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Looking for an Honest Werewolf
Paul Anderson
When C. Bryan Brown, Yr. Loyal Editor, asked me to pen the introduction for the anthology you are now holding, I first felt a great sense of pride. Through my sales to Title Goes Here:, Misanthrope Press’s flagship publication, I’d become e-mail friends with Chris and we often discussed family, publishing, and the state of horror (this looks like gossip to outsiders)—often, as only two writers can do, dissecting the genre we both know and love. Of course I’d write the introduction for Children of the Moon!
Once the initial excitement faded—it took a few minutes, in all honesty—a horrifying question occurred to me and froze me in my tracks:
What the hell was I going to talk about?
Of all horror’s archetypes—the Vampire, the Ghoul, the Thing Without a Name—the Werewolf is the most fearsome. Here is a creature driven by pure bloodlust every full moon, a creature that cannot be reasoned with, a creature that is all about the hunt and lives to rend and tear and destroy.
Further, the Werewolf is the most psychologically fertile of the archetypes; the easiest to use symbolically. While the Vampire can symbolize a variety of parasites or more (in Dracula the Count symbolized the old ways in the face of the modern world), and the Ghoul is the embodiment of the uncontrollable hive mind (used most successfully in George A. Romero’s original Dead trilogy), the Werewolf literally represents the fundamental schism between light and dark within the soul of mankind. Here is a man that doesn’t just struggle against his darker urges—which hold their own nasty charm—but his dark urges have a physical form and, every full moon like clockwork, this “good guy” will fall prey to this more primal, evil half, willingly or unwillingly. The Werewolf is the classic symbol for that English class favorite--Man Versus Self.
This symbolism, even more than the shaggy beast, has always been popular in dark fiction. We see it in its most obvious form in Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll & Mr. Hyde, where Dr. Jekyll, the man whose feet are “ever treading the upward path,” willingly—and, later, reluctantly—succumbs to the violent siren song of Mr. Hyde, who can beat an old man to death with nary a care.
But the snarl of the Werewolf shows up in more than canonical horror literature. Stephen King—who’s written a true Werewolf story, 1983’s Cycle of the Werewolf—has also plumbed the symbolic depths of the Werewolf, most notably in 1989’s The Dark Half, a story about a timid writer whose bad boy pseudonym comes to terrifying life after being publically buried.
In King’s work, we see a subtle but very present twist in not just the symbolism of the Werewolf, but the psychology as well—the idea that although we know this dark side is bad and we know that this dark side should be repressed, there still remains an undeniable attraction to this darker half. We want to be good, but secretly love to be bad because of the power it brings. King’s protagonist Thad Beaumont was drawn to the nasty gleam of George Stark, his pseudonym. George Stark didn’t have to worry about family or mortgage payments or being clumsy, like Thad did—he was George Stark, and did whatever he wanted. To the good guy, that kind of freedom is both liberating in frightening. It’s what got Dr. Jekyll into trouble.
Finally, we have Jack Ketchum, whose 1989 novel The Girl Next Door takes the Werewolf symbolism and transplants it into 1950s suburban New Jersey. What’s terrifying here is not so much the Werewolf apparent in Ruth, the suburban single mother who orchestrates the violence, but the hellish influence this Werewolf—who allows the neighborhood kids to have a beer if they promise not to tell their parents—has on others.
This further twist on what King explores is, in many ways, more terrifying than the novel’s sometimes very graphic violence. The neighborhood boys know what’s going on, know that it’s wrong, but do not stop it. Even our narrator, who doesn’t participate as much as the rest and in the end tries to stop it, is complicit in allowing the horrible events in Ruth’s basement to go on.
Which, when looking at all these examples, brings us to a rather frightening question when dealing with the symbolism and psychology of the Werewolf: What’s actually scarier?
The existence of this dark side?
Or our own attraction to it?

In recent years, it would seem that the Werewolf is ripe for a return to the spotlight. We live in an era of Bernie Madoff and Casey Anthony, people who appear “good,” but possibly (or, depending on your slant, definitely) have a horrifying dark side. We live in a time of golden celebrities being laid low with scandals, of righteous political and religious leaders like Larry Craig and Ted Haggard pretending to be one thing but being discovered doing something quite different and horrible to their respective bases. It’s an era of saints being discovered with decidedly sinner sides.
But, for all of that, the Werewolf, both in literal and symbolic form, has been absent from mainstream pop and horror culture for a long time, and its few-and-far-between appearances have not had any lasting effect. 2010’s Universal remake of The Wolf Man was reviled; 2004’s wonderful Dog Soldiers was ignored by the public at large; films like Red Riding Hood and the Underworld series were forgotten.
Further, the symbolism of the Werewolf, always ready for use, has been absent. Audiences—myself included—have wanted their villains to be neither tragic nor similar but wholly different creatures, or we’ve wanted villains that cannot be easily called villains (for example, who exactly was the bad guy in John Ajvide Lindqvist’s Let the Right One In?). The Werewolf fits into neither of these concepts of the villain; it is a part of us and that part of us is most definitively villainous. Put another way, it is through the Werewolf that we can fully appreciate the famous quote from Pogo: We have met the enemy, and he is us.
If, in the past ten years, you’ve wanted the Werewolf, you’ve had to delve deep into the niches and cult favorites of the horror genre—such as the previously mentioned Dog Soldiers, or writer David Wellington’s Frostbite—or settle for the neutered pups scampering around as werewolves in Stephenie Meyers’s New Moon and Eclipse, or MTV’s series Teen Wolf.
So, with this lack of ready and recent Werewolf examples, with the world apparently turning away from a truly frightening creature, what was I going to write about for this goddam introduction?
I tried to write about my first introduction (and best memory) into the Werewolf sub-genre—the eternally dark and damp POV shots in 1981’s An American Werewolf in London. Even now, more than twenty years later, I can think about those dreary London scenes.
I tried to be scholarly—I am an English teacher, after all—and discuss and compare the symbolic attributes between the Vampire and the Ghoul (two subgenres I’ve trafficked in) with the Werewolf. That worked out pretty well, actually, until I realized I was writing ten pages of material without even a mention of the anthology.
I tried it this-a-way and I tried it that-a-way. I reviewed my bookcases and boxes of books for hints and clues, scoured my DVD collection.
Everything I tried, except for the scholarly essay, ended up at the same result.
Blank screen.
And then, like a gift from some Omnipotent Being, I began getting e-mails from Chris with attachments of the stories you are about to read. I was able to become reacquainted with the true Werewolf, what it is and what it stands for, and that, friends and neighbors, was all the help I needed.
In “Eternal H” by Sean Grigsby, you have people dealing with a forever night Rod Serling never contemplated, a tale that feels like it belongs as a double-feature at the drive-in; black and white and just the sort of film to hold your date close for. You can taste the fake but delicious butter on the popcorn.
In “Necrotopia,” Paul Dixon takes the Werewolf mythos into the realm of science fiction and presupposes a situation where the monster is not a tragic villain, but rather a tragic hero.
We get a first-hand discussion of the agony in being a lycanthrope in Seth Drake’s “A Night in the Life,” along with a view of the deadly attraction this sort of primal violence might have for others.
Love and the full moon coincide in Craig Hallam’s “Hunting Grounds,” which is an almost sarcastic response to MTV’s Teen Wolf revamp.
And more. And more. And more.
I could go on and talk about these stories, armchair-analyzing them as I’ve done with Stephen King or Robert Louis Stevenson, but that would keep you even longer than I already have, delaying your own rediscovery of the original boogeyman.
So, instead, let me then reintroduce the true Werewolf to you. I’d say you should shake his hand, but you might only draw back a bloody stump.
Which is just as it should be.
- July 20, 2011
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
Tristan Black Wolf
For Seth Drake,
who made me rise to the challenge
I looked up at the moon, my human skin itching and crawling, wanting to subsume itself into my true form. I forced it aside. I have had to wait for this night, this particular moon, to do what I have to do. I have only to do three impossible things, and then the night will be done, and perhaps I will be done with it. That doesn’t matter now. Preparations have to be made.
I walked carefully through the clearing behind Buck Spotted Pony’s ranch. The pintos that gave his family its name were safely inside the stable; it wouldn’t do to have them get in harm’s way. I moved toward the grove of trees beyond the edges of his land and pressed myself into the small forest. There is a place I know, a place where this can begin, and end, and it will be far enough away that none need ever know what I’m up to. It is a peaceful place, where I need to be calm and clear-headed. I use the travel time to vent my rage so that it will not burden me later.
I blame the whites.
I let my heart feel the anger of so many generations past, recalling the cruelties that they suffered, from the Trail of Tears to the way that the whites spread small pox to our people through the gifts of blankets riddled with the disease. When the whites came here from Europe, they brought alcohol, syphilis, and religion, each deadlier than the other.
People from all of the Five Hundred Nations tried first for peace, then for uneasy truce, then they defended their lives and land, and the whites called it War, and they killed as many of us as they could. And throughout the Five Hundred Nations, there was a small pocket of People bound by a blood even deeper than that of their original clans. Some called us the Children of the Moon, misunderstanding what made our blood stir so violently at that time. Some called us lycanthropes, or werewolves, or Bigfoot, or Sasquatch, or figments of the imagination. None knew the truth. It’s not something easily shared.
I could see the clearing a dozen yards or so ahead. I paused there in the forest, letting the last of the anger fall away from me. I put a hand to the Standing Person next to me, a fine, tall pine tree, and asked for his help in shedding those memories and pains. He was good to me, drained my anger into Mother Earth, and I thanked him with a pinch of tobacco from my pouch. The last word of my anger, and my despair, lingered behind me as if riding the wind: Alzheimer’s.
I breathed, cleansed my lungs, my mind, my heart, and stepped into the clearing. Again, I could see Grandmother Moon shining full and brightly into the center. I would need no fire here; I could see all things clearly. The itching returned. I pushed it down. Preparations.
In a smooth place in clean grass, I visualized what I needed. I took off my clothes and set them neatly to one side. The breeze around me was chill; it helped me to cool my emotions. From one pouch, I poured corn meal into a secure circle around me. From another pouch, I offered a pinch of tobacco to each of the Seven Directions. I invoked my Totems, my Guides, my Ancestors, and the help of Great Spirit. I sat upon the ground, legs folded properly, took a deep breath.
I relaxed my hold.
The change began almost immediately. No one is ever truly prepared for the sensations involved in shifting. No one has ever performed a scientific study of the phenomenon; the reports are all anecdotal. For some, it’s agonizing; for me, it’s more like forcing clenched, overstressed muscles to relax into their normal shape—it hurts, but it feels so good when it’s over. The wolf form is my natural state; being human causes far more constant pain.
I am Wolf. I am whole. I am my Self, and my power is mine to wield.
From outside the circle, I heard an artificial chirrup from my cell phone. Midnight. I began the invocation and the meditation that I had memorized and could not put into practice until this moment. One does not call the Goddess for amusement.
The light from Grandmother Moon shifted, wavered slightly, opalesqued, congealed, until a long cascade of silvery-white light wove through the sky and filled the circle around me. My eyes slitted against the brightness, but I did not blink. As the light thickened around me, seeming to press against my full white fur, I raised my head and waited.
“I am called,” the soft voice said. “Who has called?”
“I am Jason Winter Wolf,” I said gently. “I draw down the moon to beg a boon.”
“You are my child, but you are not of the Sisterhood,” the voice observed. “I cannot bestow a boon to those upon whom I cannot call.”
“Goddess, I am berdache. I am a twin soul, with male and female in me. Gaze upon my spirit and know this.”
A long silence. “This is how you have called upon me. Yet I do not know if I can grant this boon.”
“Goddess, I must perform a duty this night. You know that I have been called by another of your children. You know that I must answer. He too has called, and we are to meet upon the bridge of your sacred light.”
“All has been prepared.”
“Should I survive, I ask that my heart be healed.”
In the stillness around me, I remained unmoving, muzzle turned upward, ears forward to catch any sound, a tableau of white within white.
“You are called,” said the voice. “Rise.”
I unfolded myself and stood within the circle.
“Prepare.”
“Goddess, I am ready.”
The whiteness thickened further, and I traveled without moving. My hind paws felt something solid under them, soft grass and firm ground, and the whiteness thinned slowly, pulling back to reveal a small clearing not unlike the one where I had begun. Here, I was not alone.
“I didn’t think you’d have the balls, Winter Wolf.”
Some thirty yards away stood a small-appearing werewolf, the true form of a Medicine Man named Clay Dove. Cheyenne, like myself, his dark grizzled fur always made him seem coarse, rough, even brutal, but it was nothing compared to the reality. He had defeated many others before me, others larger, stronger, more cunning than I am. As a human, he was frail, a twisted foot, small and wiry; as a wolf, he was packed solidly, fast, vicious. No one picked a fight with Clay Dove and expected to win.
“You left me no choice. You have to be stopped.”
“You have no right to take my place, boy.”
“I don’t want your place.”
“You’ve wanted control of the pack for years,” he sneered, baring his teeth. “You’ve tried to fight me before, little albino wolf, and you’ve failed each time.”
“I have never fought you, Clay Dove. I left the clan rather than fight you.”
His forepaws clenched into thick fists, a low growl coming from his throat. “You dare to call me a liar?”
“Only when you do not tell the truth.”
“Tell it to them.”
The white mist pushed back further, revealing what I had already sensed: the entirety of the clan was here, all true, circling what was to become our battlefield. I could smell them near when I arrived; the scent was stronger now, pungent, a mixture of genders, of ages, of hatred, of fear, of anticipation. They would not interfere, but they would witness. Some few were hoping for a good show. Some might even have pitied me.
“The gang’s all here,” I said, “save for one.”
“The clan is fully assembled,” the shaman spat harshly. “You have the right to make your claim.”
“I make no claim. I state only facts. You are impaired, Clay Dove. The healing powers of our true forms fight everything that the body might withstand, repair flesh and bone, fight disease and decay; the brain is the exception. Your mind is affected. Your actions put the clan, and all our kind, at risk. You have made errors in judgment that endanger us. You have harmed members of the clan. And you have murdered.”
“Defended.”
“Murdered.” I raised my voice to the clan. “Not one of you would stop him. Not one of you raised a paw to protect that young wolf. Had I the power, I would fight all of you, all who are complicit. Instead, I take up this challenge, this summons from a murderer, to redress his crime.”
“Enough!” The dark wolf’s howl split the white night. “If you want vengeance, you will not succeed. Are you ready to die, Winter Wolf?”
“I am ready to do my duty.”
“Then do it quickly, so that the children may feast on the blood of a traitor. Nónomêhe’še.”
He walked slowly toward me on his hind paws, his forepaws still clenching, unclenching, in building fury. I knew that his mind, however damaged, would be sharpened somewhat by adrenaline, but focused only on his own blind rage. There would be no mercy, and no reasoning with him. We were beyond all that now. I would have to kill him.
About twenty feet away, he dropped to all fours, pelting the ground hard with his paws, leaping up and aiming his muzzle directly for my throat. It was how he had taught me, all those years ago, to attack a stranger who had seen too much. I dodged him all too easily, using my fist to punch him in the side as he flew by. I heard him bark with some surprise. It couldn’t be this easy. I almost prayed that it wouldn’t be this easy.
He rolled and came up on all fours almost instantly. I went down to meet him, feeling my leg muscles tense, my fur bristle. His low growl told me I’d hurt him. I stayed quiet, stayed focused. Wolf blood did battle; human minds waged war. I wondered if he had forgotten that along with everything else.
Once again, he charged, close to the ground, aiming low to tackle me and throw, a human’s move on a wolf’s body. I leapt up, forepaws poised to grab him, and he suddenly pulled to the right, pivoted instantly, rose as I was coming down, slammed into my side with three of my paws off the ground. His body, perhaps two-thirds the size of mine, had the punch of a cannonball. My breath exploded, refusing at first to return; I hit the ground hard enough to rattle every bone.
That was more like it.
He threw himself upon me, my longer arms only a slight advantage as he tried to maneuver his muzzle close enough to tear at my arms. He gashed my left arm, a fang ripping a line from above the elbow nearly to the shoulder. Bright pain, steaming blood matting my fur.
“Make it easy, boy,” he hissed. “Just give me your throat.”
“I’ll give you what you have prepared me for.”
The werewolf version of a Dublin handshake is to try getting your opponent’s muzzle into your own and biting hard; if you miss, you’re still in range to have your teeth do something damaging to the face in general. Clay Dove was wary, but just a little slow; I came away with his left ear in my maw.
Howling in real pain, my former Medicine Man reeled backward, holding his head with both paws. His blood was bitter on my tongue, copper pennies squeezed in some miser’s sweaty hand for hour upon hour. I spat out the ear and the blood. He was disabled, vulnerable. There were no rules in this fight, no referee to keep things fair. Perhaps it was honor that stayed my paw; perhaps it was just a misplaced memory of how much I had loved him. My teacher, my spiritual sire, my friend. I did not want this.
His eyes glowed bright, his growling guttural, his face utterly feral. He was forgetting; the blood fever was taking over. I felt something run down my muzzle, unsure if it was blood or tears. I begged Great Spirit to make it clean.
Clay Dove came after me on his hind legs, arms raised high, maw gaping, howling, spitting blood. I took his assault full force as he knocked me to the ground again. He pivoted, his maw attacking my right thigh, his jaws clamping down as if to bite it off entirely. I screamed out, ground my jaws together. Bunching my paws into fists, I hammered at the sides of his head, wiggling his teeth further into my flesh but rattling him enough that he finally had to release me just to get away from my pummeling.
To get up on that leg would be excruciating; to stay where I was would make me too vulnerable. I rolled over, kneeling, putting weight on the left leg, the right leg bright red and almost worthless, trailing behind me. He’d barely missed my femoral artery; if he’d hit it, I’d have bled out. I flexed my arms, reopening the wound on my left, grunting with the ripping of skin, explosions of light within my eyes. Clay Dove continued howling, his face and chest covered in our blood; he had tasted me and wanted more. He wanted the blood feast.
I turned myself slightly to the left as he came running at me again. I grabbed him, used the momentum to pivot on the left knee, throw him to the ground. I fell on top of him, my weight helping to pin him down. I bit hard into the back of his neck, not drawing blood but gripping enough to shock him into stopping his struggling. I pinned his arms behind himself, lay down atop them and used my paw to turn his good ear toward me. “Focus on me,” I said.
He growled viciously, his eyes still glowing wild.
“I want you aware. You are going to hear me.”
“Fuck you!” he screamed. “He’kotoo’êstse!”
“Tshwawik.”
He froze at the sound that I whispered close into his ear. No longer his body, his brain, or his mind, only his spirit could hear me now.
“You know the truth.”
The tension in his body, the fire in his blood, some feral part of him resisted, but the spirit knew. “...héehe’e.”
“I came to honor you... my father.”
I felt his body relax completely under me. He rolled slightly onto his left side, his clear, golden eyes looking up at me, a final request there. “Hena’háahehe.”
I nodded and kissed him softly on his bloodied muzzle. “Nátsêhéstahe.”
His last, soft breath. “Nátsêhéstahe.”
Without hesitation, I tore out his throat in a single, purposeful wrenching bite. I did not swallow the meat of him, but as is required, I drank of his blood. None of this gave any joy or satisfaction.
I stood carefully, favoring the throbbing right leg and looked upon the clan. “The shaman is dead. Will one of you take his Name?”
Hesitantly, a young dark-furred bitch took a few steps from her place in the circle, looked back as if for approval and, receiving no sign whatsoever, came forward to me.
“Tell me who you are,” I said softly.
“Sarah. Sarah Tottenam, in the world.”
“And in the Light?”
“I am Sarah Blue Rose.”
“Sarah Blue Rose, will you take this shaman’s Name, to keep sacred to your heart, as long as you shall live?”
Trembling slightly, her eyes too large, she whispered, “Yes.”
I leaned close to her and whispered the soul’s Name into her ear. In ritual, she knelt near the dead shaman and drank of his blood. She remained as stoic as she could, although I could see that she had little stomach for it. She turned back to me. “Whisper to me his Name,” I said.
I bent down to hear her, the blooded lips almost touching my ear. She said it well. She would keep it well. I kissed her muzzle gently, and she went back to her place in the circle.
“Who shall lead?” I called to them.
“It is your right,” a voice called.
“I left you two years ago. I took myself away. He was afraid that I wanted to usurp him; I did not, and I do not. This is an honorable clan. I would keep peace with you, but I cannot lead.”
A long silence held the circle. I looked around, unsure if I would have to take up the reins after all, when a voice I recognized spoke up.
“If the clan will have me, I will hold the space until they can choose properly.”
Slowly, a gruff old wolf, a little larger than me and gray as a cold campfire, walked toward me. My muzzle twisted upward into a smirk. “Trust you to follow on, Buck.”
Buck Spotted Pony smiled. “Someone had to keep an eye on you, sorcerer,” he said softly. “Drawing down the moon, that’s a pretty good trick. You’ll have to show me how to do that one day.”
“Easier to show your wife; she’s got the prerequisites.” I looked to the circle. “I pledge Buck Spotted Pony’s honor with my life. Will you accept him?”
From one side of the circle, a small howl came up. I looked to find Sarah Blue Rose calling out her small vote. A friend near her agreed, and then someone from across the circle. Then from the four directions, until the circle resounded with the unified howl of the clan for their new leader. Buck turned to me and bared his throat. I lowered my muzzle and nipped him carefully, enough to draw a single drop of blood. I took his bowed head in my paws and kissed his forehead, whispering, “Peace with you, brother.”
“Peace to us all.”
He looked at me. “Healing is one thing, feeling better is something else. You need some help?”
“I think I’m okay.” Already, I felt that I could bear some weight on the right leg. “I’ll go back to my circle in the clearing. I’ve a blanket to keep me warm till dawn.”
“You sure?”
“Well, for one thing, my clothes are still there.”
“Good point. I’ll take Saucy and Frieda for a walk in the morning; you can ride Saucy back to the house.”
He clapped me on the shoulder—the uninjured one—and moved off toward the periphery. The white boundaries had begun to get closer to me; I watched as the rest of the clan slowly faded away, some walking into the mist, some standing to watch me, as if to give tribute, before the whiteness gently obscured them from my view.
I lowered myself back down to the ground with a grunt and sat, trusting the soft, glowing white mist to bring me back as it had brought me here. The sensation of exhaustion settled into my muscles and bones; the blood drying on my fur was of no concern to me now, I could find a place to wash myself off...
“Granted.”
I looked up sharply. The whiteness had vanished completely. I was seated on the grass, but it was the grass of the clearing where I had begun. I had felt no motion, no movement. I sat inside the corn meal circle that still held strong in the slant of moonlight coming through the trees. Time had passed in this world. Grandmother Moon was back in the sky, no longer drawn to this place.
“Jason?”
My heart slammed in my chest. I could barely speak. “Neil?”
The slender young wolf knelt near me, his brick red fur and cream colored markings as perfect as I remembered them, his face so very sweet despite the eyes that stared at me in horror. “Oh, Jason, what has happened to you? Are you...”
I pulled him into my arms, ignoring anything that might have hurt. He gripped me tightly, kissing me, whining and snuffling through tears of confusion and gratitude, my own tears pouring down my muzzle. It took many minutes of this greeting before we finally could talk, and I told him what happened at the circle.
“This had been coming for several years.” I held Neil close to my chest as he held me about my middle. “The things that he talked about, the stories that just didn’t add up, the facts that were no facts at all, the accusations, the changes in mood. No one really knows how it happens; it just seems like one more deadly gift the whites have given to us.”
“I don’t understand how you could have used his Name.”
I sighed deeply. “It’s a tradition for a wolf shaman to pass his Name to his successor. I wasn’t to be his successor, though; he knew that once, and when he first started fearing that he could not remember clearly, he gave me his Name for safekeeping. We both hoped that it wouldn’t get worse, or that we were wrong. And then came the time when I could no longer deny what was happening, and I could no longer get through to him. I left the clan then, still hoping he would get help, or simply would get better. It just...”
Neil shifted in my embrace. “You didn’t tell me why you left.”
“I couldn’t, my love. I’m sorry. I was afraid that the rest of the clan might think that I was trying to instill doubt, to wrest power from him.” I bowed my head. “Nothing could be further from the truth.”
“I would have gone with you.”
“You belonged with the clan, at least a little longer.” I felt the bitterness in me again. “White man’s law. On the rez, we’d have been fine; elsewhere, you were just below their damned age laws. They wouldn’t understand. And then when you did meet the white man’s rules, the clan had cut you off from me.”
“I thought you had abandoned me,” he said softly. “Yet I knew that couldn’t be true. You wouldn’t have done that.”
I held him closely, this handsome young wolf who had been my mate since the year that our laws had said that he was old enough to choose me if he wished. He honored me with that choice, and we lived well and happily together within our clan.
“Jason?”
“Yes, beloved?”
“I want you to know that I don’t blame you.” We gripped each other tighter as he continued. “I didn’t know it was coming. I don’t know what they told you. I tell you that I didn’t suffer, not from any physical pain. My thoughts were only of how much I would miss you.”
My muzzle close to his ear, I whispered, “Owl came to me, and Crow. She told me what had happened. It was how I knew that the time had come. A messenger from the clan was sent to me, told me what I already knew, gave me the final challenge. Why did he have to...”
Neil kissed my muzzle a dozen times, kissing away tears. “Don’t cry, love. I’m with you here, and I can be with you always now in your heart. You freed me. I will never be far from you again. And when Grandmother’s heart is full, when you sing to her, I will sing with you. I swore my love to you then, and I swear it now.” He put his paws to my head and looked me in the eyes. “I know my Name now.”
My brows furrowed. “Only shamans...”
He leaned forward, his lips touching the tufts of fur in my ear, and his lips moved, and the tiniest puff of air pushed a few syllables into my ear, and I felt my spirit leap out of my body and merge with him, combining, whole, and never-ending. We held each other in the darkening clearing. I pulled the blanket around us and felt the joy of his touch one last time.
In the dawn, I would leave this place. I, a male, will have drawn down the moon. I will have defeated the undefeatable. I will have had my heart mended. And then I will have breakfast.
Craig Hallam
Working at the coffee shop is my perfect job. For one, the hours work around my Uni course. For two, it’s easy (once you remember what all the little cups are for). Three, I’m good at it. Some people are musicians, some great writers of literature. Even hung over or knackered from a night of cramming, or maybe even because I suffer so frequently from both, I make a mean coffee.
But the best part is the smell. From the first espresso, the bitter tang of roasting beans is so strong that it drowns out every other scent.
Java is my refuge.
The lunchtime rush was in full force. A hundred people wanting coffee and a toasted Panini, and I was the gatekeeper to their half hour of freedom. Beyond that stream of strangers checking their watches, Natalie walked in.
Dipping into the muffin case, my plastic tongs hung empty. The scorggle-orgle-orgle of the Brasilia faded into the distance. If it weren’t for Denver nudging me, a day’s worth of confectionary would have been ruined by my untamed drool.
“Dream-girl’s here,” he said. I didn’t really hear him but the nudge woke me up.
Natalie huffed the cold out of her hands and stamped her feet, the bobble of her hat dancing along. I’ve seen a thousand people do that. All day, every day. Stamp and huff, stamp and huff in the heater’s dry belch. But Natalie made it a jig, like being cold was something to be happy for.
For once, I wished I could smell something other than coffee. I wondered if her toothpaste was spearmint or peppermint. What fabric softener did she use? Was she Mountain Fresh or Japanese Orchid? If it weren’t for the coffee, I’d have been able to tell.
Before I could wonder anymore, Natalie slid into the queue and my present customer commanded attention.
“Buddy, you making love to that muffin or what?”
My throat tightened, a brief rumble escaping my lips. I hid it as a frog in my throat, and smiled. “Sir, if I was, I’d have been done in seconds,” I said.
The customer moved down the counter, grumping through his sculpted goatee. Feeling the complaint averted, I scratched behind my ear. It’s a soothing habit. The next customer looked at me like I had fleas, so I made a point of changing my gloves. She seemed satisfied with that. I’m not sure why. Those gloves are useless; made from some kind of paper/plastic hybrid flattened out to a molecule’s thickness. Denver said he’d once tested them with a very scientific scratch-and-sniff method; scratching something smelly with the glove and then sniffing his finger to ascertain carry-through. Playing with smells isn’t my idea of a good time. Denver, however, honestly believes these little experiments are both ground breaking and of great worth to the human race.
I tended the queue on autopilot, order, serve, order, serve: “Thank you, have a nice day,” whether I meant it or not.
Until Natalie stood at the counter.
“Cappuccino, please.”
I’d heard it a million times but never so eloquent. And she actually smiled as if someone existed beyond the counter, not just something human-shaped to put your coins on.
“Um, yeah, sure,” I said.
Not a good first line. I turned to the Brasilia and let my hands take over. My mouth was suddenly full of saliva as if I’d sniffed a roast ham. Every hair follicle tingled to attention. I forced it back, and worked on something witty to say.
“That’ll be three-fifty, please.”
I doubt it’ll go down in movie history, but it was the best I could do on short notice. Natalie handed me the three fifty in exact change, not giving me another attempt at wooing her.
She sat near the window, the delicate bow of her lip caressed the cup. I must have sighed, because Denver nudged me.
“Don’t bother,” he said. “There’s nothing you have that she wants, Dude.”
I didn’t say anything. I didn’t even register the boiling milk until it was too late. “Damn it!”
I recoiled, clasping my hand. I nearly knocked Denver across the counter.
“Woah, man. Chill out!”
The skin had bubbled. I stared down, biting it back. Far too late. All around the blister and spreading across the back of my hand, the hair was coming. In thirty seconds my arm would look like a pissed off porcupine.
Everyone was looking. Denver. The customers. From her table by the window, Natalie was looking too. We caught eyes briefly as I snatched the first aid kit and ducked into the back room.
Bracing my hands between tight knees, I panted as if in labor. And when that didn’t work, I lifted the hand to my mouth. With long strokes, I licked the blister; the coolness of my saliva soothed the stinging. After a while the pain subsided leaving only the taste damp fur.
The whole arm hadn’t flared, just the hand. So as Denver came out back, I was able to cover the hair with a bandage.
“Dude, she’ll want you even less if you’re mutilated.”
“I don’t think that’s possible.”
“Come on, butt-wipe. There’s some hungry suits out here that don’t give a shit about your hand. I’ll help you fill out the forms later. We’ll tell them the Brasilia spat at you. You might even get some money out of it.”
“Cheers.”
Natalie was gone when we got back out, but the queue wasn’t. It was longer, and fatter near the door where people were uncertain where to join.
Jenny finally arrived, two hours later than she should have. Without a word, still tying the strings on her apron, she started taking orders. Me and Denver dished out coffees and muffins; sandwiches pre-wrapped and fresh. The suits became a grey blur against the counter. But eventually they tailed off, returning to their jobs, homes, and shopping sprees.
“Good job I came in. You guys were drowning in here.”
“Would’ve been even better if you’d been here from the start, Dude.”
“Don’t be a dick, Denver. Well, now I’ve saved your asses, I’m off. Places to be.”
And as quick as she arrived, Jenny was gone, the ember of her cigarette disappearing in the winter gloom.
“Man, she is so hot,” said Denver.
“If you say so.”
“Listen man, I’ve got somewhere to be, too. You mind if I scoot?”
“Why not? You normally do.”
“You’re a pal. See you tomorrow.”
I don’t mind it so much, the cleaning. It’s kind of cathartic. And after the mental rush of the day, seeing the coffee house quiet rounds things off nicely. I think I’d like to live here. Not as a coffee house, obviously. But replace the front windows with a normal house front, and the inside is kind of perfect. The counter would be where the living room is, up a few steps at the back to the dining room. Who doesn’t want a spiral stairway to their bedroom? And I’d leave the heater above the door so I could see Natalie’s jig when she came to visit.
Realizing I was treading on stalker territory, I scratched that last part.
I cleaned the Brasilia first because it’s the worst job. Both espresso handles, the steam nozzle, under the drainage area. Leave everything upside down to dry. Balancing cup within cup within cup like a ceramic spine, and holding a stack of plates in the other hand, I could clear most of the crockery in one go. I’m pretty sure I left the table by the window on purpose, but I wasn’t aware of it at the time.
A ring of fossilized cappuccino ran around the inside, a little dip where Natalie’s lip had been. I could smell her. Now the coffee was gone, the scent was as clear as seeing her. I stood for a moment and placed the smells. There was no perfume, just the scent of clean skin. Pheromones, of course, that tickled parts of me I’d rather not discuss. Peppermint and Mountain Fresh; questions answered. Her lip gloss had been cherry and earlier in the day she’d eaten... chocolate orange. Probably just one piece.
I stood there for an embarrassing amount of time before shaking myself.
On my way back to the kitchen, I growled. I have many growls, although I never know when to expect one. They come from somewhere I’m not really in tune with. Some are like purring, others only come when I get... excited. But the growl that came on my way to the kitchen was one I very rarely heard.
Directly opposite the counter where I’d worked all day, there was a small table. One chair. Put there because Michelle, the manager, can’t stand the thought of missing a single potential customer. We call it the Loner Station. Not very original, I know, but that chair attracts a certain type of customer. The kind without friends, colleagues, or any other human being who’s willing to be in their vicinity. And it was the Loner Station that the growl didn’t like.
Moving closer, I eventually smelled what my subconscious had.
A musk. Thick with a sharp edge that made my eyes pinch. Like wet dog.
No guide dogs had been in. There had been a tramp but Denver chased him out with the mop. I pretended not to care as I snatched an empty sandwich packet from the table. Corned Beef. Three slices of tomato had been thrown back into the wrapper.
I checked the windows, locked the door and rattled the shutters down, all while definitely not thinking about that smell.

Another coffee house battle had been fought. Denver carried himself off like Russell Crowe, and I was left sweeping up the man-bits and torn loincloths.
Metaphorically speaking.
The dishwasher rattled and gurgled or hummed like a hive. I leant against the counter, waiting for the little blue button to turn green. I was a bit on edge. It was that smell. It wasn’t there anymore, thankfully. A day of swarming bodies and good dose of air-freshener had destroyed it, but I kept looking at that chair and wringing my memory for a face or even a loose description. My nerves were so frayed, that when the jingle-ingle of the door rang, I leapt a mile.
I span around, ready for anything. Except Natalie.
“Hi,” she said.
“Oh, hi. Urm, we’re closed. Sorry.”
I thumbed at the Brasilia, in pieces, dribbling suds.
She dipped her chin, and I thought I saw a thin line of tears against her mascara. She must have had a real java-addiction.
“Oh.”
“Sorry.”
“No problem.”
I let her get all the way to the door before my brain kicked in.
“But if you don’t mind ordinary coffee, we have some instant out back.”
It was an old jar of low-cost decaf. I had to use the spoon to break off enough of the solidified mass to serve us both. And since the dishwasher refused to finish, I had to make do with a couple of old mugs from the back of the cupboard.
“Sorry about this,” I said, offering her the cup without a chip. “If it’s any consolation, it’s free of charge.”
She smiled, but just sniffed the coffee rather than tasting it.
We stood across the counter from each other, holding our old mugs like grails, or maybe shields.
“I’m Natalie, by the way. Nat.”
“Stephen. Steve. Or, Phen, if you like.” God bless her, she actually laughed. She looked like she needed it. “Shall we sit down? Up at the back would be best. I’ve already cleaned up there.”
Setting my cup down, I went and locked the door. Nat hawked me the whole way.
“Just so we don’t get any more customers. That was the last of the shitty coffee. Sorry, I didn’t mean to say shitty. Shit.”
She just shook her head. “Sit down, Phen.”
I sank down onto the chair.
“So, you didn’t come in at lunch,” I said.
“You noticed?”
“Well, you know, we have to take care of our regulars.”
“I wasn’t in work today. Family thing. How’s your hand? It looked like it hurt.”
Taking her change of subject as a sign, I showed her the back of my un-bandaged paw. “Not a scratch. Just stung a bit. You know, not as bad as it looked.”
That small snatch of conversation, and the silences in between, took long enough that her coffee had a skin on top.
“Thanks,” she said, and got up to leave.
“Urm, hold on a second.”
She did.
I hadn’t planned on that, and had nothing to follow with. She must have noticed, because she bailed me out. Through the coffee house’s glass front, the sun was long gone. She looked out at the premature night for a minute before asking: “Do you want to walk me to my bus?”
“Yeah. That’d be... yeah. Just hold on a minute.”
The dishwasher’s button winked green. I stabbed it, opened the door to a plume of steam and pulled out the drawer.
“Don’t you need to dry those?” Nat asked.
“Nah. I’m the first in tomorrow. They can wait.”
“First one in, last one out. You must be dedicated.”
“I think the word you’re looking for, is ‘Mug.’”
“Chipped or non-chipped?” she smiled.
Lights off, door locked, shutters down, and we were out in the night. Together.
The shop fronts were dark voids with half-seen shapes hiding inside. Only a few streetlamps cast amber pools at stupid distances apart. Wheelie bins and rubbish bags had been brought out into the street, making rock formations in the dark. I had to choke back the smell of refuse, swallowing frequently.
Her little hand, tucked into its mitten, slid through my arm. “Do you mind?”
“Not at all.”
“I hate this time of year,” she said. “You get to work in the dark, come home in the dark. There’s a deficiency, you know. Something you get from sunlight that makes you miserable if you don’t get it.”
“Vitamin D. That’s why that drink’s called Sunny D.”
“Really?”
“I have no idea if that’s true.”
I laughed, and she squeezed my arm. All of a sudden, my ribs felt heavy.
A thud. Something slamming into the ground loud enough to echo from the shop fronts. The rattle of a pop can avalanche followed like gunfire. Nat grabbed my arm, sinking in to me. I squeezed back. I think I was gladder of her than she was of me.
I could see where the cans spilled out onto the ground and into a puddle of lamplight. But the rest was too dark. Over the smell of rotting rubbish, I caught something else. I stiffened, and Nat felt it.
“What is it?”
“Nothing,” I lied. “Let’s go this way.”
There was a small street to our right, more of an alley, with a pub that only opened Thursday nights. Beyond the alley was a glimpse of a road, the odd car hushing by. Further was the church, its gothic face lit from below like a child telling ghost stories. We’d have to go through the church grounds, and it would take longer to reach the bus station, but there was no way I wanted to walk past that fallen bin now. Not with that sweaty musk making my nostrils flare. Before we reached the end of the alley, a breeze carried another whiff of it toward me. It was in front, not behind.
A growl in the dark.
“Steve, was that you?”
“No,” I said, sounding too surprised for my own liking.
I had to strain to see him. Like an optical illusion you have to blur your eyes to reveal the secret. A grey coat flapped at his ankles. Deep creases and wispy stubble made distorting patterns of light and shadow across his face. He was pissing in the gutter. As we watched him, he limped across the alley and pissed on the other side too. Steam rose from the spreading trickle.
Nat thrummed like a plucked guitar string. I tried to stop myself shaking too, but her vibration seemed to carry through me.
He was breathing too fast. I didn’t like it. Huff-huff-huff steaming from his nose and mouth like opium smoke. And when he spoke, the vapour coiled out past narrow teeth.
“Winter soon,” he said. The sound of a zip. “Nights drawing in. First snow on its way.”
I didn’t reply. He nodded as if I had. “It’ll be a cold one.”
The conversation caught me off guard. Commenting on the weather was the last thing I expected.
His head tilted to the side, dry lips pursed as if he were sucking a mint. I wasn’t sure if he was listening, or thinking.
“Ba-dumba-dumba-dum,” he said. “Scared or excited, boy?”
I couldn’t help the growl. Nat tried desperately to occupy the same space as me, but didn’t register the sound. He heard it, and his smile faded. He nodded again.
“Spring seems a long way off,” he said.
I shrugged at him, opening my hands in a so what gesture.
He went from standing to full sprint in a blink. I was in the air and hitting the tarmac before I could register what happened. Pain shot up through my spine, knocking the wind out of me. Nat was on her backside, in front of the stranger. His eyes were on me. I didn’t move. He snorted. Reaching down to Nat, he dragged her up by the jacket. She whimpered as her feet kicked air and then set down. He shook her at me, showing me that he had her.
Shuffling up to my haunches, I stayed still. It was there, right behind my eyes, tearing at itself in an effort to be released. My teeth ground together until the gums bled. Tasting blood made it worse.
He shook her again until she screamed a little.
“I’ll do it,” he said. Nat was off the ground now, held up like a puppet. As a show of strength, it wasn’t very good. He was struggling to hold her, having to overbalance to keep her up. He was weak.
Nat’s feet lashed out, catching him on the flank. He cursed as his leg buckled.
I was up, darting to the side. The wheelie bin swiped him off his feet. He hit the alley wall with a wet thwack, surrounded by splintered plastic. Rubbish was everywhere. He lay there for a moment. I thought it was over. He looked beaten already.
But again his speed surprised me. Jerking up, he cannoned into my stomach and we fell together.
He was strong; willing to let out more of the beast than I would with Nat nearby. He tore at my clothes, cuffing me around the head with glancing blows. That damp smell came out of him in condensed clouds and now there was piss and garbage mixed with it. My stomach rolled as we grappled. I tried to grab at his waist and realized how little of him there was beneath that old coat. Stars wheeled beyond his head, and I thought they were falling until the breeze drew the glistening flecks into eddies. The first flurries wound around us as we brawled on the alley floor. A breeze blew the thickening flakes across us.
The blows stopped.
The stranger looked up at the sky. His eyes glistened in their darkened sockets. “No, not yet,” he whispered.
When he looked back to me, his eyes were a soft yellow. Grabbing my jacket, he slammed me against the ground.
“Come on,” he snarled. “Come on!”
My fist ground into his hip like a pestle in a mortar. He screamed with a grind of the wasted joint and I shoved up hard. He fell away, holding himself and whining. Dragging myself to my feet, I went after him. But he wasn’t even watching me. His face was turned up to the sky. Flakes melted on his sunken cheeks.
I finally heard Nat, who could have been shouting at me for an age. She was saying my name, and now tugging at me. “Please. Please, let’s go.”
The stranger was looking to me again. His wide pupils were a cataract grey. “No,” he said. “Please don’t.”
“Come on, Steve,” snapped Nat. I let her pull me away.
The stranger lashed out. He caught my jeans leg in with pale knuckles.
“I’m not done,” he said. “Don’t leave me.”
Nat aimed a kick at him but didn’t connect.
We half ran, half stumbled up to the road and over. I looked back, and felt sick for it. The stranger was still there, laid on the alley floor, curling himself against the snow that settled on his coat.
Around a set of bent and jagged railings we found ourselves in the church yard. Weaving between a pair of floodlights we finally slowed down.
“What the hell was that?” asked Nat.
I knew this was where the explanations had to come. This was how it always was, they always found out at least some of it, and there was no good way of explaining.
“I-”
“Mad. Absolutely mad. I swear, this town gets worse,” she said. “You can’t even walk to a bus without getting accosted by some pissed up old creep. Hey, you’re shaking, are you ok?”
“Um, yeah. I’m fine.”
She threw herself around me and we nearly fell over.
“I’m so glad you were there.”
“Glad?”
“Of course! I can’t imagine what would have happened if that old bastard had got me on my own.”
“Well, yeah, I guess. Are you hurt?”
“Just a bump, but you must be in agony. He went crazy. How are you really feeling?”
Tearing off her gloves, her fingers were on my face and in my hair. I closed my eyes as she checked for blood.
“Wow, I think you’re ok.”
“Oh, I’m not so sure. Maybe you should check again.”
She smiled.
“I don’t want to hang around here. Let’s go.”
The vending machine barfed out a pair of thick drinks that might have been coffee. But we didn’t drink them anyway. Set on the bench, the paper cups made good hand warmers. The snow was falling for real now. With each bus that came and went, there was more snow on their windscreens and roofs.
There didn’t seem much to say. Now and again she’d huff and shake her head. I asked if she was ok. She cried a little, and I sat useless beside her. Eventually the coffee was cold and we went to find a bin in a binless station.
She missed her bus three times or more for the sake of sitting in silence. I squeezed her hand once, and she squeezed back, but when she used it to brush her hair aside, I didn’t reconnect.
Another 70A pulled in and the doors hissed open.
“I should really go,” she said. “These buses don’t run all night.”
“Yeah. Let’s avoid any Casablanca moments, eh?”
“I promise not to go Hollywood on you.”
“Here love, you getting on, or what?” asked the bus driver.
I must have been pulling some puppy-dog face because she was smiling again.
“Yep,” she answered, and left me standing there. I watched her hand over the exact change and take her ticket. I watched her pick a seat, and the bus pulled away. Rounding the corner, it was finally out of sight.
I bounded out into the snowstorm. A grey tunnel of flakes rushed toward me as I sped back the way we’d come. Across the graveyard, I vaulted the railing and was over the road in a moment, just in time to miss Natalie’s bus as it drove by.
The alleyway had been cleansed white. Piles of bin bags and wheelie bins were snowmen waiting to happen. Flakes like five-pence pieces filled the air. Where the stranger had lain, there was a hollow but it wouldn’t be there much longer. Stooping low over the depression, there was no scent. The air was too fresh from the storm. But there was a trail made of small prints that would make him easy to follow.
Robin Walton
Bobby’s morning started calmly enough.
Scents aroused his brain out of a peaceful sleep. He smelled the shampoo from the shower across the hall as his sister got ready for school. Bobby detected the exhaust still lingering in the driveway so he knew his dad had already left for work. Mom was preparing breakfast: blueberry waffles, hard boiled eggs and cut up apples. Everything smelled as it should.
These odors brought Bobby to full consciousness even before he opened his eyes. His own safe fragrances—intensified with the sheet covering his head—would dissipate when he got out of bed, so he put it off for as long as possible.
He heard the shower go off and knew he still had about five minutes before anyone would expect him to be stirring. He adjusted his morning stiffness, pissed off that puberty was so annoying. It seemed that his penis demanded his attention more and more. He hated it. He’d read about it, he’d heard about it, but still it drove him crazy.
But even more annoying were the new hairs that had started above it. They itched, they demanded to be scratched, which made them itch even more. Even his armpits and legs were sprouting new hairs almost daily, driving Bobby to distraction. Every single hair was a new pain. Yesterday he had counted 127 more.
These puberty experiences were hard to deal with, but expected. He was still expecting his voice to change, but apparently it was in no hurry. But that was fine with Bobby; enough things were changing.
But no one had told him about the increase in sense of smell; the way he could almost tell what people were thinking just from the pheromones they exuded. He had read nothing even close to what he was experiencing.
Slowly, with his eyes still closed, Bobby sat up and pulled off his covers. He shuffled to the bathroom with his eyes slitted open and took care of business. Although he hated to mute his own smell he put on deodorant and slathered aftershave under his nose. He hated their artificial stink, but not as much as he hated the other smells. The smells from other people. The smells they didn’t even seem to know they had.
He put in his earplugs, which didn’t block out enough sound for him, but was all his parents allowed. He dressed and put his hoodie on, squeezing it almost completely closed, allowing a 2-inch circle to peer out of, allowing the minimum amount of visual distractions into his eyes.
He had to open it a little when he sat at the table and began to eat; his sister ignored him, which was always a good thing. She seemed to understand his autism even better than his parents.
After breakfast his mother insisted on chatting with him on the way to school. It seemed to Bobby that she always had things to say, but never actually said anything. He cringed when she kissed him goodbye, burning his cheek from her touch. He knew it was coming, but still it hurt.
A few kids bumped him, but not so hard that he screamed or went into hysterics. Some of the kids in his class were not as high functioning as Bobby; even the slightest touch would send them off. Not Bobby. In fact until three months ago, they had discussed putting him into mainstream classes. That was before his increased sense of smell had ratcheted up. Since then, he had regressed in his ability to control his behavior. No one was discussing mainstreaming him anymore.
Everything now overwhelmed him.
No longer was it just a matter of blocking out the sights and sounds and bringing them to a minimum. But now the aromas were even more obnoxious. When he had started getting increased odor detection ability he had tried to wear the same clothes, not take a bath or wear deodorant. He tried to kill the stench of the others by increasing his own essence. But after a week, his teachers had talked with his parents and they had put a stop to his lack of cleanliness. They just didn’t understand what all those smells did to him.
In class, he could tell that Mike, who was always at his table, went to MacDonald’s for breakfast; that Willy, who sat across from him, ate Fruit Loops and milk; and that Gabriella, who sat next to Willy, was bleeding from her girl spot. He knew it to be a monthly thing for girls and women. The fact that they had this happen every month had seemed almost funny to him when he first learned of it. But lately, when the tang of the blood wafted about him, he felt tortured.
He knew Mrs. Picasso had eaten a blueberry bar for breakfast, and was still having some sort of problem with her husband. He knew that other people couldn’t tell these things, that none of them had his sense of smell. When he had tried to explain what he perceived, no one seemed to understand. In fact, he wasn’t sure they really believed him.
Following his teacher out of the classroom on the way to lunch he noticed the calendar on the wall. Tonight was going to be a full moon! For the last few months, every full moon his parents allowed him to sleep out in the backyard. Only under the calming light of the moon could Bobby really ever totally relax. He loved sleeping outside.
Entering the lunchroom was worse than it ever had been before. The food smells, the kid smells, the pushing, shoving and domination became an all out attack on all of Bobby’s senses. He held his nostrils shut with one hand while the other hand covered one of his ears. He banged the other ear against the table to block out as much sound and sensation as he could.
Mercifully lunch was only thirty minutes and then Bobby and his fellow students were led back to their classroom. His favorite time at school was after lunch when everyone shut up and he got to read! He liked reading. Books didn’t have loud music, crazy special effects, popcorn, candy and hundreds of other people jostling around. Books were quiet. He could read a little then close his eyes and imagine things at his own pace without distractions.
After school he was sitting peacefully on the grass, minding his own business reading silently when someone knocked the book out his hand. Bobby tried to pick it up without looking at whoever had knocked it down, but they had other ideas.
“I didn’t know ‘tards could read,” one of the 7th graders yelled right in his face. Not only was he loud and blocking Bobby from picking up his book, but he was oozing aggressiveness. Bobby couldn’t handle the sensory overload and dropped into a fetal position, moaning loudly to block out the sounds of the bully. He closed his eyes and increased his moaning, but he could still sense the testosterone oozing out of the other boys pores. He held his nose shut with both hands. He moaned loudly to block out the taunts and laughing.
Soon it all lessened; the aggressive musk left the area, but Bobby was still afraid to open his eyes and check. After a bit of a wait he felt himself being gently placed in the back seat of Mom’s car. He risked a peek and saw that he was safe at last.
When they pulled into the driveway, he spoke: “Can I run for a little bit?” He loved to run.
“Only up and down our street. No crossing the street, no going around the block.”
He ran and ran and ran until his mother called him into the house.
Sweaty and loving it because it drowned out the others, he went into the den to read. He and his sister would read after school most days. She would unplug her iPod and turn off her cell phone and they would sit on opposite ends of the couch.
Most evening this was a relaxing time, but tonight Bobby couldn’t sit still. He felt new hairs growing on his arms, his legs, even his chest. They itched, they hurt, they demanded to be soothed and reading didn’t help.
Bobby fidgeted and tried to remain calm until he heard his dad pulling up in the car. Bobby raced to the door. Looking at the floor he asked, “Will you run with me? I need to run.”
“Sure, champ, just let me get changed.”
Bobby followed him to make sure his father didn’t get distracted on the way as he sometimes did. Before going out, his dad tied Bobby’s shoes for him.
“Don’t want you getting tripped up,” he said. Bobby wished he could figure out the whole shoe tying thing, but it was just way too complicated.
Soon they were running around the block. Circle after circle, step after step, side by side. This was the only time Bobby could tell his dad was relaxed. At all other times, his dad oozed frustration, stress and mostly sadness. Only when they were out running together did his dad relax. Bobby loved running with his dad. He wished they could run all night. Especially tonight.
His own sweat, coupled with his dad’s were relaxing scents. The outside aromas were still there, but when running with his dad, they didn’t seem so intense, so agitating. Bobby also liked the feel of his shoes pounding on the pavement, the way they made gentle sounds. Running made the itchiness almost go away.
Almost.
The neighborhood dogs didn’t bark at him. It used to startle and scare him when they charged to the limits of their yards and barked and growled. Today they were all silent. Where were they? Bobby could still smell them, but they seemed subdued and maybe a bit frightened.
Bobby ran faster. He could tell his dad was having trouble keeping up. A lot of trouble. Bobby had never run this fast before; he had always struggled to keep up.
Bobby slowed down until his dad caught up with him, then raced ahead again. He felt as if he were flying. The faster he went, the less he itched, the less he hurt, the more he felt alive.
“Bobby, stop.” Bobby heard his dad but didn’t want to stop; he wanted to run all night. “Bobby. Stop. Now!”
Although he didn’t want to, Bobby stopped, turned around and ran back to his dad. “One more lap? Please? The moon’s almost out.”
“One more lap, then we go in,” Dad said.
Gleefully Bobby started off again.
As they walked in the house, Dad said, “Bath now, then dinner.”
As Bobby undressed his dad filled the tub with room-temperature water. “I’ve got lots of new hairs,” Bobby said showing his arm pits. He had not yet counted today’s new crop.
“Yes, and only since yesterday.” Bobby could tell his dad was concerned.
“But new hairs are normal, right?”
“Yes, not to worry.”
But Bobby could tell his dad was worried. His dad was always worried. And tonight his worrying seemed to be sharper than ever before. So sharp it hurt a little.
Bobby didn’t mind the bath. After his dad washed his hair he would go underwater, eyes closed and block out not only all the sounds, but the smells as well. Underwater was his safe haven. He would stay until his breath ran out, come up for a gasp of air and submerge again, until his dad would finally run out of time, or patience, or get hungry for dinner. Bobby wished he could live underwater.
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