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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







CHAPTER ONE
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It’s around two in the morning when I hear a rustle and bump in the kitchen, and I sit up in bed. I’ve left the light on over the stove for the past few days, since I’ve been half expecting Dante to show up. Still, you never know who might have come in through an unlocked door. I get up quietly, throw a robe over my T-shirt, and grab the cell phone in case I need to call 911. Then I creep down the hallway until I can peer into the lighted kitchen and determine whether what awaits me in the other room is a murderer or a lover.


It’s the lover. Dante is standing with his back to me, drinking orange juice straight out of the carton. His black hair is greasy, tangled, and halfway down his back; he is shirtless, and I can see the pattern of his ribs through the roughened layer of skin. I wonder what creature he has been this time, and for how long. Where he has been staying, what he has been eating, if he has been in danger.


For a long time, I don’t speak. I simply watch as he finishes off the juice and then opens the refrigerator door again. He’s clearly ravenous. He rips open a package of cheese and consumes half the brick in two bites, still rummaging through Tupperware containers and wrapped serving bowls to find something to assuage his hunger. He actually grunts with pleasure when he finds the roast beef I defrosted and left on a plate on the bottom shelf. Setting the plate on the kitchen counter, he closes the refrigerator door and uses both hands to peel back the Saran Wrap, rolls a thick slice of beef, and eats it like a hot dog. He’s halfway through the second piece before he stiffens all over and swings around to stare into the darkness of the corridor where I am hiding.


Just for a moment, I get the chance to see his face in full-on feral intensity. My God, he is so beautiful. Beneath the grime and beard stubble, his skin is marble white; his deep-set eyes are a dense and impenetrable brown. His mouth is full and heavy, his cheekbones deliberately planed. Black hair sweeps back from his forehead in a theatrical fall. He could have been an actor, a model, a muse, some rich woman’s companion, if only his life had been a little different.


If only his life had been completely different.


“Maria?” he says in his low voice. It’s not hard to imagine that voice dropping a few notes, losing its consonants, and coming out as a wordless growl.


He must realize that I am the likeliest presence to be standing a few feet away in the dark; but he sets his plate down, frees his hands for combat, and continues to stare in my direction. Until moments like this, I think that I would like to see him in one of his alternate forms sometime; but I always realize, in those few seconds before he recognizes me, that I really wouldn’t. I am not afraid of him now, but I might be if I saw him in some other guise.


I step out of the shadows. “Yes, it’s me,” I say. “You look so thin.”


He glances down at his chest, bare except for a necklace made of a leather cord holding a single key. Indeed, he’s much leaner than I like. And I see a new wound cutting through the thin, dark mat of hair on his chest. The cut has already healed, though not long ago. Sometime in the past month, Dante has been in pain and in peril.


He lifts his gaze again and smiles at me, an expression that always reminds me why, despite everything, I love this man so much. “It’s been a tough few weeks,” he admits.


I come closer. “I see you found the beef,” I say. “There’s frozen pizza if you need some carbs.”


“Maybe later,” he says. “Protein’s better for now.”


This close, I get a pretty strong whiff of what I mentally describe as new Dante, the creature he always is when he first arrives. There’s dirt and sweat and garbage and urine and some indefinable animal odor—the sort of scent that surrounds a zoo on a hot day. It doesn’t bother me as much as you might think. I want to get closer still, throw my arms around him, press my mouth against his, remind myself of his shape and his strength. He’s always the one who holds back at first. I’m never sure if it’s the wild instincts making him shy away from human contact—or his human instincts shunning his animalistic side, and trying to shield me from it at the same time.


He glances from my face to the plate of roast beef and back to my face. It’s clear he’s trying to determine if he’s eaten enough to get him through the next few hours. “I need a shower,” he says, obviously deciding more food can wait. I step in his path as he heads for the doorway.


“I need to kiss you,” I say, holding him in place with my hand against his chest.


“Maria—”


“Just … a kiss.”


He holds utterly still as I stretch up and touch my lips lightly to his, but beneath my hand I can feel his heartbeat kick up a notch. I press in a little harder, just enough so that his mouth responds to mine, and then I step away. I’m smiling; he’s not.


“There are towels and clean clothes in the bathroom,” I say. “Want me to make you a meal?”


He’s watching me with those unbelievable eyes. At times like this his expression is the most haunted, most unreadable. Is he sorry that he has disrupted my life so completely? Sorry he cannot exist beside me through ordinary days like an ordinary man? Sorry that he cannot stay away? Not sorry at all, merely roused to a passion he refuses to act upon until he has restored himself to some self-imposed level of civilization? Or is he simply still hungry and thinking of nothing more than food?


“Don’t cook,” he says, his voice even lower, throatier. “I’ll come rummage some more once I’m out.”


I nod and turn away to straighten up the little mess he’s made. I don’t hear him leave but I can tell when he’s gone. Even when he’s wearing shoes, which he isn’t at the moment, he moves almost without sound. The only reason I know he has left the room is that I miss him already.


I busy myself in the kitchen for about ten minutes, putting away the meat, rinsing off some apples, making sure the sliced bread is out on the counter so he’ll see it if he comes hunting for more food later on. But I can’t stand being in the kitchen when he’s somewhere else in the house. I lock the outside door, turn off the light, and feel my way down the dark corridor toward the bathroom. The door is open just enough to allow a little light and a lot of steam to escape.


I untie my robe, yank my T-shirt over my head, step out of my panties. I leave all of these lying in the hall as I push the door open and step into the hot, foggy bathroom. I can see his silhouette, dark and blurred, behind the translucent glass of the shower door.


When I push it open and step inside, he spins around as if he is a woodland creature startled by a predator. Water sloshes over both of us, kicked up by his feet before it can swirl into the drain, streaming down from the nozzle overhead. It is almost too misty to see, but there is no missing Dante. I scoot carefully across the slippery porcelain of the tub, lifting my arms to twine around his neck. I can smell the toothpaste on his breath as I kiss him again. Water and soap make our skin slippery as our bodies come together. He is no longer resisting me; indeed, his arms close around me, hard, and he kisses me with a furious desire. The water continues to beat down on both of us as we make love in the shower until all the hot water is gone.


It is the first time I have felt fully alive since the last time I saw him.


I know Dante will sleep all day, so I go into work, even though I obviously didn’t manage to get much rest the night before. Still, I hate to waste one of my few remaining vacation days moping around the house, waiting for him to get up.


I work as an accountant at a midsize firm in Eureka, Missouri, about forty minutes outside of downtown St. Louis. The company provides Web design and marketing support to regional businesses as far away as Arkansas. There are about twenty of us scattered throughout two stories; the creative people have offices on the top level, while the nuts-and-bolts people like me populate the ground floor. Still, it’s impossible to work in such a small place and not be fairly well apprised of everyone else’s business.


Today, all the gossip is about one of the secretaries, who came in with what looks suspiciously like a bruise under a heavy caking of foundation. It’s not the first time. We all suspect she’s being abused by her husband, but whenever someone tries to approach her on the topic, she refuses to speak to us, on that subject or any other. There are several of us who feel like we’re failing her as friends and human beings, and we constantly debate what we should be doing for her. I have seen up close the effects of domestic violence; I know how badly such a situation can end. But I have no more clue about how to help Kathleen than anyone else does.


The office manager drops by my desk around ten, just as I’m yawning over the same spreadsheet that I’ve been staring at for the past half hour. She perches on the edge of my desk, which is something of a feat since her clothes are exceedingly tight and her skirt is exceedingly short. She’s a well-endowed, fiftyish woman with garishly blond hair. She looks like she should be serving coffee at a diner and wearing a name tag that identifies her as PEARL or JOLENE, but, in fact, her name is Ellen. I simply love her.


“Well, I stopped to talk to Kathleen for a few minutes this morning and asked how she was doing. Said I thought she looked kind of unwell, and wanted to know if she needed anything or wanted to talk about anything,” Ellen says. I always mentally fill in the pauses in her speech by imagining her taking a drag on a cigarette. She says she hasn’t lit up in more than a decade, but you can tell, by the hungry way she watches other smokers, that she still wants to.


“Did she tell you to mind your own business?”


“Her expression said, ‘Fuck off, bitch,’ but you know Kathleen. Not the swearing type,” Ellen replies. “She just said she was fine, a little tired, and then she started going through her mail.”


“We’re all going to feel terrible someday when we learn she’s been murdered by her husband.”


“Nah, Ritchie’s too chicken-shit to kill her. He’d rather beat her up for the next thirty years than try to break in a new rag doll.”


“Even if you got her to talk to you, even if you got her to leave him, she’d probably just go back to him. What’s the statistic about the numbers of abused wives who return to their husbands?”


Ellen shrugs. She’s said before that she doesn’t care much about statistics, she cares about stories. Every time she says it, I think, You’d really love mine. “And even if she left him, even if she got a divorce, there’s no saying that he wouldn’t track her down and kill her anyway,” she points out. “Happens all the time.”


“You’re depressing me,” I say, “and it’s not even ten in the morning yet.”


She laughs and pushes herself away from my desk. “I’m going to go make a few calls. I’ve got a friend who’s a social worker. Maybe she’ll have some ideas about how I should talk to Kathleen.”


“But if it won’t do any good—”


Ellen shrugs. “She’s gotta live with him. I’ve gotta live with myself. I have to try.” At the door, she turns back. “You feel like going out for lunch today? I left my brown bag at home on the kitchen counter. The cats are gonna have a field day with the tuna salad sandwich.”


I hadn’t had time to make lunch, since I’d waited till the last possible moment to get out of bed, so I’m delighted by the suggestion. “That would be great! Come get me whenever you’re hungry.”


We end up at a wannabe Friday’s two blocks over. It serves mediocre food but it’s only a short walk away, which makes it a popular choice with those who work in our building. I order a hamburger, causing Ellen to give me a knowing look.


“You must be having your period,” she says. “You only eat meat about once a month.”


I laugh and nod, although, in fact, I am midway through my cycle. It’s true that I rarely eat meat, but that’s because of Dante. I’m not always certain what animal shape he will take when he’s away from me. What if he has chosen to become a pig or a cow? I can’t stand the idea that someone could slaughter him and turn him into a Big Mac or a BLT. Only after I know he is alive and human again—only when he is at home in my bed—will I abandon my vegetarian diet.


Ellen and I have just given our orders when we’re joined by Marquez, a copywriter in the creative department, who simply saunters over and pulls up a chair. Besides Ellen, he’s my closest friend at the office. He’s a soft man with a paunchy stomach, a doughy face, a gentle voice, and an endearing smile. He makes no secret of the fact that he’s gay, though I think he’s between relationships at the moment; he isn’t very forthcoming with the details of his love life. He is, however, perfectly willing to discuss everyone else’s love life, a topic that Ellen and I also find endlessly fascinating.


After we speculate about Kathleen for a few minutes, we turn our attention to Marquez’s boss, an icy, regal woman with striking good looks who keeps her dark hair short and blunt and never wears anything but black.


“As God is my witness, I think she’s having an affair with Grant Vance,” Marquez says. Grant is a good-looking African-American who handles customer relations and has never, as far as I’ve determined from personal observation, been in a bad mood.


“Grant Vance is young enough to be her son!” Ellen exclaims.


“Really?” I ask. “I’d guess he’s thirty, but how old is Caroline? Forty?”


“My age, and I turned fifty-two last year,” Ellen says.


Marquez is nodding at me when I look skeptical. “We had a party for her two years ago. The big five-oh,” he says.


“Well, so what? Men date younger women all the time.”


“I don’t care who sleeps with who as long as they don’t want me to watch it on TV,” Ellen says. “But I would never have picked Grant and Caroline.”


“What makes you so sure?” I ask Marquez. “I mean—he’s such a puppy dog. Big and friendly and goofy. Caroline’s like Cruella de Vil’s mean older sister.”


“Caroline likes to order men around,” Marquez says cynically. “I think puppy dogs appeal to her. She can train them.”


“Turn them into pit bulls,” Ellen says with a snort. Caroline is about the only person that I have ever heard Ellen admit to disliking. In general, Ellen is so entertained by the antics of the human race that she enjoys everybody’s company.


“But are you sure? She’s married, isn’t she?” I say.


They each give me a look of derision. “What world do you live in?” Marquez demands. “Married people have sex all the time with individuals who are not their spouses.”


“She just seems so cold and dispassionate,” I say. “I mean, not the kind of person who would want an affair.”


“Sometimes it’s not about sex, it’s about power,” Marquez says.


“People always say stuff like that, and I don’t know why,” Ellen replies, just as the waitress brings our food. “Sex is pretty damn good all on its own without having to be about anything else.”


I would have laughed anyway, but the look on the waitress’s face makes it impossible for me to stop giggling. Marquez is grinning. None of us speak again until the girl leaves, giving us one last disgusted look before she marches away. She’s about eighteen; I think she’s repulsed by the notion that anyone as old as we are might still be indulging in carnal acts.


“But you never told us,” Ellen says, speaking around a mouthful of food. “Why do you think Grant and Caroline are getting it on?”


“He licked her face,” Marquez says.


I almost choke on my burger. “He what?”


“They were in her office. You could tell they thought the door was closed, but it never latches quite right and it had swung open a little. I was spying on them,” he admits, “because I just had a funny feeling. They’ve been hovering around each other. She calls him into her office five times a day. He gets this look every time she walks by. I just sensed something.”


Ellen snaps her fingers, eager for him to get to the good part. “So? They’re alone in her office, you’re spying, the door opens, and—”


“And I see them. She’s just standing there, with her hands down at her sides. He’s about a foot away from her, with his hands at his sides, like she’s told him not to touch her. And he leans in and he licks her face. He sticks his tongue out and he laps it along her cheek. Long and slow, like he’s trying to draw out the whole experience. He does it a couple of times, like maybe she’s spread honey on her skin and he’s trying to get it all off. And then she turns her head, and he licks her other cheek. Just the same way.”


“I think I might lose my lunch,” Ellen says, but she chomps down on another French fry.


“I think it’s kind of sweet,” I say.


They both turn to stare at me as if I am the stupidest woman on the planet. “Explain to me how and in what possible context sweet could apply to this situation,” Ellen says.


I shrug. “Maybe Caroline wanted him to do something to prove he felt affection for her. Something that wasn’t actual, you know, sex. Something that would demonstrate tenderness.”


“Something that was creative,” Marquez says with a grin. “Something that would get her hot but didn’t involve him grabbing her boob.”


Ellen tosses up her hands as if conceding a feverishly contested point. “Whatever. Like I said, I don’t care who does who as long as I don’t have to watch.”


“I like to watch,” Marquez says.


“You’re a pervert,” Ellen tells him.


“But I wonder if they do more than licking,” I say. “I mean, it would be kind of sad if he never got to touch her.”


At their incredulous expressions, I feel compelled to add, “Well, if they really love each other. I mean, she’s clearly a controlling bitch and he’s in way over his head and there is no way this can end well, by any objective measure. But wouldn’t it be nice if they could have a few moments of real happiness together? You know? If she’s in a loveless marriage and he’s lonely and somehow they come together as kindred spirits and they have really great sex and there’s something in their lives, even for a short time? Don’t you think that would make it okay?”


Marquez reaches out to squeeze my hand where it lies on the table. “Sweetie, you really are a romantic, aren’t you?” he says.


Ellen snorts. “She’s delusional.”


“I just think there are all kinds of definitions of love,” I say. “There are all kinds of reasons we’re drawn to people. Maybe there’s something in their relationship you don’t understand—something that makes it really precious to them. You shouldn’t judge.”


Ellen’s tone is acerbic as vinegar. “Once I’ve talked to my social worker friend about Kathleen, I’ll ask if she has time to come in and speak to you,” she says. “I think maybe you might be in a situation that you need to discuss with somebody.”


For the briefest of moments, I picture that conversation: “My boyfriend is a shape-shifter. I only see him a few days a month, when he’s in human form.” “And how does that make you feel?” I think Kathleen has a better shot than I do of making any counselor understand what she’s experiencing.


“I’m not uttering any disguised cries for help,” I say, making my tone match Ellen’s. “I’m just saying a nontraditional relationship might have benefits that aren’t immediately apparent to you.”


“Uh-huh,” says Ellen. “Well, anytime you want to talk about it, you just let me know.”


I sigh and roll my eyes in an exaggerated fashion. It’s time to change the subject. “Hey! Did anyone see what Gage Jackson was wearing today? Was that supposed to be a tie?”


It’s always possible to distract Marquez with the topic of fashion. “He called it a cravat,” he replies. “Pretensions of British nobility, anybody?”


We finish the meal in pretty good spirits and leave the waitress a healthy tip. Ellen tips more heavily than anyone I know, usually making some comment like “Because her life is clearly so much more awful than mine” or “Because if I had to wait on scumbags and dickheads I’d be poisoning their soup and spitting in their beer.” Today she says, “So she can buy a new pair of thong underwear and impress her boyfriend with her youth and beauty. While they last.”


Marquez and I are both grinning as we follow her toward the exit. The waitress is standing by the front desk, and she joins the hostess in thanking us for our business and wishing us a pleasant day. Just as Ellen reaches for the door, Marquez leans over and licks her left cheek. Over the explosive sound of Ellen laughing, I’m sure I hear the waitress gasp.


I’m smiling, too—it’s pretty funny—but I’m not doubled over in mirth as Marquez and Ellen are. I don’t think I’m in a position to question anyone else’s definition of love. I’m not prepared to mock; I’m not willing to recoil in horror.


I’m almost thirty-five years old and for close to half of my life I have been in love with a man I cannot introduce to my family or my friends. People feel sorry for me; they try to set me up on dates; they think I might be a lesbian too shy to come out of the closet. They wonder if I’m simply off, strange, missing some essential component of affection or desire.


They don’t understand that what I have is so precious, so intense, such an essential part of my life, that I would not give it up for any inducement. If I tried, or if someone forced me to, I truly believe I would die.


When I get home, Dante is up and dressed and shuffling around the house with that dazed look that means he hasn’t been out of bed very long.


“How was your day?” I ask as I toss my purse and jacket to the couch. The living room is just to the left coming through the door, so the couch is handy.


Dante doesn’t actually answer, just comes over and envelops me in a hug, rubbing his face in my hair and clutching me to his body as if he just wants to remind himself of my weight and scent. I love these moments of exploration. I feel both absolutely connected to him, as if we have been lovers since the beginning of the world, and delighted by the wonder and unexpectedness of his presence in my life, as if we just met the night before but instantly recognized each other as soul mates.


The tension and the arguments will come later.


“My day was very dull,” he says into my skin as he nuzzles my neck. “I slept until noon, got up to eat, slept until four, got up to eat, used your computer to check my accounts, and then watched TV for about an hour.”


It only takes a few moments of thought to realize it would be very hard for someone who is only human a few days a month to hold down a job. Which means it is difficult for him to earn money or afford health insurance or pay for a car or actually buy anything. But what does he need? A few pairs of jeans, some T-shirts, a fresh pair of New Balance shoes every couple of years? I can buy all those things for him.


But he doesn’t want me to. He wants to be my lover, he says, not my gigolo. Anyway, he has his own money, funds his mother accumulated and left in separate accounts for Dante, his brother, and his sister. I’m not sure how much cash he could scare up if he needed to, but he has enough for his needs. I know some of it goes every month, through an automated payment plan, to pay for his storage shed near the Highway 44 exit that leads to my neighborhood.


He wears the key to that shed on a cord around his neck. I know that’s the first place he goes every time he returns to town, every time he returns to his human life. I’m his second stop.


“That doesn’t sound like such a bad day to me,” I say. “Sleeping and eating and watching TV. Actually, it sounds pretty ideal.”


“And having a beautiful, sexy creature come home to you at the end of the day,” he says. “That’s the best part.”


We stand in the living room and kiss for a while, which is extraordinarily pleasurable. I know we will make love again tonight, but right now there’s no urgency about it. We’re still reconnecting; we’re remembering what it feels like to be in another person’s arms, this person’s arms. He rubs his stubbled face against my cheek. I slip my hands inside the waistband at the back of his jeans. God, the feel of his smooth flesh against my fingers, the warmth of his breath against my forehead. I’ve missed this so much. Only now, when I can feast again on sensation, do I let myself admit how long I’ve been starved for contact.


I stretch up to kiss him on the mouth. “So what do you want to do tonight?” I ask. “Go out? It’s Humphrey Bogart night over at the university.”


Dante loves old movies. If it’s black-and-white, he’s seen it. Noir, screwball comedy, World War II films, weepy Bette Davis dramas. My tastes tend to skew more toward romantic comedy—and Technicolor—but I’ll watch anything with him. I was one of the first people in my area to get cable, just for TCM.


“Not tonight, I think. Not yet,” he says.


He’s often a little skittish on his first days back, uncomfortable around people and clumsy in public. I’ve watched him at restaurants as he studies the table, as if reminding himself what silverware is for. He can’t stand to use a straw. And he can’t tolerate small, crowded spaces, like movie theatres on an opening weekend or sports bars when the home team is playing. When we do take in a movie, it’s usually a matinee the day before the playbill changes or a French film showing at an art house.


“I’ve recorded a bunch of stuff on the DVR,” I say. “Let’s see if there’s anything on the menu that sounds good to you.”


An hour later, we curl up together on the couch, eating pizza in the flickering dark. We’ve reached a deal: We’ll watch an hour of The Sopranos—which he loves and I hate—followed by an hour of classic old comedies like The Mary Tyler Moore Show—which he also likes, but not nearly as much as I do. And then we’ll alternate again. Once the pizza is eaten and I’ve done up the dishes, we stretch out on the couch, entwining more completely. My back is to his chest, his arms are around me, and an old afghan knitted by my grandmother covers both of us. I watch James Gandolfini order some hapless cohort to get whacked, shutting my eyes before the scene can play out. My fingers close over Dante’s and he kisses the back of my head.


I cannot remember ever being so happy.




CHAPTER TWO
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There are two more days in the workweek and I force myself to go to the office both days, even though I am missing time with Dante. He sleeps most of Thursday, but by Friday morning he’s restless and energetic, and I know he won’t be confined to the house for long. I can hardly stand the thought that he will be roaming the streets, visiting parks, browsing through stores, existing, while I’m in some other part of the city. But I also can’t stand the thought of having absolutely no time off for the rest of the year, and I just have two days left. And it’s only September.


“I’ll see if I can work through lunch and come home early,” I tell him, as he gives me a lingering kiss good-bye. “Think about what you might want to do this weekend. We could drive out to the wineries. Or go hiking. The weather’s supposed to be beautiful.”


“We need to go see Christina,” he says.


I stop with my hand on the door, turning to stare at him in surprise. Christina is his sister, and I can’t remember the last time we visited her, though I think he gets in touch with her every time he’s in human form. She lives outside of Rolla, about ninety minutes southwest of my house in Eureka. As far as I can determine, his brother has no permanent residence.


“She sent an e-mail,” he adds. “She wants to see us. And William.”


The advent of e-mail has made it exponentially easier for Dante to run his life, and he set up a Hotmail account ages ago. Now and then, while he’s gone off in some animal shape, and I’m worried sick about him every single minute, he has a chance to shift into human form, find a library or an Internet café, and send me a quick note to let me know he’s all right and thinking of me. I live for those messages, random and far too rare.


“Is something wrong?” I ask. “Is she sick?”


He shrugs. “I don’t know. There was just a message in my in-box saying she wanted to see me when I was around. I e-mailed this morning to say I was here. She suggested we come over Sunday.”


“And William will be there, too?”


Again, he hunches his shoulders. “You never know about William.”


“Okay,” I reply. What else is there to say? “Well, let me know if there’s anything you want to do on Saturday. Love you. See you later.”


There’s an accident on Highway 109 and no easy way around it, so I have plenty of time to sit in my car and think. I don’t know much about Dante’s siblings—truth be told, I don’t know as much about Dante as I would like. It’s amazing how completely I have allowed him to dictate the parameters of our relationship. I accept what he tells me. I rarely push for more details. I never insist on proof that what he tells me is true.


In the past fifteen years, I have never once seen him transmogrify into a different form. I have only his word for it that, when he leaves me, he is something else entirely—something that a sane person would never consider to be credible. There have been times when I entertained doubts, of course, as anyone would. But as the years have passed and his story has not varied, and what I have experienced of his life seemed to tally with what he has told me of his life, I have come to believe him. Mostly. With only a faint shadow of uncertainty now and then …


I think it was meeting Christina and William ten years ago that really won me over. Because they all told the same tale, or variations on it, with no theatrics, no lurking twinkle, no indication that they were merely waiting for me to swear I believed them before they cried out, “Fooled you!” Of course, they all could have been subject to the same hallucinatory hysteria, victims of an insane parent who whispered to them from infancy that they were different, they were special, they closed their eyes at night and dreamed they were dogs and sheep and bears, but the dreams were real …


And yet, when they discussed their habits of changing, how it felt and when it happened, they seemed merely to be discussing their lives. As my cousins and I might talk about how our skin reacts to a different moisturizer, how the hair on our legs grows thicker in the winter, maybe because we forget to shave. Dante and his siblings never seem to be trying to convince me of anything. They never seem to be pretending.


Although they share a certain family resemblance, they’re very different, both in attitudes and shape-shifting rituals. By the time I met Christina and William, I had finally learned a few details about Dante’s own situation. During the first years of his life, he didn’t change forms very often—maybe for one or two days a month. He couldn’t remember the first time it had happened, which he assumed meant that he had been changing shapes since he was a baby. It was never scary; it was never strange. It just was.


From the beginning, he had had little control over what animal he would become or when the transformation would occur. He had learned to recognize the symptoms that preceded the event—the day before it happened, he would feel a buildup of pressure at the back of his head, and lights would begin flickering at the corners of his eyes. These signals proved vastly useful once he decoded them, because he made sure he was never sitting in a classroom or visiting a public space on the day he would become something else.


He never described to me the exact mechanics of transformation, though he said the process tended to be quick—five or ten minutes at the most. When he was a child, he usually turned into a small animal, such as a cat or a rabbit. As he aged and grew, acquiring weight and muscle mass, he became somewhat larger creatures, like beavers, goats, deer, and foxes. Once he attained his full adult height, he said, he was never again a creature weighing less than fifty pounds. These days when he changed, he found himself to be a wolf, a collie, a mountain lion. Mostly, he said, he took on an animal shape that was suitable to his environment.


Mostly.


“So you might turn into a bear when you’re walking the streets of a major city?” I asked him one day.


“I try not to be in an urban area when I think I’m going to change.”


“Maybe you should. Maybe if you always stayed in town, you’d never turn into anything except a German shepherd or a Labrador retriever.”


He had not answered that. I filed the suggestion away as something to mention again if the time ever seemed right.


Something else happened as he grew older: His periods in animal form became longer and longer, until he was only human about half the time—and then even less. These days, he’s in the shape of a man only about one week out of every month. I live in absolute terror of the day he changes into another creature and never changes back.


“That won’t happen,” he once told me.


“But how do you know?”


He’d laughed. “Because I’ll be dead before then.”


“What?”


He’d shrugged and given the most minimal answer, clearly sorry he’d brought it up. “Shape-shifters tend not to live very long lives. Too much wear and tear on the body, maybe. Or too much time in the form of animals that die much sooner than humans do. If I spend half a month as a collie, well, that’s a much bigger percentage of a dog’s life than it is of a man’s life. It ages me.”


“Then don’t be a dog anymore,” I said urgently. “Be a—Be a giant sea tortoise! They live for centuries! Slow down the process. Reverse it!”


I hadn’t been kidding, but he’d laughed. “You have no reason to believe you’ll live any longer than I will,” he teased. “You could go in a car accident—or a plane crash. You could get cancer or meningitis. A gas leak could cause your house to blow up. Anything could—”


“I get the point! I could die! But the probability is that I will live to eighty or so. And you’re telling me that your probability is significantly less—”


He’d shrugged again. “I’m saying I don’t know. I’m not going to worry about it. I can change my shape but I can’t change my destiny. I’m at peace with whatever happens.”


I wasn’t, of course. I fretted about that conversation for days, for weeks, until I finally realized that my anxiety did nothing but irritate him and exhaust me. It was clear I couldn’t change him; I couldn’t even change myself.


Christina and William, though born to the same set of parents, seem to be governed by an entirely different set of rules. William, who is five years younger than Dante, has always been animal more often than he’s been human, and he’s never been anything except a dog or a wolf. He claims to be able to decide when to shift between states, which raises the very interesting question of why he is so rarely human. There is a permanent wildness to his face that always reminds me of new Dante. If you didn’t know William was a shape-shifter, you’d think he was one of those children raised by feral animals in a cave somewhere, not rescued by man until he was ten or twelve years old. You get the sense that he has learned to mimic human behaviors but that they will never be instinctive to him. He left home when he was fifteen, and it is rare, these days, that his siblings know exactly where he is.


By contrast, Christina is the most normal of the three. Younger than William by three years, she’s always human, except for two or three days a month; those days are usually associated with her menstrual cycle. According to her, if the need is great enough, she can resist changing, even when her body longs for transmogrification. Like Dante, she experiences useful symptoms that let her know alteration is imminent. She can make sure she’s locked in her house, away from shocked strangers and prying eyes, when she allows the metamorphosis to take her. The shapes she takes are varied, though she has never been explicit about them, at least not with me.


Their mother had been a shape-shifter, too, more like Christina than William and, from what I can tell, gifted with a preternatural patience and tranquillity. She died the summer Dante graduated from college; I never met her, which I regret to this day.


Of their father, never a word is spoken.


There might be stranger families in the world, but I have never been able to imagine what they might be like.


Work is endless. I actually nod off during the staff meeting my boss holds right after lunch, when my coworkers and I are all at our dullest. Fourteen of us are grouped around a conference table meant to hold ten, and the temperature inside the room must be close to eighty. Kathleen is sitting near the head of the table, taking notes by hand. The bruises on her face have turned from purple to a greenish-yellow, still visible under her makeup. She is wearing a new ring on her right hand, a star sapphire flanked by diamonds.


“That sumbitch gave it to her last night,” Ellen whispers to me when I draw her attention to the new jewelry. “She was walking around this morning showing it off to everyone. ‘See what Ritchie bought me! Isn’t it beautiful?’ I said, ‘Kathleen, honey, why’d he get you something so nice? Is it your anniversary? I know your birthday’s not till February.’ And she said, happy as you please, ‘We had an argument Monday night and he just wanted to say he was sorry.’ And I said, ‘Well, sugar, maybe next time you ought to let him carve your face open with a butcher knife. Then he’ll owe you a car.’”


I put a hand to my mouth to muffle my laugh. “What did she say then?”


“She told me I was a stupid bitch and to mind my own business.”


“No, she didn’t.”


“Well, she just turned around and walked away, but I knew what she was thinking.”


“Maybe he’ll be nice to her for a while.”


“Well, then, happy days for sure.”


When the meeting finally comes to its conclusion, we all jostle toward the door, and I find myself unexpectedly falling in step beside Kathleen. Almost before I know the words are forming in my mouth, I say, “I’ve been admiring your ring. Is it new?”


Her face lights up. She extends her right hand so I can see her fingers. “Isn’t it beautiful? My husband gave it to me.”


I don’t know how to answer. I finally say, “I’m sure he loves you very much.”


Ellen is behind me, so I can’t see her face, but I know she’s rolling her eyes. The thing is, he probably does love her, in a tortured and unhealthy way. The question isn’t whether she loves him back, but whether she should. The question is: Is he safe to love?


Dante wants to go out to dinner, even though it’s Friday night, which means restaurants will be crowded. We pick a small place with outdoor seating that’s airy and open enough to keep Dante from getting edgy. Although it’s mid-September, the days are still fairly warm, and the heat lamps strategically set up around the perimeter of the patio keep the area perfectly comfortable at night.


“Can I get you anything to drink?” our waitress asks. She’s about twenty-five, pretty and buxom, with shiny brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and lipstick that looks so much like bubblegum I wonder if it came with a miniature comic wrapping.


“How about a beer?” Dante says.


She reels off the selections and he picks some kind of heavy Irish stout. I ask for lemonade. Dante makes a face at me as soon as the waitress leaves.


“I’m not going to get drunk, you know,” he says. “You don’t have to choose nonalcoholic beverages so you can be the designated driver.”


He loves to drive; whenever he’s in town and we go anywhere together, he automatically slips behind the steering wheel. I’m usually nervous for the first fifteen minutes, wondering if his fine motor coordination has deteriorated during his travels; but, so far anyway, he doesn’t seem to have lost a jot of his competence.


“I don’t feel like drinking,” I say. “Alcohol messes up my sleep patterns, and I haven’t gotten much sleep this week as it is.”


“Well, I’ll only be around a few more days,” he says. “You can catch up next week.”


He says the words so casually; he must have no idea how they lacerate my heart. “You’ll make it through Sunday, won’t you?” I say, trying to joke. “Otherwise, I guess I’ll have to drive you out to Christina’s. You can sit in the front seat with your head sticking out the window.”


He gives this sally a brief smile. “I ought to be good through Monday at least. I guess we’ll see.”


“Last time it was eight days. The time before that, ten days.”


He nods. “So Monday or Tuesday sounds about right.”


“What are you going to get to eat?”


“I was looking at the steak tartare.”


I’m silent. I always find it disturbing that he likes his meat so rare. It makes me think about how he must eat when he’s in animal form, catching small creatures and devouring them raw. No wonder shape-shifters have a short life expectancy. God knows what kinds of toxins they absorb with their strange diets.


“Or the sushi,” he adds.


“Maybe you should have a salad,” I say. “You know, get some greens. And some fruit while you’re at it. You don’t want to develop scurvy.”


He gives me a look filled with mockery. “Heartworms, more likely,” he says. “Rabies. I don’t think it’s malnutrition that’s going to do me in.”


“Don’t talk like that,” I plead. “It makes me so sad.”


“I’m a realist. You’re a romantic.”


“Well, maybe I am. Indulge me, just for tonight. Don’t talk about death. And don’t eat uncooked food!”


The waitress returns to deliver our drinks and take our orders. “What would you suggest?” he asks her. “My girlfriend thinks I should eat something healthy, but I want something that tastes good. And has a lot of calories.”


“Our specialty is beef stew,” she says. “It’s got vegetables in it, is that healthy? But it’s really hearty. Most people can’t eat the whole bowl.”


He folds his menu and hands it to her. “I bet I can. Let me have the stew. And some bread. And another beer.”


I’m the one who gets a salad, though I’ve already lost my appetite, as well as any inclination to talk. But silence never bothers Dante. I suppose that’s because he lives for weeks at a time without exchanging words with anyone. He leans back in his chair and looks around at the other diners with idle interest.


I always wish I could tell what he’s thinking when he studies strangers in this way. Is he wondering if they, like he, conceal shocking secrets even though they look so normal? Is he wishing he could try on their ordinary lives, if only for a day or two, if only to see what he’s missed all these years? Is his wolf brain or his cougar brain wondering what they would taste like if he ripped out their throats and began munching on their flesh for dinner?


I hate that such thoughts even cross my mind. I never voice them. But every time I see Dante grow as still and focused as a predator, his eyes on some stranger across a room, those terrible images fill my head.


The food is good, and Dante does indeed manage to polish off the whole bowl of stew. And a third beer. I eat most of my salad, split a dessert with him, and take the car keys from his hands as we leave.


“You remember the rule,” I say, keeping my voice light. “More than two beers and I drive.”


“I remember,” he says amiably enough.


The alcohol has made him amorous, though. During the entirety of the short ride home, he sits half turned toward me, his left hand resting on my leg, his fingers curled around the inside of my thigh. I love to feel the weight of his hand, not moving, not stroking, simply there, a silent statement of intimate connection. Of possession, perhaps. It comes as no surprise to me that I feel as if I belong to him.


We’re barely inside the door before he takes me in his arms, kissing me hungrily and pulling at the straps of my dress as if he cannot wait for the thirty seconds it will take me to undo the ties and buttons myself. I cling to him, suddenly desperate to feel his skin against mine, though our feverish kisses impede both of our efforts to undress. We break apart long enough to shed our clothes in a tangled pile just a few feet from the door, and then we’re kissing madly again.


Moving in tandem like mating dragonflies, we’ve taken a few steps toward the bedroom, but it’s too far away and the need is too great. His erection is between us and we rub against each other, moaning in low voices; and then he is inside me, half lifting me in his arms, as he thrusts and pulls back and thrusts again. I feel my fingers biting into the flesh of his shoulders; I must hold on to him with all my strength or get flung into the void. While his hips work, he plants breathless kisses all over my face, but not as if he is even aware he is kissing me. His mouth against my skin is just another form of speech, an expression of desire, as involuntary and absentminded as a gasp of pain or pleasure.


I come and then he does, and we both fight for air, holding tight to each other as our bodies recollect themselves and our souls filter back inside our skin. He sets me on my feet and I am keenly aware of the cool hardwood floor beneath my soles, the slick sweat that greases my stomach and his, the sharp scents produced by both of our bodies. There is no odor in the world that replicates the smell of sex. There is no rapture that can match it.


A half hour later, we are lying face-to-face in bed, both of us having showered and brushed our teeth for the night. Neither of us has bothered to put on nightclothes, and we lie side by side in that drowsy, companionable state of affection that usually follows lovemaking. We are engaging in the light foreplay we didn’t have the patience for earlier, though I don’t think it will lead to another bout of sex. He is running his hand idly up and down the curve of my hip and leaning in now and then to kiss me. I am working my fingers into the knotted muscles of his back and neck, pausing now and then just to caress the ridged surfaces of his chest. He is thinner than I like, but in top physical shape. His body is that of an athlete preparing for a marathon session of training.


My hand tangles in the cord around his neck and I tug on it gently, which obligingly brings his mouth down to mine. I am still holding the strip of leather when he lifts his head, and now I examine it more closely. There’s a little light spilling in through the window—enough for me to see that this isn’t the same cord he was wearing when he returned a few days ago.


“This is new, isn’t it?” I ask, rubbing the pieces of leather together so that the key twirls in a heavy dance.


“Yeah. Picked it up this morning.”


“What was wrong with the old one? Was it starting to fray?”


“It was too short.”


It takes me a moment to work that out. He’d been wearing the same cord for the past five years; the key had lain against his chest just at the breastbone. What has suddenly made it insufficient?


And then I realize: The cord is perfectly fine when he’s in human shape, but not when he turns into an animal. It is still around his neck, of course—it is the only thing he is determined to never lose, though he does try to keep a pack of small supplies with him that he can carry even when he is in animal form. If the cord is too short, he must be changing into bigger and bigger beasts.


If he becomes an animal whose neck is too thick, too burly, he might be strangled by his single link to his human soul.


“Dante,” I breathe.


He rolls onto his back and the strap slips through my fingers. “Don’t get all fussy on me,” he says.


I sit up. Fussy is not nearly desperate enough to describe how I feel. “Dante,” I say again. “Tell me what’s happening to you.”


He kind of shakes his head against the pillow; his hands make a small gesture of fatalism. “This last time, I was some pretty big creatures. A bear for at least a week. I could feel the cord tight against my windpipe, though it didn’t hurt and it didn’t bind. But I’ve been moving through Kansas and Colorado a lot over the past few months. What if I turn into a buffalo? What if I turn into a moose? That band wouldn’t be long enough.”


I pull insistently on the key. “This one wouldn’t be, either!” I exclaim.


“Maybe not,” he says. “I think I’m going to buy a bungee cord, or maybe just some industrial strength elastic, and sew the leather to that. Give myself some room to expand.”


“But a buffalo—I mean, what’s the collar size of an animal like that?” I say, trying to dial back my anxiety. Or, at least, to sound like I’ve dialed it back.


“Pretty damn big,” he admits.


“Maybe you should think of a different plan,” I say. “Wear it around your wrist.”


“I’d lose it the first day I changed,” he says.


“Your waist?”


“Thought about that,” he says. “Maybe. But there’s bound to be a similar problem. I mean, anything small enough to stay around my waist will turn into a tourniquet on a big animal.”


“Yeah, but at least you won’t choke to death in the first five minutes of transformation,” I say. “If you had to, you could probably claw it off before it did any substantial damage.”


“If I was a wolf or a big cat,” he agrees. “But buffalo or bison? Not so sure.”


“What about wearing it as part of your harness?” I say. That’s how he carries the pack with him most of the time—the harness slips over his back, shoulders, and stomach, leaving his limbs free no matter what shape he assumes. The pack holds only the barest essentials: a twenty-dollar bill, a debit card, and a pair of slick running pants folded into the smallest possible shape so he has something to cover his nakedness when he resumes his human body. While he’s gone, one of my daily tasks is to check his bank account to make sure he hasn’t lost his backpack and a stranger isn’t making purchases with his card.


Whenever I see new account activity—usually the purchase of running shoes and a sweatshirt—my heart always lifts. He’s himself again; he’ll be back with me soon. That isn’t always true, of course. Sometimes he’s hundreds of miles away and human for just a few hours, but he still needs to buy clothes if he’s anywhere he might run into other people.


He shakes his head again. “The backpack I can afford to lose. The key I can’t. I’ve got to be able to figure out a way to keep it on me all the time.”


“Dante.” I swing a leg over him and straddle his hips, then lean in very close, my hands on his cheeks, my eyes staring into his. “Dante. You can afford to lose the key. You don’t have to go straight to the locker whenever you change. You just have to get somewhere that you can call me. I’ll come to you, wherever you are. I’ll bring everything you need.”


He turns onto his side, trying to dislodge me, but I tumble over with him, landing so that we are still face-to-face. My leg is still wrapped around his waist, my palms are still on his face, though he has grabbed my wrists as if he wants to pull my hands away. But he doesn’t.


“I cannot simply rely on you,” he says, speaking the words clearly and precisely, as if to make sure that this time I actually understand. We have had this conversation dozens of times before. “What if you’re sick? What if you’re out of town? What if you simply don’t want to come get me?”


“I don’t think—”


He raises his voice to drown me out. “What if you’re dead, though God knows I hope you live to be a hundred? What if you’ve gotten tired of me and you’ve taken up with some other guy and he doesn’t think it’s such a hot idea for you to go charging out in the middle of the night on an errand you can’t explain?”


“You know that won’t—”


“I trust you, Maria, with my secret, with my life, with my soul, but no human being can be everything else to another one. If you’re the only thing I can count on, the time will come when I need you and you won’t be there.” Now he puts his hands on my cheeks, and draws me in so our foreheads touch. Our wrists make X shapes on either side of our faces. “Just as there have been times you’ve needed me and I haven’t been here.”


“I’ve never complained about that,” I whisper. “I’ve never asked you to give me more than you can.”


He kisses me, very gently, on the mouth. “And I won’t let you try to give me more than you should,” he says quietly. “I have to be able to do some things for myself. I’ll think about the key. I’ll work it out.”


“I love you,” I say.


He kisses me again. “I know,” he replies. “My life would be nothing if you didn’t.”


Saturday we run errands and eat lunch out and take a short hike through Babler State Park, which is only about twenty minutes from my house. The exercise puts Dante in a good mood, and so he’s willing to entertain an idea I had while I lay beside him the night before, unable to sleep.


“What about a backup plan?” I ask. “You’ll still have the key with you in some fashion. But just in case I’m not dead or sick or on an airplane or married to someone else when you come back to town, what if we buy a prepaid cell phone and bury it somewhere that you can get to easily? And then if you lose your pack and your key, you can dig up the phone and call me.”


He gives me a look filled equally with fondness and derision. “And you don’t think the battery will have worn down during the weeks I’ve been gone?”


“We’ll buy one of those special chargers,” I say triumphantly. “You use a couple of AA batteries and a connector cord to recharge the cell phone battery. I bought one after my power went out last time.”


He looks intrigued. “That might work.” Then he has a thought. “Of course, why couldn’t I just bury a spare key to my locker instead of the cell phone?”


I stare at him blankly and then burst out laughing. “Well, you could, I guess,” I say. “But I think we should get the cell phone, too, just to reward me for coming up with such a clever idea!”
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