grateful for the dark. He was less embarrassed of the blood on him than the jiggle of his gut and his fat white ass exposed here out in the middle of nowhere. 


He knew he'd let himself go in the past year, ever since he'd quit the football team and given up his scholarship at the University of Northern Iowa. The coaches and scouts had been all over him when he was just a sophomore in high school, after the summer of his growth spurt. He'd hit his current height then, and putting on weight had been easy. Soon he was going both ways, playing defense and offense, a varsity starter as a sophomore and then as a junior and senior as well. And the college coaches started calling and emailing him.   


But two things stopped his football career. The first was timing—his fourth college game was a night game, and it took place under a full moon. As a freshman, he'd just won his starting position at defensive tackle, and he couldn't control himself. The change came over him, just partially, just for a few seconds, really. He'd broken through the line of blockers and sacked the quarterback hard enough to put the kid in traction. Someone said the guy was now in a wheelchair.


And the other thing, of course, was Suzanne. 


Few girls had ever paid much attention to him before, but now there was this cute redhead driving up from Dyersburg to Cedar Falls with her friends and spending the occasional night with him in his dorm room. 


After the full-moon game, he didn't want to play football anymore. He quit the team and gave up his scholarship. He was back home for good when he learned that Suzanne was pregnant, leading him to drop out six weeks from the end of his freshman year. 


But now he was done with all that college bullshit, and he was a father. A dad. Who needed a fancy football scholarship? Who had time? He figured he'd be lucky to get a degree from the local community college. Forget about playing ball, ever again.


When he finally cranked the engine and jammed the heat and defrost on high, Tommy could barely feel the tips of his fingers or his ears. His toes were already numb from the frost-tipped grass. 


At least he'd kept to the territory he'd marked out years ago, as a kid, while he was running wild in the night. Otherwise he might end up in someone's barn miles from here, chewing on one of their pigs or something. The fifty acres of rough land here owned by their old family friend Joe Westhoff was perfect for Tommy's needs. After over fifteen years of coming here, he knew every acre like an old friend.


Tommy tried not to think about anything but his little girl as he toweled off the blood from his face, hands, and chest. He did his best to get the mud from his battered feet before putting on a new pair of socks and his size fifteen shoes. 


I hope she didn't cough all night, he thought with a sharp surge of panic. What if she was really sick? What if she was dying? How would I know? 


Nobody taught you these kinds of things—how to know you were doing the right thing with your kid. Mom always said not to worry, that instinct would take over. But lately he'd started doubting most of the advice she'd given him over the years.


Back in his clothes once more, he dropped heavily into his car. The shocks complained noisily in response. The heat from the vents blasted him in the face until he notched it down. Utter exhaustion fell over him as he put his car in gear and began driving home in the weak light of dawn. He could still taste blood on his tongue.


It wasn't until he turned off the car outside the apartment he shared with his girls that he even noticed the bloody gash in his side.




















Chapter Two






Muscle turns to fat after less than a month of inactivity. Tommy learned this the hard way. Firsthand. He hated the feel of his own body, and rarely looked at himself in the mirror with his shirt off anymore. Even back in his football days, he'd never had that ripped look that some of the guys on the football team had, the skinny ones whose bodies were slowly turning to muscle. But after a couple months of weights and practices, he'd gotten pretty solid in his senior year of high school and the start of his freshman season with the UNI Panthers.


Now, easily fifty pounds overweight despite his big frame—Mom and Dad were both tall and, as Mom called it, "well-proportioned"—Tommy had love handles at the age of twenty.


One of which he brushed his hand against as he killed the engine to his Grand Am, back in the small gravel parking lot next to their apartment. 


And his hand came away sticky with warm blood.


"Oh God." The pain hit him then as the last of the animal adrenaline left him. Like being stabbed in the side with a dull knife, being pushed farther in with each breath. "Oh shit, oh God."


He didn't want to lift his shirt and look under it, but he had no choice. Hands shaking, scared now that he'd mortally wounded himself, Tommy flicked on the overhead light and pulled up the wet bottom of his black Nickelback concert shirt. 


He saw a six-inch slice in his side, just under his ribs. Blood still oozed from it, slowly. Bright red against his pale skin tinted with blue from the cold, the blood now dripped onto his gray car seat.


He turned off the light and wiped his sticky hand on his jeans. Sitting in the fading darkness that was being chased away by the lone street light a block away and the approaching sun, Tommy tried not to panic. 


Where do I go? To the ER here in Dyersburg? Mom might be there working the nurse station. If I go to Dubuque, they won't know me. But I might bleed to death before I get there. And we can't afford doctor's bills. 


And Corinne...


Tommy took a deep breath, the pain in his side doubling almost enough to make him cry out. And then, his baby girl's pinched face in his mind, he forced himself to get a grip.


"She needs me," he whispered. "I can handle this. Keep it... under... control."


As he muttered to himself, much the same way he'd talk lowly to himself before a big game to psyche himself up, Tommy looked through the windshield until he found the moon, just a tiny disk peeking out above the leafless oaks surrounding the houses and apartments next to the parking lot.


"Control," he whispered.


He closed his eyes and thought first of Corinne, her soft blue eyes looking up at him as he gave her a bottle of formula. 


My blood in her, mixed with Suze's. A better version of me. Containing all my hopes and dreams.


Tommy breathed faster, senses heightening. He smelled the Peterson's cats through the car windows. They'd been digging in the garbage again, along with a brave owl not more than five minutes ago. 


The darkness disintegrated, as if the night was turning itself inside out.


He tasted fur and felt bits of bone on his tongue, mingled with blood. Rabbit fur. And something else, something sweeter.


"I can... do this..."


Panting now, Tommy let go of the steering wheel before he bent it. Grateful of the shadows from the trees and the big fence in front of him, he felt his muscles clench and tighten. Sinew built in him. Bones stretched too fast to feel, and his elongated head brushed against the roof of the car.


"Do this," he growled, snout snuffling cold air.


His jeans ripped and his shoes split open. His T-shirt stretched, skin-tight now. Fur tickled every inch of his body as it sprouted out, thick as grass. He could barely fit inside his car now, legs jammed in the well of the driver's seat, neck bent awkwardly. 


And the fiery pain in his side subsided. Dwindled.


Tommy kept his eyes closed tightly, vision going red, and then flashing white behind his lids. He focused only on the change. He'd held it off earlier, but he didn't know until now that he could bring it back like this, at will. He'd always been too afraid to try. To lose control.


Soon the change would be complete, and he'd break loose of the car on all fours. Instead of letting that happen, Tommy relaxed instead. He wasn't sure if the gash in his side was completely better, but once again, he was out of time. This would have to be enough—Mom said to never change unless it was night, full dark.


Coming back into his normal body was, as always, a disappointment. He not only felt like he shrank, but he also got the sense of jumping into a pool of warm Jell-O. He missed the muscles and high tone and strong lungs that came with the change.


Tommy exhaled and opened his eyes at last. 


First things first. He lifted up his shirt, prepared for the worst. But his side no longer bled. Only a long scratch remained, already scabbing over. 


He let out a billowing sigh. No trip to the ER this morning. Thank God.


He looked to his left and saw that the windows of his car were steamed over, and in some places the steam had already turned to glistening frost. Pale blue daylight the color of Corinne's eyes glowed on the other side of the windows.


Tommy swiped at the window next to him with a shaky hand. As it cleared, he saw someone standing on the other side of the window, bending down to look in at him, eyes wide. 


"Jesus!" Tommy said as he jumped back. 


It was Suzanne. His heart did a weird leap, as if it wanted to bust free of his chest. For a bad half-second, he hadn't recognized her.


How much had she seen? 


He'd managed to keep his secret from her for over two years. He wasn't ready to share that with her just yet, and especially not today.


Mom would've said that was a mistake, too. She was good at those kinds of reminders.


"You gonna come inside or what, big daddy?" Suzanne shouted through the window. She gave him a bitter smile. "Baby just started crying."






* * * * *






Corinne's cough wasn't doing much better when he got back inside the cramped little apartment. Tommy had already come up with an explanation for not just the blood on his shirt, but his torn pants and ruined shoes—one of the boxes he'd been unloading for good ol' Marv over in Earlville had slipped out of his hands as he was putting it on the skid loader, and he'd gotten snagged.


But Suzanne was in such a state about Corinne being sick and up early on the day of her double-shift at the restaurant that she didn't even notice his bedraggled appearance. 


As she went into the nursery to get the baby, Tommy slipped into their bedroom and changed quickly, reminding himself to toss the clothes after Suze left. 


"Your turn," Suzanne said as she passed the screaming baby to Tommy.


He felt a twinge in his wounded side as he reached up to grab her, and then he forgot about the pain from his wound, his heavy limbs, and his lost hours under the full moon. Suzanne gave him a quick kiss on her way past him to the shower.


Corinne's ragged crying and coughing subsided after he'd made about three dozen circuits of the kitchen, dining room, and living room with her in his arms.


"That's what I'm talking about," he murmured, bouncing her softly and inhaling her sweet baby scent mixed with the tang of wet diaper and spitup. Tommy loved all her odors, good and bad. 


He'd fix her a bottle and change her diaper later. Right now, it was chilling time.


He flicked on the TV, put the volume on low, and rocked Corinne in Dad's old recliner as the Cedar Rapids news station began their morning show. He had until ten before work started, and if he was lucky, he could get a bit of rest with the baby and squeeze in a quick shower while little Cory took her morning nap.


Every day was like this—thinking with two brains, one for him and one for the baby. The clock was always ticking in his head, reminding him of all he had to do and when it had to be done. It tired him out. And it never ended.


Ten minutes passed. In the recliner, Tommy almost drifted off to sleep, but the baby's body-wracking coughs would wake him every thirty seconds or so. He wished he could rest his big hands on Corinne and absorb the violence of her coughs so she wouldn't feel them, and eventually this nasty cold would just go away.


As the weather guy on TV droned on about an approaching snow storm, the third "biggie" as he called it for the season, Tommy closed his eyes and pictured his little girl healing herself in much the same way as he had done that morning in his frosted-up car. 


Maybe she had it in her, too, and all she needed was me to show her how.


He grinned as he thought of his six-month-old covered in strawberry blonde fur, baring her newly grown-out teeth, sharp as knives. Knowing Corinne, she'd be growling and feisty as a hellcat. And she'd never get sick again. Never get hurt.


"That would be so awesome," he murmured.


I'll take her running, he thought, savoring the weight of his sleeping baby daughter on his chest, held tight in his sore arms. Soon as she's old enough to—


A cool hand touched his forehead, and Tommy nearly leapt up out of the chair.


"Whoa," Suzanne said, standing next to him and smelling of her rose-scented perfume and strawberry-tinged shampoo. "Relax. Don't toss the baby through the TV, okay? So tell me. What would be so awesome?"


Should've heard her coming. That's the second time today.


"Nothing," he said. "Just talking to the baby."


His stomach churned, and he tasted something acidic, almost metallic on his tongue. Nasty.


"Call the doctor for me, wouldja?" Suzanne said, already moving away to the kitchen. "See if Cory-baby needs to get on meds again. Can't believe she's frickin' sick again."


Tommy looked at Suze's new jeans and her tight-fitting blue sweater. She'd lost some of the baby weight in the past half-year, but like him, she was still heavy. That sweater didn't used to be so tight, though the guys in town wouldn't complain. 


He felt a surge of jealousy at that, along with a pang of sadness. Suzanne looked good with her makeup and her nice clothes. They hadn't gotten a chance to just hang out lately. They couldn't really afford to go somewhere nice for dinner these days, unless they put the meal on one of their almost-maxed credit cards. So they were usually stuck at home. And at home it was either baby or chores or falling asleep on the couch while watching some dumb show on TV.


"Need to do the bills today, too," Suze said, running a hand through her long hair, which was the same reddish-blonde color as the sleeping baby on Tommy's chest. "Do you have time?"


He nodded, blinking his sore eyes in the bright light streaming in from the kitchen blinds. 


Don't know when, he wanted to say, but I'll get to it. 


He could never say no to Suzanne.


"Gotta go, babe," Suze said. She gave him a quick peck on the mouth and pulled on her heavy powder-blue coat. She looked like she was about to say something else, then stopped herself.


"See ya," Tommy said. "Try not to slam—"


The door banged shut behind Suzanne, and Corinne jumped in his arms. Her blue eyes opened, widened, and he felt a scream welling in her tiny chest.


"Shh," he said, rocking madly and aiming dark thoughts at his departing girlfriend.


Corinne relaxed and dropped her head again, and Tommy glanced up at the TV. His skin suddenly filled with goosebumps as he looked at the graphic in the right corner of the screen, floating above the somber-looking blonde anchor in her dark green blazer.


Mystery Death in Dyersburg.


Reaching for the remote as carefully as he could, careful not to rouse the baby again, Tommy tapped the volume button three times. 


"—Investigators and area volunteers have been searching for additional clues as to who the man was, and just what may have caused his fatal injuries. We were able to talk to the local man who knew the farmer who found the body near the gravel road west of the small town of Dyersburg. He said his friend claimed that the victim's extensive wounds reminded him of someone he'd once seen after a black bear attack. Yes, you heard that right. Black bear attack. The Dyersburg police department had no comment this morning about the victim's identity or cause of death. We'll keep you posted here on KIOW News First as the story unfolds on this patch of land owned by the Joseph Westhoff family." 


The camera switched to a wider shot of the anchor and her cohort, another well-dressed person in a suit. He was grinning wide with his too white, perfect teeth as she finished her report.


"Until then," her male stand-up comic wannabe sidekick said, "keep your pepper spray handy, and stay out of the woods, okay?"


"Sound advice, I'd say," the blonde anchor said, shaking her head with a crooked smile. 


"Safety first," he said. "And now in sports news, the Hawkeye basketball team had another nailbiter of a game last night in Iowa City, and..."


"Idiots," Tommy muttered as he tapped down the volume. The remote fell from his numb hand when he saw the black dirt jammed under his fingernails. He'd been spacing off at the end of the report, but now her final words came back to hit him.


Land owned by the Joseph Westhoff family.


Oh shit. That's where they found this guy, some guy they couldn't even identify, for Christ's sake. Maybe he didn't have any ID on him. 


Or maybe his wounds were so bad they could no longer see his face or even get fingerprints on him.


"Those are my woods, damn it," he said to the TV.


He was breathing fast again, as if he'd been running. The walls of the tiny apartment felt too close all over again. And his arms were still coated in goosebumps.


Tommy had to take a shower, but Corinne was already starting to squirm. She needed a new diaper and a bottle and fresh clothes. And he still needed to call the doctor before he got to work—no personal calls were allowed at the subscription center. Better do that before heading over to Mom's. Maybe the doc could squeeze her in for a quick check-up this morning. The shower was going to have to wait.


He clicked off the TV in the middle of another weather update. High of twenty-two today. Like that was even news anymore. Cold and snow and wind.


He paused for a moment with his hands full of pink clothes, diapers, and wipes, and wondered what he'd be doing right now as a college student—studying? Sleeping off a hangover from a frat party? Waking up next to some hot girl from the suburbs of Chicago? Heading off to the gym for a workout with my teammates? 


Tommy rubbed his eyes and started getting his daughter ready for her day. 


Dream on, Wolf Boy. You're not going anywhere. Not unless something impossible happens.




















Chapter Three






That night, after visiting the doctor and then the drugstore, followed by an endless day of talking to strangers on his squawky headset and pushing subs of Highlights magazine, then a quick dinner of mac and cheese and nuked chicken nuggets, and topped off by an early bed time for both Suzanne and the baby, Tommy went running again in the woods outside Dyersburg.


Mom can't rag on me about tonight, he thought, his hackles up now that he was out of the car and into the cold, moon-lit air. The night smelled of manure, mulch, and distant chimney fires and car exhaust. His blood burned.


According to Mom's rules, this was Tommy's sole night to run. She said they only got one night for each full moon. Any more than that and they could hurt themselves, or worse—get caught.


Tommy hated Mom's rules. 


What's it to her if I take a couple extra nights along with it? She doesn't need to know. I even made sure to avoid the state trooper spending the night at the Westhoff's, keeping tabs on things from up there.


Stripping off his clothes and kicking out of his shoes, he started jogging. He was ready for the change to come over him. Last night he'd wasted too much energy holding it off; tonight he needed it to get here faster. 


Why the hell couldn't it just happen when I wanted it or needed it? Like this morning—I made the change come over me to heal my side. 


But he knew he had no real control over it. Nobody had taught him that.


He sucked in a sharp, cold breath and pushed himself faster down the path. That was the best way to get it kick-started, as painful as running was in his flabby, normal, unchanged body.


Inhaling in short gasps, he ran harder, heart thumping, blood rushing, vision going crystalline with clarity. The bark on the big oaks, crawling with tiny bugs. The wet slurp of the cold mud under his feet close to the tiny stream. The mad scamper of other animal feet through the undergrowth—squirrel, rabbit, gopher, mouse—fleeing his huffing, puffing approach.


Above it all, the wide-open, unfettered night sky of eastern Iowa, opening up like a black book filled with stars instead of words. And the moon, a white ball of perfect roundness, smiling down on him, whispering words of power and life into his waiting, cocked ears.


Frozen sticks snapped like bones under his feet, and he dodged bare tree limbs reaching for his eyes as if he could hear their approach. 


Tommy knew this route so well he could've closed his eyes to run it. Good thing, too—once the fire in his blood took over, he'd have no control over his thoughts or actions. He'd just be animal instinct.


A memory hit him then, more like a series of images flashing through his expanding vision, of the night Mom had first taken him out here. He was barely three years old, the night less cold than this one, and nowhere near as clear. 


That haziness had annoyed Mom, he could tell. He would learn soon enough that she always liked to have everything her way. 


Tommy had wanted to cry when they left the car parked on the Westhoff's lane, took off their shoes and socks, and started walking. Mom had long blonde hair, curly, the prettiest woman Tommy had ever seen. She was wearing just shorts and a halter top, and he had on shorts and a T-shirt.


Shaking from both the cool summer air and the secrecy of their late-night outing, Tommy followed that mane of hair, focusing all his attention on it as she began jogging once they were inside the trees. She just left him. In the woods, in the dark. At some point she must've taken off her clothes. 


Forgetting all about crying, the blood thumping now in his ears, a smile stretching his face, Tommy ran, too. Mom bent low, running hard now, covered in blonde fur. Tommy pursued her. Fear melted into anger, then anger became pure, unbridled bliss as he went from two legs to all fours.


It was all he could do to dodge the trees and bushes and keep from tripping as he ran, panting, the world rushing past as he went lower and lower, feeling his toes and his fingers dig into the hard, cold dirt, smelling six kinds of shit and tasting five flavors of fur, with the constant, maddening taste of blood coating his tongue.


And then his memories stopped, and he went wolf.


Next thing he remembered was Mom waiting for him at the end of the trail, at least three miles from where she'd parked their car. Mom was laughing, sweat steaming off her glistening body, and she'd picked him up and engulfed him in the biggest, longest hug of Tommy's life. She kept saying how proud of him she was, all  the way back to the car, and he just basked in her praise.


Tommy crossed over a clearing of dead grass, his shadow a brief partner, then pursuer in the sharp moonlight. He sniffed one of those flavors of fur—rabbit—and toyed with the idea of pursuit.


Mom had stopped taking him on runs when he turned ten. Something went out in her eyes during that time, and looking back on it now, as he felt the burning in his limbs on the sharp incline leading to the end of the trail, Tommy guessed something had happened between her and Dad. Of course, nobody had said anything about it.


Not my problem, he told himself. His chest was aching now, the cold air burning in his lungs, the good taste of life in his mouth going sour.


If Corinne has it in her, I'll bring her here, too. Can't wait. And I'll explain what's going on to her each step of the way, and not leave her in the dark. 


If she had it in her, he thought, and then the moon took over, and he knew nothing more.






* * * * *






When he got back home at three a.m., Tommy couldn't sleep. 


The little apartment creaked with the cold, but that was the only sound other than the dull tick of the cheap owl-shaped clock on the kitchen wall. He peeked in on Corinne, listened to her raspy breathing for long enough to tear another hole in his chest, and then tiptoed back to the kitchen table, avoiding the creaky places in the floor. 


Suzanne had conveniently left all the bills and the checkbook sitting there for him, held down by her beloved cell phone. 


"Great," he grunted on his way past the table to the junk drawer. He needed band-aids for his side before he ruined another perfectly good black T-shirt. He'd opened up his wound again on his run tonight.


After wiping away the last of his own blood from under his shirt, Tommy plastered his side with over a dozen bandages. All they had were the narrow, three-inch-long ones you used when you nicked a finger. They'd have to do for now. At least the stupid cut had stopped stinging. He wished it would just hurry up and heal.


His wound care complete, Tommy hit the power button to boot up Suzanne's noisy little laptop, one of the leftover machines his older brother Burt had donated to their cause. Burt always had the newest gadgets and computers and video games. One of the perks of living at home, Tommy assumed.


Still waiting for the laptop to rev up, he looked over at the muted TV. A map of Iowa now showed on the screen.


"Oh great," Tommy said, reaching for the remote. He left the laptop on the table and walked over to the TV to hear the news update without turning it up so loud it woke the girls.


"...This town in the heartland of America has watched the family farms in the area get bought out by corporations, seen two factories close their doors and move the work to Mexico, and suffered along with local businesses during the economic downturn of the past few years. The town seems almost frozen in time—people still wave at you as you drive past, whether they know you or not, and the diner downtown serves breakfast all day long, for less than five dollars with tip. Into this pocket of Americana comes a mysterious, violent death. And the people here are unsettled."


They were blaming the man's death on a wild animal attack—the Dyersburg police felt strongly that it was a pack of wild dogs. They advised locals to take caution. Tommy snorted. Nobody in town could possibly believe that. And by taking caution, they'd just pack a hunting rifle in the trunk of their car and blow away any wild dog that got close. 


People here knew better—that's why Tommy had to be so damn careful about where he went every full moon—but he figured the cops were just trying to quiet the story before it killed the town for good.


Tommy muted the TV again. With another jab in his wounded side, where his strip of band-aids pulled at his skin like suckers, he headed for the stack of bills on the kitchen table again. 


On his way to the kitchen, he looked at the old PlayStation console, also a hand-me-down from Burt, and felt a wave of regret that surprised him in its intensity. 


Can't remember the last time I played a game on that. Before Corinne, for sure. Burt and I used to play all the time, along with Krunch and Marty and the other guys from high school. Before everything changed.


Tommy touched his injured side, wincing at the pain. 


As a kid, he never could understand why his big brother never got to change like he did. For some reason, the werewolf gene hit each family differently. They had second or third cousins up in Wisconsin where all three kids in the family had it, but Mom and Dad never visited them. Then there was Aunt Melanie down in Iowa City, who had it, and crazy Uncle Carl, who most certainly didn't have it, and their two boys. As far as Tommy knew, neither Tyler nor Trey had it in them.


It was spotty like that. He'd asked Mom about it a long time ago, back when Burt was in the hospital again for pneumonia when they were in grade school. She said the bloodlines had gotten weak over the years. 


"It's a generational thing," she said, "ever since our great-grandpa came over from Germany, the line's gotten weaker. Harder to predict who's gonna have it in them." She glanced over at skinny little Burt in the hospital bed to make sure he couldn't hear them. "When you learn about the survival of the fittest in school, you'll understand. And that's why you have to keep an eye out for your big brother when you get older. You're already bigger than him, and he'll need your help, I'm sure. Okay?"


On that day, Tommy remembered wondering what it must feel like to have a cough as loud and harsh as Burt's. He'd never been sick like that, ever. The worst he'd ever felt was a touch of a fever on the nights when the moon was out and Mom didn't let him outside. He'd had to bounce around in the locked playroom down in the basement all night, not sleeping a single wink. 


Now that he was a father, Tommy sometimes wondered what Dad thought of all this. He'd once asked him what it was like, not being able to do what he and Mom could do, but Mom had stepped in quickly to change the subject. Dad's own shortcomings in his blood didn't seem to bother him, so long as he got to drink a few beers after working at the shop all day and watch whatever was on ESPN that night.


Tommy tried to calm his swirling thoughts by looking at the sobering facts of his and Suzanne's finances. With his paltry income and her tip money, they barely made enough to pay rent and buy groceries. Being able to buy a new toy or some clothes for Corinne was always an excuse to celebrate. 


I just hope Corinne can tell that I love her, he thought, doing some creative financing to stretch this week's check until Saturday, when they had to get groceries. Dad never told me, but somehow I could tell. I'm not sure how he did that.
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