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Dedication

For my husband,

whom I didn’t meet in the bathtub

and whom I would always recognize.

All of me loves all of you.




Chapter 1



It smelled like wet dog. I gave a little sniff and wrinkled my nose. Did I forget to hang out the laundry and it was sitting there stinking up the place? Here in this old house, I was aware of other odors – like the scent of wood or furniture polish – mingled in with the wet-dog smell. 

I sighed, because I didn’t feel like bothering with the laundry after this horribly long work day. Outside, raindrops the size of golf balls were still pouring down, producing strange sounds on the window panes and the roof. I was shaking as I pulled my damp hair over my shoulder. 

My shoes had soaked up the water and although it was May, the rain had cooled the air so much that I shivered in my light clothing. I slipped the shoes off my feet and looked forward to nothing more than a nice long soak in the tub. The water would be steaming hot. I wanted mountains of bubbles around me and the lovely scent of vanilla, so rich and heavy it could make me forget everything.

Even a day like today. 

I looked in the mirror over the dresser. The rain had made my strawberry blonde hair cling to my face like seaweed. My mascara had smudged a little under my green eyes and I wiped it away with my finger. The tinted moisturizer I’d put on that morning had faded, revealing the freckles on my nose. Thank goodness I wasn’t one of those redheads who were absolutely covered with them. Anyway my hair wasn’t a dark red, it had blonde highlights. Still, I’d been teased about my freckles so many times as a child, it was impossible for me to muster any fondness for them. ‘Emily’s got a dot to dot on her face’ was one of the nicer comments.

I held on to the dresser for a moment, threw my head back and closed my eyes. Today I’d had to run the gift store alone. My boss was busy with a family thing and my workmate Wendy had claimed she wasn’t well. Of course, this just happened to be the day when all the customers decided to ask lots of questions; it never let up. Did we have this vase or that photo album in red or blue too? A larger one or a smaller one? And didn’t we used to have a certain porcelain piggybank similar to this one, except without the clover design?

I massaged my temples. I had a mean headache right behind my eyes, it felt like someone was dragging a crochet hook along the inside of my skull. And as if all that wasn’t enough, today it was exactly one year since I broke up with Dillon. I’d been single a year already. A year without dates. Why did it bother me so much? It was so long ago and actually I felt nothing anymore, except regret that we’d ever been together in the first place.

I opened my eyes and shook off the unpleasant memories. When I inhaled deeply the smell hit my nose again. It really did used to smell like wet dog here sometimes. I’d inherited the house from my grandparents, and my grandpa used to own hunting dogs. That was also why he had built the large bathroom next to the backdoor, by the kitchen. They often came back from their outings all dirty, so he took them straight from the garden into the bathroom to wash them off.  

Barefoot, I padded along to my laundry room. It was opposite the bathroom. But when I turned the light on, expecting to be confronted with a mountain of wet clothing, everything was as it should be. I turned around. A surreal light shone in through the window. Although the rain had made everything gray, the sun was still shining from behind the clouds. There was a yellow sheen to the air, as if there were a sulfur source around. 

The house looked so peaceful. The old furniture, of which I had changed very little, brought back childhood memories. I’d wandered the rooms back then too, searching for Puss in Boots or some other character I was sure was hiding here somewhere. I never found him, not under the bed nor in any of the cupboards.

I smiled and closed the laundry door behind me. I may have been glad I hadn’t forgotten to empty the washing machine, but I was still none the wiser when it came to the source of the mystery odor. I sniffed again and realized the smell was stronger here. My gaze fell to the wooden floor and I noticed some wet spots on it. I dipped my finger into one of the little puddles and saw traces of earth on my fingertip. I wiped it off on my jeans and looked over to the backdoor.

A suspicion crept over me, and I got up to check whether I had locked it. I only had to touch it lightly and it creaked open. Great. I’d found a raccoon in my kitchen not long ago. It had taken the same way in and was busy digging its paws into the cake I’d left to cool on the windowsill. The aroma had probably attracted it.

Could it have remembered this food source and come back to raid my kitchen again? My eyes followed the trail on the ground, but it didn’t lead to the kitchen, rather to the bathroom. What did it want in there? Did it like my vanilla soap or something? It better not have stolen it; that was my favorite soap. When I thought of raccoons, I always imagined them as thieves, with their little black masks. It certainly had been stealing from my kitchen last time, but when I pictured it making off with my soap, well that just seemed a bit far-fetched.

Without further ado, I turned the handle of the door to the bathroom. At that stage I didn’t even find it weird that the door wasn’t ajar. The wee fellas were stronger than you’d imagine. But the scene that lay before me had little to do with a soap stealing raccoon. 

What was that?

Goosebumps shot across my back like an express train, and everything in me wanted to scream and run. Instead I stood motionless, as if Medusa’s stare had turned me to stone. Although my body was still flesh and blood, not granite, I was in no way capable of moving. My cry came out as a pathetic gasp. It was as if a mental cage prevented me from reacting physically, while a storm of feelings raged inside. 

Something was sitting in my tub. I could hardly call it ‘someone’. The sight of it made me infinitely cold, but only my lower lip trembled. It was a hulking great thing. Over countless muscles and ligaments shot forth dark brown hair... fur. It glinted almost black from being wet. The behemoth was sitting in water. Ice-cubes galore swam around in it, but his expression was feverish. Instead of freezing, he rather seemed to be giving off steam. The stench of wet dog enshrouded the tub like a cloche. 

I couldn’t look away from his eyes. Sometimes they looked blue, other times turquoise, then speckled. They seemed to be constantly changing like a kaleidoscope of ocean waves and sky. Every so often shades of indigo and lapis lazuli flashed across. Sometimes they seemed dull, then shining again. The color fluctuated incessantly.  

I blinked and saw hands, which lay like paws on the rim of the tub, with long claws and even more fur. But the paws didn’t have the form of an animal’s, rather they had the contours of human hands. The nose was black and too strongly curved, and when he bared his teeth, I saw wolf fangs.  

“Oh, God,” I whispered.

I murmured the same words over and over. I just wanted to run away, but it was as if I were paralyzed. The stupor didn’t seem to only be coming from inside me. 

“Don’t be scared,” he growled in a voice that hardly seemed made for speech.

The fact he could speak at all really struck me though. He spoke my language. Understood me. Somehow it made him less horrifying, even if I did still have difficulty picturing him as human. He even had fur on his face. His mouth was a muzzle.

I was dreaming. This simply had to be a dream. I must have fallen asleep and this wasn’t really happening at all. Because it wasn’t possible, was it? I wanted to pinch myself, but the inertia had a tight grip on me. 

“What are you?”

My voice sounded strange. None of this could be real, and my body not listening to me anymore was surely a part of my nightmare. I was Alice in Wonderland. But the white rabbit had turned into the big bad wolf and was now bathing in my tub. All the fur in there was so wet. He had tracked mud into the house and I just wanted to chase him out, scrub my floor spotless and let out the dirty water. I wanted the shower to wash any trace he left straight down the drain. 

“Can’t you guess what I am?” he asked.

I gulped and hesitated. He looked wolf-like, though not in the conventional way. He was too large and spoke too much for that. Heavens, I had no idea! If this was a dream, he could be any mythical creature that came to mind. Well, not a water fairy, but still. 

“The big bad wolf?” I asked tentatively.

Feeling anxious, I wet my lips and chewed on the lower one. That gave me an idea. Maybe I couldn’t pinch myself, but I could bite myself couldn’t I? So I did it. Hard. I yelped as the pain seared through my lip and tears sprang into my eyes. I was almost ready to cry. 

“Shit,” I murmured and licked the sore spot. It felt raw and tasted somewhat metallic.

“What are you doing?” he asked, sounding horrified.

He leaned toward me and water slopped over the edge of the tub. A few ice-cubes clattered on the tiles. Everything seemed crazy realistic. 

“What am I doing?”

My voice was a hysterical squeak. Of course it was possible to bite yourself in your sleep. Lots of weird things could happen when you’d switched yourself into standby mode. But it should have woken me up. If this was all a dream, it was one I couldn’t wake up from. And if it wasn’t a dream, I was probably standing in my bathroom hallucinating. I couldn’t decide which was worse: to be stuck in a dream world or to have a screw loose.

But then I realized I was analyzing this possible dream too much. What kind of person mentally dissected the dream they were currently dreaming? And this thought catapulted me back into the here and now.

“Damn it!” My voice trembled. “I don’t want to hallucinate.”

He tilted his head and his eyes narrowed. “You think you’re hallucinating?”

“How else do you explain this? And apparently I’m having a conversation with one of my delusions.”

I desperately wanted to press my hands to my temples, but my body wasn’t playing ball. Heatwaves seared across my skin. I was trapped inside myself. My body seemed to be under anesthetic, while my mind was overstimulated. 

“You’re not crazy.”

I sniffed and hot tears rolled down my cheeks. This time I couldn’t hold them back. “I’m not exactly normal either.” 

“Hey, which one of us has the fur here?” he teased, and the fact he was joking was almost too much for me.

I tried to scream. My voice failed once more. It seemed to be paralyzed like the rest of me.

“I can’t move,” I sobbed. “I can’t scream.” My throat hurt from crying so hard.

“No, you can’t,” he said. 

I blinked at him in confusion.

“I can’t let you go like this.”

My brow furrowed. Only my face still worked. “What do you mean by that?”

“I’m controlling you.”

“Oh, whatever! You’re lying in my bathtub.”

“I’m a werewolf, Emily.”

A lump appeared in my throat. It was easier to broach the more harmless of the two subjects, so I asked him, “How do you know my name?”

“I saw your mail on the table, so unless you’re living in some kind of commune, that must be you.”

Okay, so on top of it all he could read. What was he? The academic of the wolves? I inhaled deeply and corrected myself. Werewolves. Films like ‘Underworld’ and ‘Van Helsing’ sprang to mind.

“There’s no such thing as... werewolves,” I stammered.

He pulled a face, which looked pretty grotesque. “And what am I then?”

I shook my head, as far as my trance allowed. “One of those people with wolf syndrome or whatever they call it. There was a documentary about you guys once. You’re all really hairy, even your faces. That must be it.”  

His color-changing gaze met mine with an expression that looked like I’d just tried to tell him he was Santa. He pointed to his teeth and seemed to think it okay to indulge in further jokes, by beginning to quote from Red Riding Hood.

“What big teeth I have...”

I wanted to shrug, but couldn’t. “Maybe it’s an artificial set.”

He gestured to his unnerving eyes. “And what strange eyes I have...”

“Contacts?” I asked with little conviction.

“Battery powered ones? I saw myself in the mirror before.” He pointed with one of his paw-hands toward the hand basin which had a mirror cabinet over it. “I’m stuck mid-transformation. That’s why my eyes aren’t like they should be.”

“Absolutely nothing about you is like it should be,” I said. Actually I had wanted to hurl the words at him, but they sounded uncertain.

“And why do I have this, if I’ve just got wolf syndrome?”

He got up, so forcefully that the water spilled over again, and stood large as life before me. I wanted to cover my face with my hands, but my movements were still blocked. I blinked warily and couldn’t manage to look away, as if even that was now impossible. 

“Look at me,” he demanded.

So I did. Everything within me was at his command. I couldn’t figure out why. He was so hairy, I could only guess at his nudity. The fur also hid part of his body from me, the part which would have made evident his masculinity. On the other hand, I was able to clearly make out something else. He turned around and presented me with his hindquarters, watching me over his shoulder all the while. 

A long bushy tail hung from him like an extra appendage. I’d never seen a person with a tail. He wagged it pointedly, slapping it on his muscular thighs. Then he turned back to me.

Water dripped from his coat into the tub, producing the same sound as a half dozen leaky taps. It was as if time was also dripping away. Splish. Splosh. And it was getting harder and harder to convince myself he was just one of those particularly hairy people with wolf syndrome. 

“And if I’m only human, how come I can entrance you like I am?”

“Entrance?” I whispered.

“Go on and lift your arm for me.” He didn’t sound smug. It actually seemed more like this wasn’t much fun for him either. “Scream, Emily, as loud as you can.”

I gulped hard. 

“Run, if you really want to. I can feel you trying, and I’m holding you here. You must have noticed.”

“Why?”

“Because I can’t let you go. No-one can know about this.” 

I gasped, a horrible suspicion forming in my mind. “What are you going to do with me then? I’ve already seen you.”

Something you could have called a smile formed on his face. “I won’t do anything to you. You don’t need to be afraid.”

“But...”

“You’ll forget all of this... forget me.”

“And how, may I ask? I really don’t think I could forget something this crazy.”

He was shivering feverishly and sat back down in the tub. When the icy water enveloped him he groaned contentedly.

“I can make you. Just as I can keep you from moving, I can also control your memories of me.” His eyes, which still hadn’t been able to decide on a color, gave me a hard stare. “You will forget me. I promise you.”

The idea of him rummaging around in my head and simply robbing me of my memories scared me. He couldn’t do that. “What if I don’t want you to?”

He shrugged and picked up a few ice-cubes to press to his forehead with his clawed hand. He sighed blissfully.

“You have no choice when it comes to this, Emily. We live in secrecy and hide from your kind.”

“We?”

He looked surprised. “Yes, of course. Did you think I was the only one?”

“No idea,” I admitted. “Until I walked into the room just now, I’d never thought about it.”

He nodded. “That’s good. And you shouldn’t.”

I exhaled in frustration. “Please, just let me go. I’m getting claustrophobic!”

He didn’t say anything for a while. Then he nodded slowly. “I’ll let you have control of one arm back.”

“The left one?” I asked hopefully. I’m left-handed. 

“If you like.” He made a simple hand gesture, like a Roman Emperor granting a gladiator a small wish. 

Suddenly I really could use my arm. My fingertips tingled, as if they had gone to sleep. Otherwise everything was working fine. Right away I started touching myself all over. I could feel my hand upon myself, and at the same time I could feel the rest of my body unmoving under my hand. Not one muscle twitched. I took hold of my face, and the feeling of being able to move on both sides was indescribable, as if someone had removed a layer of cling film from me, in which the rest of my body was still packaged. 

I rubbed my face several times, massaged my temple with my thumb and gave him a grateful look. 

He nodded at me and explained, “You can’t run away with one arm, so it’s okay.”

Groaning, he pressed the heel of his hand against his forehead. He didn’t seem to be too well. There were so many things I wanted to ask.

“What are you doing in my tub? What do you want with all the ice-cubes? And why are you even in my house?”

“All good questions.”

“But you’re not going to answer me.”

“Yes, I will.” He shrugged. “I’m going to take away your memories anyway, and since I’m going to be here a while I don’t have anything against some conversation. The past few hours weren’t particularly entertaining.”

“Hours?” How long had he been in my house then?

“I’m in your tub, because I need to cool off. My body’s stuck in its transformation and it’s given me a fever. That also answers your second question about the ice-cubes. The colder the water is, the better.”

“You’re stuck in your transformation,” I repeated his strange words. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He sighed, but it sounded more like a growl. His voice was so hoarse, I got a sore throat just listening to it. I’d never heard anything like it. 

“Normally, I’m human, exactly like you. In a crowd of hundreds, you wouldn’t pick me out as a freak. Except when I transform.”

That didn’t sound very likely. I licked my lips intently. I was listening to him, but I still hadn’t given up on the idea of it all being an illusion. Would I need a shrink in the end?

“And now you’re caught in your transformation?”

“You could say that.”

“Why don’t you give in then? Just turn back into a human.”

The creature let out a noise that sounded like a throaty grunt.  

“I’m stuck fast, Emily. It doesn’t matter in which direction.”

I nodded slowly. If I helped him get ‘unstuck’, would he go then?

“Why are you stuck?”

“Because I actually have to transform. There are times when I can do it, and at those times I can change back into my human form at any moment. And there are times when I’m not free to decide, just like you’re not free to control your own body at the moment.”

“I still don’t really understand. Why do you have to transform right now?”

“Because it’s a full moon.”

I rolled my eyes mentally. The old classic. Except I hadn’t seen a full moon.

“Are you sure?”

He gave me a pointed look. “Of course I’m sure. I’m stuck after all. Besides, every werewolf knows when it’s a full moon.”

Somehow I wasn’t made for this type of conversation. This all seemed so absurd, and on top of it all I was tired and my tub was occupied. I’d definitely had better days.

“But if it’s a full moon, why can’t you transform then?”

I had the feeling I wasn’t getting any closer to finding the solution to his problem – and with it my freedom.

“Because the moon is obstructed. I know it sounds weird, but that’s just how it is.” He pointed with his paw-hand to the small window. A white drape of crocheted lace only barely concealed the view outside. That strange light was still shining through the rain. “Actually, I don’t transform until nighttime. That’s also the answer to your question about what I’m doing in your house. This doesn’t normally happen to me during the day, so I wasn’t expecting it. When it began,” he gestured to his hairy body, “I just happened to be walking by. With it being broad daylight, I didn’t want to terrify half the city, so I just went into a house. I needed a place to hide and since I was getting hot flushes from not being able to finish my transformation, I used your tub and looted your freezer.”

I tried to digest this information and make some meaning of the chaos of this alien world.  What exactly was it going to take to finally get him to disappear?

“And what’s obstructing the moon?”

He shrugged. “Daytime. The clouds.”

“When the sun goes down, will it work then?”

“Yeah, I imagine it will. That’s how it is every evening of a full moon.”

“Even when there are clouds?”

He nodded. “Yes. It’s probably the combination of the moon being out in the daytime and cloud cover. That causes a sharp decrease in the effects of the moon. Unfortunately not sharp enough that it doesn’t work at all.”

I took some deep breaths, relieved, and cast a glance at my arm, which I was now able to move again. The little watch I wore showed me it was almost seven thirty. 

“When will the sun set?”

“21:09 hours.”

Wow, he even knew it down to the minute. But what was I going to do for the next hour and a half with him in my house?

“Well I can’t stand here that long. My circulation has hit rock bottom. First the shock of finding you here, and then the whole standing around after a hard day at work. I need a break.”

He thought about it and then nodded. “If you like, you can sit on the edge.”

And get closer to him? He seemed to pick up on my reluctance. 

“Stand or sit on the edge,” he said.

Now it was my turn to think about it. He hadn’t done anything to me yet. He could have, no doubt, he’d already shown me he could get up, stand and turn around. It would have been child’s play for him to cross the six feet separating us and rip my throat open. Wolves usually did that after all. Actually, he seemed nice. Not because he was controlling me, but because he’d answered my questions and met me halfway on the arm thing. It meant a lot that I could move at least one part of me. If he let me walk over to the tub, that would apply to the rest of my body too.

I bit my lip. Actually it wouldn’t be so bad. Because if he was only a delusion, I should be able to reach right through him. If not, then I’d have to add a few things to my world view. Why else did I have my semi-crazy friend Jill, who could surely help me with that? Either way at least I’d be able to sit down. Meanwhile my head felt completely empty, which wasn’t a good sign for my blood pressure. 

So I nodded in answer. I probably couldn’t fall over while I was under his spell, but I didn’t want to find out how the rest of me would feel if I stayed in an upright position any longer. 

Again I felt that tingling along my nerves I was already familiar with from my hand, and I realized he had released me. I threw my arms around my body and enjoyed being able to feel myself normally. 

I had a quick internal debate about whether I wasn’t better off making a run for it. In the end, his stare was the decisive factor. He wasn’t letting me out of his sight. In fact, I was sure he was expecting me to try to escape, and he wouldn’t let that happen. His spell had entranced me so suddenly the first time, I hadn’t even had time to scream.

I gulped and decided for the alternative. It felt wrong, walking toward him, although not because it made me feel like his next meal. Of course I didn’t know what werewolves actually did in their spare time, but when the wolf-like part of their nature prevailed hunting probably came with the territory. 

The whole situation made me tense. Approaching him made him look even bigger. I didn’t need glasses, but things looked different from six feet away compared to how they looked at arm’s length. Things and creatures like him too I guess. My legs felt wobbly and I was grateful when I was able to sit down on the edge of the tub. 

I felt some drops of cold water seeping in through my jeans. He had made the tub overflow a couple of times and I hadn’t thought to wipe the edge dry. 

He sat up and I gasped like a fish on shore. He turned his palms to face me in a calming gesture. I stared at the lines on what were meant to be his hands, and saw leathery calluses. In between them grew a few tufts of fur. On closer inspection, the inner surface was like a paw, only the fingers hadn’t regressed enough yet. He really was stuck in between two forms.

It was like an accident happening before my very eyes. On the one hand, it was hideous and I wanted to look away, but on the other hand fascination prevailed and I tilted my head to get a better look at his hands. 

“Does it hurt?” I asked. “Transforming? Or being stuck?”

He gulped and blinked. His expressions were thoroughly human. That was the part of his face that seemed familiar. The part that helped me bear the fact something alien was still present. 

I began to wonder whether a few people really had seen the Yeti after all – like I was seeing him now. What was real and what was fiction?

“The transformation doesn’t usually hurt, although it does feel like you’re getting turned inside out. Being stuck is...as if someone were transmitting too much power through my body. It burns.”

“I’m sorry about that,” I said and reached a hand for his knee.

I grabbed for him so I could see whether or not he was only a figment of my imagination. Every part of me was expecting my hand to pass straight through him. Instead, it landed on his body. He was right – it felt like an electric shock was buzzing along my nerves. His coat was wet but silky and although he was laying in cold water, it steamed around his body. He felt hot. And he looked almost as shocked as I felt. I couldn’t manage to take my hand away. I couldn’t tell if I was even trying, or if he was preventing me from withdrawing it. 

His eyes burned like fire and switched colors even faster than before. They shone and flashed and held me captive. There, where I touched him, my skin prickled as if I could sense magic. Although this scene was more surreal than anything that had ever happened to me, it felt so real, so very sharp, like I was experiencing it under an electron microscope in slow motion. Everything, absolutely everything, burned into my awareness. How he smelled. How he felt to touch. The twitch of a muscle under my palm. I saw his skin, his pores, his hair and the astonishment on his face, as if I wasn’t the only one feeling this way. He had long eyelashes. It’s funny I happened to notice that of all things, but they were thick and black and no woman with mascara could even come close to looking like that. 

His nose quivered. He sucked in my scent, as if tracking his prey. It was probably nothing unusual for wolves, but the men I hung out with didn’t normally snuffle that way. And yes, he was a man. A part of me realized that now. He was a man in wolves clothing. A werewolf in the bathtub. In my bathtub. These were things that just shouldn’t happen. And if I was interpreting his expression correctly, they didn’t usually happen to him either. 

The moments dripped away, so much slower than the seconds on a clock. I began to feel more and more like I was regaining my free will. Maybe he was giving me a bit of leeway. Possibly I could have run off now. But I didn’t. I didn’t even think about it. Instead, I stayed and pulled on his wet fur with my fingertips and thumb. His hand clawed the edge of the tub and now it was him who stared at me like I had three heads.

“Hey, I’m Emily,” I murmured and held my hand out to him. 

He peered at it in confusion and eventually met my gaze with eyes full of questions. But he took my hand in his. I felt the soft pads, the fur and fingers with claws which gripped me back. 

“Hello Emily.” His voice grated on my nerves. He didn’t let me go and the touch felt as if someone had lit a sparkler between our hands.

When he didn’t say anything else, I asked him his name. I simply had to know, but he shook his head.

“You can call me Hunter, since that’s what we do – we hunt... out on the prairies, in the forests, by rivers.”

“Is that your name then? Hunter?”

“No.”

I licked my lips. “I’d rather know your real name.”

He shook his head and rubbed his face with his free hand. His other hand still held mine. 

“I’d rather not tell you.”

“Why not?”

“Because you have to forget it anyway.”

I pulled my hand from his grip and his expression was resigned. I found it cowardly of him to keep his distance from me in that particular point. We had touched. The way I saw it, that had changed things. He apparently didn’t see it that way. 

“I don’t like ‘Hunter’.”

“What do you like?”

I wanted a name that would remind me of the human part of his personality.

I shrugged. “No idea. Maybe Joe?”

“Joe’s as good as anything. If it makes you feel better.”

I rubbed my arm, a little embarrassed. “Well, it sounds more human. I don’t want to imagine there’s a hunter lying in my tub who rips animals apart or whatever.”

“It disgusts you.”

I frowned. "That’s not it. It just... worries me. You’re a hairy stranger in my tub. So strange, I’m not even allowed to know your name. You can force me not to move. You say I won’t even remember you. At the moment I feel powerless. If I call you Joe, it all feels less scary.”

He growled. I didn’t have much experience interpreting wolf growls, but in my ears it sounded frustrated.

“As soon as I can transform, I’ll be gone and you’ll sleep and remember nothing.”

“That’s exactly what scares me. I don’t want to have to forget anything.”

“I’m sorry. That’s the deal.”

That was no deal, it was a demand which gave no consideration to what I wanted. I licked my lips and scraped together all my courage.

“Because actually, it’s exciting and mysterious too.”

His expression was unreadable. “Like a freak show with monsters?”

Was that how he saw himself?

“No,” I said. I might have been expecting a raccoon and ended up with a werewolf, but still. “I don’t think you’re weird.” 

Of everything I’d said, that seemed to surprise him the most. Then he nodded slowly. “You’re that kind of girl.” 

“What kind of girl?”

“Creatures like me probably fascinate you. You’d normally only find me between the covers of a book and now I’m lying stretched out in your tub.”

That certainly played a part. I couldn’t even begin to lie well enough to deny it. Danger, adventure and a nice pinch of fantasy in my everyday life. As kids, my friend Jill and I had pretended we were witches performing magic rituals. They had only been games and hadn’t worked, even if we had displayed a grave solemnity. He topped those attempts from my childhood, felt more real and distinct than anything before, and was made of flesh and blood and lots of fur. 

“Maybe,” I admitted and looked right into his flashing blue eyes, which had just taken on the shade of the evening sky. “But maybe I just like you because.”

He laughed out loud. Water slopped over the edge of the tub and splashed my leg. 

“Believe me, sweetheart, in real life – and by that I mean the life that’s normal for you – you don’t go for guys like me.”

His face darkened. I glanced over to the window. The light continued to fade. It wasn’t sunset yet, but the cloud cover obscured everything as if it already was. I could barely make out the bush on the border of my property, and it wasn’t all that far away. When I looked back at him, the fur was gradually spreading. His transformation was progressing.  

“Why don’t we find out?” I suggested frantically. If he left now, he would be gone, and with him my memories.

He put his head on one side and watched me thoughtfully. “Why not?”

His voice was nothing more than a growl. He sat up slowly. I wanted to take a step back out of fear he would rob my mind, but my legs wouldn’t obey me anymore. It was as if my feet had merged with the tiles beneath them. I felt more like a part of the house than a person. He had cast his spell on me again.

He nodded hesitantly and hope sprung to life in my belly. 

“Does that mean you’re not going to take my memories away?”

He shook his head. His eyes burned like blazing sapphires. “No, that’s not what it means. It means I’m giving you a chance to notice me out there. If you like me as a man, and you’d get involved with me as I normally am, then I’ll reveal myself to you and give you back your memories of this evening.” 

I gulped. “And if not?”

The blue in his eyes started changing, taking on a brown tinge like when you mix whisky into Blue Curacao. 

“Then you won’t know I exist, and all of this never happened.”

“Will I know I’m looking for you?” I whispered.

Time was slipping away from me. It turned out he wasn’t stuck in my house until sunset after all. At first I’d thought the time till then would never pass, now it was going way too quickly. 

“No.”

The word came out of his throat almost like a scratching sound. Fur covered his entire body. Now his eyes were only brown. They weren’t alternating anymore. The fever had vanished from them and the light of dusk had burnt out. Dark shadows enveloped us. He got out of the tub. Water dropped from his huge body full of muscles and silky fur. Now, as a wolf, he was completely black. Even his face resembled that of an animal.

He spoke with a voice not made to form words. It sounded rough and wild, and made all the hairs on my body stand on end.  

“I couldn’t tell you my name, Emily, otherwise I couldn’t do what I have to do now.”

“You don’t have to do it.”

“Yes I do. And now sleep, princess.”

He stroked a paw across my eyes. And just like that, it was all just a dream...



Chapter 2

Somewhere the penetrating sound of a chainsaw rang out and ripped me from my slumber. My neighbor Phil did his pruning somewhat differently from most people. Grumbling, I pulled the pillow onto my head and rolled over in bed. Even if my Sunday sleep in hadn’t been disturbed by noisy gardening, I would still have had this massive headache. As I rubbed my temples beneath the pillow, I realized I must have a hangover. Oh, good grief! What had I drunk yesterday?

I dug through my brain for an answer, but remembered absolutely nothing. Slowly I sat up and brushed my messy hair out of my face, groaning. I squinted warily at the sunlight. Apparently I had been so under the weather last night I’d even forgotten to pull the drapes. That never happened to me, because in May the sun rose around five in the morning. I’d never been one of those people who are up with the lark. 

Why on earth did I have a hangover? The last time I got drunk was at New Year’s three years ago, and come to think of it, that was also the only time. Was I getting the flu? No, it actually felt more like my hangover did back then. 

Phil fired up his saw once more and the motor began to roar again, directly under my skull. I dragged myself out of bed, but when I went to pull on my robe I found I wasn’t even wearing a nightie, rather I was still in my clothes from the day before. I tried with all my might to remember what I’d done yesterday. I’d come home from work and it had been pouring with rain. Now the sky was sunny and clear. The contrast couldn’t have been more obvious, but the weather liked to change its mind and I’d survived greater changes.  

Okay, so what then? I came home and... nothing. I exhaled in frustration. I couldn’t remember the smallest detail. It absolutely wasn’t normal and it worried me. In the living room I found an almost empty bottle of wine next to my recliner. That was strange, since I didn’t usually drink wine. I only kept it on hand in case I had guests, but I hadn’t invited anyone over yesterday. Confused, I tidied the wine away and put the glass in the sink. At the moment I didn’t even want to smell it. 

My head felt like it was about to explode, so I left the house and walked the twenty yards over to my neighbor on the south side. When he happened to be taking a break from sawing, I called out to him, “Hey, Phil!”

He took off his safety glasses and squinted at me through the sunlight. “Emily.”

“I think I’m getting the flu. I have a terrible headache. Do you think you could take care of something less noisy in your garden?”

He frowned and then nodded. “Sure, I can do that.”

Phil ran his hand through his gray hair and noticed in the process that he was still wearing his leather gloves. He took them off, shoved them in his pants pocket along with the glasses and wandered over to his fence. 

“The flu, huh?” he asked and eyed me carefully. “You should put something cold on your head to help with the pain. I don’t think much of Western medicine. You’re better off using a packet of frozen peas.”

Phil was about seventy, but he was built like a stocky fifty-year-old, although he didn’t dress that way. He snapped his suspenders with his thumbs. His gray hair was in stark contrast to his tanned skin, which sported more age spots than I had freckles. His bushy eyebrows made him look like an owl. 

“Okay, thanks for the tip.”

“Do you have some peas? If not, I can bring you some.”

I shook my head and immediately regretted it. I winced in pain and grabbed my forehead. It occurred to me that yesterday in the shop I’d already felt like someone was throwing pebbles against my skull at every little noise. The flu scenario seemed more plausible than the one with the wine. Still, I couldn’t deny that an open and almost empty bottle of it had been standing in my living room. I just couldn’t make rhyme or reason of it.

“No, it’s okay. I’ve got everything I need.”

“Then have a good rest. You young things need to take better care of yourselves. My Lory was almost never ill.”

At least not until she fell down dead one day. That was also the reason I was always nice to Phil, no matter how many tips too many he gave people. He was a widower and I’d known his wife since my childhood. Whenever I’d visited my grandparents she would give me and my siblings warm apple pie. She’d gotten the apples off the tree Phil was sawing away at now. He really knew nothing about gardening. His wife had always taken care of it. Even sawing the branches. Now he did it, and the trees looked kind of unusual. Sometimes his garden seemed sad to me, because the improperly cut wood reminded me Lory was no longer there. But somehow it was also as though she lived on through the bizarre looking trees, as if the garden kept her spirit alive through them. 

We said goodbye and I went back into the house. Phil had been right about one thing – it really would feel good if I put something cold on my head. So I went into the kitchen, straight to my freezer, but when I opened it there were no ice cubes there.

“Where the heck...?”

I rubbed my temples, feeling like crap. My entire icebox couldn’t possibly be empty. I could have sworn I still had a full box. But what was the point in arguing with myself over it? There was nothing there, so I must have been wrong. How likely was it someone had broken into my house and stolen my ice-cubes, while everything else looked untouched? 

Maybe there was a point in stealing electronics and jewelry, and of course money, but ice-cubes melted and you could get them anywhere. It was just crazy. My temples throbbed and I had the vague feeling it wasn’t the first time I thought I was going crazy. Though I couldn’t remember why I felt like that. 

I sorted out my icebox halfheartedly. I filled some ice cube bags with water and put them in the freezer. I did the same with my ice cube trays. It would be hours before I had ice again. If only I’d accepted Phil’s peas, but now I’d feel silly running back to him and asking for them. I did own an ice-cube maker, because in summer it could get to over 100 degrees, but unfortunately the compressor made a hell of a noise and was no better than the chainsaw. So I decided, against Phil’s well-meaning advice, to resort to good old painkillers. In keeping with the old saying ‘you can never have too much of a good thing’ I washed down three in one go.

Sometimes I had considered putting something edible in the freezer. That would have been useful now, because I could have pressed it on my head. But I couldn’t cook at all; mostly I picked up something to eat at the shopping mall after work. They had a great selection and above all, it tasted much better than anything I could make. The only thing I did every so often was bake. I was quite good at making cakes, muffins and other baked goods.

So I didn’t look as bad as I felt, I got cleaned up in the bathroom. I used the moisturizer to cover up my freckles and a bit of mascara, because my lashes were very pale. When it came to the body, it was advantageous to have such fine, pale body hair because it meant I didn’t look like a hairy ape, but when it came to the eyes, I needed extra help. I was just busy combing my hair when the phone rang.

I went to the couch and picked up. “Kincade,” I said.

My free hand wandered automatically to the notepad and I began doodling on it as I always did when I was on the phone. I didn’t draw anything in particular, normally it was squiggles or flowers, things with geometric lines. Today I drew snail shells, one little swirl after another.

“Yeah, Kincade here too. Em, it’s me, Elaine.” My sister sounded bright and cheerful. She didn’t seem to have a headache. That was enviable. “Listen, I’ve got the Johnson kids and we’re going to the zoo. Do you want to come?”

Elaine was twenty-three, still lived with our parents and made herself a bit of pocket money babysitting while she studied agricultural science. There were some kids I liked, and some I thought were awful. The Johnsons were actually quite alright. 

I might not have felt very well, but I was the type of person who got stir crazy quickly. I loved being in the great outdoors and going for walks.

“Okay, I’m in. Shall we meet there?”

“Awesome.”

We hadn’t seen each other for a few days, and Elaine was a chatterbox, albeit a very sweet one. There were just certain topics she couldn’t really discuss with kids, even the nice ones. We arranged to meet at ten. By then the pills would surely have taken effect. 

I got ready in a leisurely fashion. It was my only day off this week and I wanted to enjoy it as far as possible. I believed you felt better if you looked good, so I picked out a moss-green shirt to give me a bit of a glow, and added to that boots overtop of jeans. I loved the rodeo look. 

Last year Billy Bonnet, who had been in the same class as my brother Michael in school, had won third place in the Canadian Finals Rodeo. I would have loved to see the championship live one day. The fact that I’d never met Billy Bonnet didn’t in the least diminish my feeling that I had a celebrity right around the corner from me.

Rodeo, like ice-hockey, was a typical Canadian sport and I was a sufficiently typical Canadian to love both. Here in Saskatchewan, where you were surrounded by nature and could buy hamburgers made of elk or bear meat, there were lots of farmers and cowboys who looked after the horses and cattle. My brother Michael was one of them and he spent half his time showing tourists around. In his younger years he had ridden in the rodeo himself, but after being thrown off a bucking bronco and severely injuring his back, he decided to hang up his spurs in case he lost the ability to even walk. He wasn’t unhappy as a cowboy, so the shadows of shattered aspirations never hung over him. Michael was one of those pragmatic types who knew when something was over, and who was sufficiently down-to-earth to move on to the next thing.  I loved him more than anything. 

When I finally left the house I saw Phil, who had moved on to painting the garden fence in complete silence – for which I was truly grateful. He did that every spring, because his fence was white. It wasn’t a good color if you were lazy, then it was quick to look grubby. He never let it come to that though. 

“Hi Emily, are you feeling better?”

“Yeah, a little.” The pills were gradually kicking in.

“The trick with the peas works every time,” he said and looked very solemn. “Where are you off to?” 

“The zoo.”

He scrutinized the sky and squinted at the sunlight. “Then you better take sunscreen, or else you’ll end up looking like a lobster.”

Red hair with red skin could possibly pass for a lobster, although they had neither one nor the other. They were shellfish. 

I nodded, as if his tip were invaluable to me. He was just such a good guy and there were enough people who got annoyed by his solicitous manner. I thought it was a shame, even if I could understand it. No-one wanted to constantly receive advice, especially not when it was either completely obvious or of the peculiar kind. But Phil was a good-hearted person who meant it in just as good a way, and I thought that was the main thing. 

“Thanks, I’ll do that.”

He nodded happily and I waved. In the car I fished my sunglasses out of the console first, because the glaring light was messing with my headache.

The Saskatoon Forestry Farm Park & Zoo was located on the same side of the river as I lived, though it was at the other end of the city in the north. I drove past the golf course and regretted, not for the first time, that I couldn’t acquire a taste for the sport, because the course looked very inviting. I even had two golf courses in my neighborhood. There was also The Willows in the East. The lawn always looked so green and juicy, I sometimes imagined how nice it would be to be a cow living there. Aside from the part with the milking machines and the slaughter of course. 

I wove my way through the leisurely Sunday traffic, passed by the shopping center where I work, and had to drive much further northwards. What I really loved about Saskatoon was all the trees, which softened the cityscape, especially by the river. Countless little parks peppered the developed regions. 

When you got to the zoo, you could forget you were near a city. Everything looked idyllic, the streets sometimes looked dusty. Actually it was more of a park than a zoo, and the animals there were almost all natives, which was advantageous because they could stay outside over winter. That wasn’t completely insignificant, because since there were no mountain ranges in the north to check the arctic air masses, temperatures fell as low as sixty degrees below zero. On top of that an icy wind often blew. It was no weather for tropical animals. And quite often, when I came home with my nose frozen red, I thought it was really no weather for humans either. There were tourists who were disappointed our zoo didn’t offer more variety, but none of them came here in winter and got into one of the enclosures. And at least we had lions. Most of the time anyway. At the moment they had been loaned out somewhere. 

I reached the parking lot five minutes late, because I’d driven like an old grandma. Elaine was already waiting by her blue pickup and looked at me in surprise, because out of the two of us, she was usually the one who arrived last. She wore sand-colored chino pants and a blue summer blouse. It was around seventy degrees and she was enjoying the sunny day to the max. She was taller than me at five foot seven. I was slim but she was waif-like. We both had green eyes, but her hair was dark red and wavy, instead of straight and pale like mine. Still, of the two of us I got the freckles, whereas she was blessed with a porcelain complexion. There was probably always one sister prettier than the other. Sometimes I wanted to put a fish tail on her, because she looked like Ariel, the little mermaid. I wondered why she was studying agricultural science. She could have been a TV presenter. Both Johnson boys ran across the parking lot playing tag along the way. They were blond twins who got on incredibly well. Being eight years old, their heads were often full of nonsense, but actually that was true of all kids, and if we’re honest, also many adults. Elaine beamed sweetly and hugged me as I reached her. She looked me over critically.

“Come on, smile! It might never happen.”

I rolled my eyes. In that respect she was no better than Phil. “Whatever.”

She raised her sweeping eyebrows in amusement. Sometimes I wondered what she saw in me. I was twenty-seven, which made me four years older than her. Even so, she was more successful - about to do her Masters - while I hadn’t studied anything and was just a salesgirl. I’d never been drawn to uni. I was shorter than her at five foot five. Actually she was a notch above me in every respect. Still, I’d never wanted to swap with her. I was happy with my life, and proud of her.

“Let’s go scare the Puma’s a bit and chat,” she suggested and linked her arm with mine. “Steve, Rodney, this way.”

She gestured with her chin toward the entrance and the boys ran ahead laughing. Once upon a time I was also young like that. That was a time before dull headaches, dead grandparents and other things you’d like to change if you ever found a genie in a bottle. 

“I thought we’d offload them at the playground later and chat until we get sore throats or one of the boys falls off the climbing frame.” 

She winked happily and I knew full well she’d always have an eye on the rascals, because she didn’t take babysitting lightly, no matter what she said. I was very grateful for that. It was her job, not mine, and my head might have been anesthetized by the pills but I was in no way fit. I had the reflexes of a snail, so it was good I wasn’t in charge of supervision.

“I’m paying,” said Elaine decisively.

“But...”

She raised a hand to stop me. “The Johnsons are paying for the boys and me, and I’m treating you. Simple as that. After all, you’re my entertainment.”

I had to smile at how Elaine always said what she thought, regardless of whether it was tactful or not. While she bought our tickets, I took a map of the park. I must have had twenty of them at home by now. Some people collected movie tickets or boarding passes from flights they took. Since Elaine had been looking after kids, I pocketed a map every time we came here.  

The map was done in a really cute way. You saw an elk on it, drinking, and the following advice: 

‘Birds migrate thousands of miles each year to find warmer weather. Bats use ultrasonic calls to find their way in the dark. Butterflies can remember the scents of specific flowers. You are not a bird, bat or butterfly, so please use this!’

Of course I knew the way off by heart already. Man is a creature of habit. Still, I looked at the map automatically, just like I started to doodle whenever I was on the phone. 

If you wanted, you could spend the whole day here. It was all very spread out and there were lots of nice attractions I enjoyed going back to time and again. I found the wedding garden, where you could hold your ceremony, very romantic. Opposite that was the greenhouse and butterfly garden. It was a cool backdrop for photos after the ceremony. 

Of course the Johnson boys didn’t feel like visiting them. They wanted to go see the wild animals. When we came here with girls, the butterfly house and the rose garden were always popular.

“So, tell me why you look so awful,” Elaine started the conversation. Actually, she could be really lovely, but she was great at hiding it. 

I pulled my glasses down toward the tip of my nose and looked at her over the rim. When she saw the rings under my eyes, her lips formed a silent "Ouch". Then I pushed the glasses back into place.  

“No idea,” I admitted truthfully. “This morning I woke up feeling completely shattered.”

She chewed on her lower lip and nodded sympathetically. “Are you okay, hun? Or is something bothering you?”

I knew what she was getting at with those words, and shook my head. “That’s not it, Lainy.”

“It’s been a year.”

I watched the other people in the zoo, who were mostly relaxed and happy as they enjoyed their Sunday outing. Then my gaze wandered to the Johnsons. Each time one caught the other, they would put a thumb to their nose and waggle their fingers, then continue chasing each other around the trees. Everything looked so normal. Still, it had been the anniversary of my break up with my ex-boyfriend Dillon yesterday. The world kept turning and, purely out of spite, I maintained the whole thing didn’t bother me anymore. Only things weren’t always the way they appeared in your head.

Luckily I hadn’t spent the whole day yesterday frustrated and alone at home. The work marathon without help from my boss or my co-worker hadn’t necessarily been a great substitute either though. 

“Exactly, it’s been a year. I’m over it.”

“So you don’t feel bad about it? You could tell me, you know.”

“I know. Yesterday was awful, but for other reasons. I worked from morning till night, came home in the pouring rain and had a wicked headache.”
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