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A Wolf at the Door



 by Tanith Lee
 
 It was summer during the Ice Age, so Glasina wasn’t at school. She spent her holidays with her father and mother in a large house by the sea, whose water in summer unfroze and turned to liquid, although the shore was still deep in snow. The sea and the sky were blue in summer, and the ice cliffs behind the house shone and sparkled. The tall trees in the snowfields put out leaves like glass, which tinkled. They had changed over the centuries of the Ice Age in order to survive, and their trunks were like thick sticks of hard, green sugar. Lions lived along the shore near the house, and they had had to change, too. The lions had developed long, heavy, grayish fur, and huge orange manes (to show they were still fierce), which from the front made them look like chrysanthemums.
 For the first fortnight of the summer holidays, Glasina’s mother, who was a teacher, was still away teaching in the south. But Glasina’s father was an artist, and he always worked at home in the house by the sea.
 On the fifth day of her holiday, Glasina was walking along the snowy shore by the dark blue sea. She had her camera, and took pictures of the seals playing in the water, and of the lions, some of whom were fishing off the ice floes. The lions were used to Glasina, since she and her parents fed them sometimes.
 After she had walked about a mile, and taken about twenty photographs, Glasina sat down on a snowdrift, and simply smiled and sighed at the joy of being on holiday. Then, when she turned her head, she saw a black wolf was trotting along the sea’s edge, toward her.
 Now Glasina knew that wolves were not often dangerous; if you acted sensibly, they would never attack you unless they were starving. But this wolf could be hungry, for it looked very thin, and its pale eyes gleamed. Glasina stood up and pointed her camera at the wolf, who might not be sure what it was.
 “Stay where you are,” said Glasina, “or I’ll shoot.”
 “Shoot away,” said the wolf carelessly. “Though I don’t look my best.”
 Glasina lowered the camera. Because of the Ice Age, to help them survive most of the animals had learned how to talk, but usually they could only manage a few words. For example, the lions could only say things such as, Hallo, wot ya got? and More! This wolf, though, was different.
 “How are you?” Glasina therefore said politely.
 “Fine,” said the wolf. “And that’s a lie.”
 “Yes,” said Glasina. “Have you had a difficult winter, wolf?”
 “Terrible,” said the wolf. It came and sat down nearby. “Is that your house?” it inquired.
 “Well, it’s my parents’ house, but I live there.”
 “Wow,” said the wolf. “Do you mean you’re still at school? I thought you were at least eighteen.”
 Glasina was fourteen, and she wasn’t silly, either. The wolf was obviously trying to get on her good side. On the other hand, her father and mother would expect her to be kind to the wolf, and considerate.
 “If you’d like to come with me,” said Glasina, “my father or I can get the food machine to make you something to eat.”
 “Oh, wonderful,” said the wolf, rolling over in the snow with delight. “And I’d give anything for a bath! Do you know,” it went on, hurrying at Glasina’s heels, “I haven’t slept in a proper bed for weeks.”
 “How’s the wolf today?” asked Glasina’s father three mornings later.
 “Still in bed,” said Glasina, “with the covers up over its ears. It’s spilt coffee on the sheets again, too, and last night it left the bath taps running. The housework machine’s still clearing up.”
 “I’m not happy about this,” said Glasina’s father, whose hands were red and blue from his latest painting. “And your mother won’t like it at all when she gets home.”
 Glasina had already taken a photo of the wolf in bed in the guest room in case it left before her mother returned and her mother didn’t believe what had happened, and how it had broken two coffee mugs and two teacups, and about the egg stain on the living room wall—the wolf had been explaining how it had run away from some polar bears and brought down its foot in the fried eggs for emphasis. There were also some T-shirts the wolf had wanted to wear, one of which was Glasina’s mother’s favorite, and the wolf had torn all the T-shirts across the back when it was dancing to Glasina’s music tapes, leaping and waving its paws.
 “What shall we do?” said Glasina uneasily.
 “To be honest,” said her father, “I don’t know. I mean,” he added later as they walked along the shore to avoid the horribly loud way the wolf was by then playing their music center (it always found the tapes they liked the least and said it liked those the best). “It seems to have wandered for miles across the snow, hungry and lonely and forlorn. It doesn’t seem to have any family, or any friends . . . although, I must say, I’m not all that amazed by that. Its behavior as a human being is dreadful, but it doesn’t seem to know how to be a wolf.” He frowned. “Which is what worries me the most.”
 “I’ve been thinking about that, too,” said Glasina.
 “You hear these stories,” said her father.
 They stood and stared out to sea gloomily. It was a beautiful day, sunny and bright, and the water looked like sapphire jelly, but this didn’t cheer them up. Nor did the sight of one of the lions standing on the ice at the sea’s edge. The lion, too, seemed anxious, or only bored. She was a lioness, so she didn’t have a mane and didn’t look like a chrysanthemum.
 “It’s such a responsibility,” said Glasina’s father. “And, besides, what about you?”
 “I wanted to go to college,” said Glasina sadly.
 “Of course, he couldn’t claim you for at least three years—”
 Glasina felt like crying, but she bravely didn’t. Her father, however, rubbed red and blue paint all over his face without realizing it.
 What they were afraid of was that the wolf was really a young man under a spell. According to the stories, if Glasina kissed the wolf, the spell would break, and it would become a young man again. But if he was as annoying as a human being as he was as a wolf, Glasina wasn’t keen on the idea. She would, naturally, as his rescuer, be expected to fall in love with him and set up house with him in due course, in the correct tradition. It always happened like that in the stories. And Glasina hadn’t planned her life this way. She wanted to learn things, travel, teach, and paint and take pictures. On the other hand, how could she allow a young man to go on being trapped in a wolf body once she’d guessed what was wrong?
 “I suppose,” said Glasina at last, “I’ll have to do it.”
 “I’m so sorry,” said her father. “I wish I could think of another way. Perhaps we should wait until your mother gets here—”
 But just then there was a crash of crockery from the house as another coffee mug dropped from the wolf’s clumsy paws.
 “At least if he’s a young man,” said Glasina, “he’ll be able to hold a mug properly. I’d better go and kiss him now.”
 The wolf was coming out of the house as they arrived. It was wearing a Walkman, although the earpieces didn’t fit in its ears, and any minute everything seemed likely to fall off into the snow and get broken.
 Glasina strode up to the wolf, with her father marching behind. Behind him loped the lioness, who had recognized them and kept saying insistently, “Hallo, wot ya got?”
 “Wolf,” said Glasina, “I’ve considered carefully, and you’d better understand I don’t want to. But I will.”
 “And just you watch yourself when she does,” shouted her blue-and-red-faced father angrily at the wolf.
 “Wot ya got?” the lioness put in, and barged past them.
 Glasina kissed the wolf on the cheek.
 The lioness kissed the wolf on the other cheek.
 The Walkman fell off and got broken.
 The wolf disappeared.
 Glasina and her father looked round nervously, and there was a lion with a chrysanthemum mane, gazing at the lioness in surprise. “Funny,” it said. “I thought I was meant to be a human being—oh, well. Knew I had friends here somewhere. Confused by the spell . . . anyone can make a mistake.” Then it trod on the Walkman, nuzzled the lioness, and said fiercely to Glasina’s father, “Hallo, wot ya got?”
 “I’ll get you a lovely big steak,” said Glasina’s father, beaming.
 “And I’ll take your photo,” said Glasina. To her relief, both lions only looked puzzled.
 
THE END. Tanith Lee, who lives on the coast of England, has written a number of novels for children and young adults, including The Dragon Hoard; Princess Hynchatti; Prince on a White Horse; Islands in the Sky; Black Unicorn; Gold Unicorn; and Red Unicorn; and Law of the Wolf Tower, first of the Wolf Law trilogy.
 She says, “Wolves are part of the landscape for so many fairy tales—moving pieces of the Forest Dark and Terrible. As a child, they scared me, but I loved them, too (the love persists). My mother started my trend of turning such stories around, even inside out, and the oddity of humor that true drama somehow invites. (Something wonderful and very serious is so often the best material for the send-up.) I was always very intrigued by the changes, too—the frog who is really a prince, the cat who is a princess . . . maybe we are all something also, something other than what the world sees when it looks at us. How many people, for example, look at a child and see ‘only’ a child.” 
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