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“The Werewife”

Jaye Wells

Brad should’ve turned around and left the minute he saw the kitchen. His first hint of danger was the penicillin growing on the plates. Annie never left dirty dishes in the sink, much less piled on the counter. He glanced at the wall calendar next to the phone. There he saw what he’d been dreading—a huge red X over that day’s date.

Oh, shit, he thought, it’s that time of the month.

Work had been crazy and he’d been out of town for a couple of days dealing with a crisis at the Bridgeton warehouse. Still, that was no excuse for forgetting. With Annie, you always had to be careful.

He cupped his balls as he walked into the den—just in case. Annie lay on the couch with an arm covering her eyes. Tiptoeing through the room, his silent feet dodged dirty clothes and empty dog treat boxes. He prayed she’d just ignore him.

“You’re late,” she barked. “Did you get the steak?”

Brad winced and turned slowly. No sudden movements, he reminded himself.

“Sorry. I forgot.” Like he hadn’t had enough on his mind with the business trip. Why couldn’t she have gone to the store herself before nightfall? He swallowed the question when he saw her ferocious scowl and knew he’d never win this argument. “I’ll go now.”

Her eyes glowed in the dim room, a predator’s stare.

“Don’t bother.” She swiped a furry hand through the air. “I’ll eat out tonight.”

Brad felt the blood leave his face in a rush. “But, honey, last time—”

His words died as she hunched over, grabbing her belly. Sympathy and terror duked it out in his gut. Then she got on all fours and let loose an unholy growl.

Screw sympathy, he thought. The last time he let it influence his actions, he’d ended up pissing blood for two weeks.

As he ran the usual path toward salvation, Brad took some comfort in the fact that he was near the basement this time. He hadn’t always been so lucky and bore the scars to prove it.

He skirted the bistro table and the fridge before leaping over the overflowing basket in the laundry room. Her rage-howls nipped at his spine. But then a frantic skittering sound echoed as her claws struggled for purchase on the slick floor. Just before he slammed shut the basement door, he saw a blur of teeth and fur barreling toward him. The third dead bolt slid home an instant before the heavy body slammed into it.

Claws screeched over the coat of semigloss he’d applied exactly a month earlier. High-pitched yips and low, angry growls sneaked under the doorjamb and made the hair on his neck stand at attention. He closed his eyes and slid down the wall with a shotgun cradled in his lap like the baby they’d never have.

Finally, after what felt like hours, the snarling stopped.

Toenails clicked on the linoleum.

Shattered glass and splintering wood followed.

A mournful howl split the night.

Brad leaned his head back. Light from the kitchen spilled under the jamb to illuminate the weapons and cans of soup he’d stashed there. It really wasn’t so bad in his makeshift panic room. He had plenty of beer and food to get him through the full moon. And he knew that when the moon time passed, his Annie would go back to making his breakfast and ironing his shirts. They wouldn’t discuss what happened, of course. They never did. But at least he’d have a few weeks of relative peace before the next full moon.

Still, he thought, he probably should go ahead and install that doggy door.

—

THE NEXT MORNING Brad unlocked the basement door and went to find his wife. His stomach pitched when he found Annie naked in the backyard.

Her pale body was smeared with blood and brown smears he could only hope were mud. Sighing, he bent and threw her over his shoulder. She murmured something but barely stirred as he carried her over to the side of the house. Her body instinctively protested the cold water from the hose, but he knew if he didn’t clean her off before taking her inside, he’d hear about the stains on her white carpet for weeks.

Once he had her dried off, he helped his sagging wife inside and tucked her into bed. She rolled over and was snoring before he made his way back out the bedroom door.

His body felt heavy, like he had lead weights tied to his wrists and ankles. He hated this part: the cleanup. He never knew what grisly surprises waited for him in the neighborhood, but he had to hide Annie’s trail of destruction before the neighbors woke up for work.

Luckily, it had been a light night. No human bodies this time. Just the remains of two feral cats in the alley. He made quick work of burying the evidence in the abandoned lot that had become his makeshift graveyard. The pets of several neighbors had been laid to rest there without anyone being the wiser.

Leaning on the shovel, he wiped the sweat from his brow and watched the sun come up over the peaked roofs of Holiday Lane. How much longer could they go on like this? In the year since Annie changed, he’d almost filled up the lot with remains. Soon they’d have to move—or find a cure. But how?
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