PAT MURPHY
POINTS OF DEPARTURE

Jan firg heard wolves howling in the streets of Manhattan on the night of the
blackout.

It was two in the morning, but Jan was awake. She had been lying in bed watching
the all-news cable station on TV. For the third time that night, awell-dressed
newscaster wastdling her about asniper in aMiami shopping mal. Distraught
over hisdivorce, the man had opened fire with arifle, picking off sx women
shoppers and a saledady before the police apprehended him. The blackout cut the
announcer off in mid-sentence.

Just before the lights went out, Jan had been crying. A month before, Dennis,
her husband, had said that he wanted a divorce, and that unexpected event had
shattered the rhythms of her life. "I'm leaving," he had said. And then he said
many other things -- about finding himself, about fedling trapped, about being
confused, about love. But of that storm of words only two had stayed with her:
"I'mleaving.”

In the end, since the condominium that they shared belonged to him, she had been
the oneto leave, subletting an gpartment in the Village from afriend who was
vacationing in Florida. Jan lived out of a suitcase and fed her friend'stwo

cats, who regarded her as a convenient source of food and no more. The cats
prowled around her bed and on her bed, pouncing on her feet when she shifted
position and staring & her in theflickering light of thetelevision.

After Jan had |eft her husband, she redlized that she had forgotten how to
deep. Shefound hersdf Stting up late a night, watching TV. Sometimes she
drank brandy to put hersdf in adrifting hazy state from which she could nod
off. Sometimes the murmur of thetelevison lulled her to deep. But she dways
dept badly.

On the night that the lights went out, Jan sat for amoment in the darkness,
then got out of bed and went to the window to seeif the lights were out across
the street. That was when she heard the wolves.

Firdt, the sound of distant barking -- maybe someone's dog disturbed by the
sudden darkness. Then the anima began to howl, Sarting low and rising dowly
to ahigh-pitched wailing note. Othersjoined in with wavering voices, eachona
dightly different pitch.

No lights shone in the surrounding buildings. The streetlights were out.
Moonlight glistened on the fire escape outside her window, reflected from the
empty windows of the gpartment building acrossthe way.

Jan opened the window and listened. A trick of the wind, she thought. But the
howling rose and fell in achorusthat was unrelated to the wind. Wolvesin the



streets of Manhattan. She shivered and closed the window.

When she dialed 911, awoman's voice answered.

"Therearewolvesin the street,”" Jan said. "'l can hear them howling.”

"What isthe nature of your 911 emergency?' the woman asked. She sounded bored.
"I can hear wolves howling" Jan repeated. "Not far away."

"Noisy dogs do not congtitute an emergency,” the woman said briskly. "Contact
Animd Control during norma business hours."

"But | can hear. .. ." Jan was speaking to the dia tone.

She hung up and listened at the window again. The wind sang through the
latticework of the fire escape and ataxi passed by in the street below. Again
she heard howling alittle nearer now.

She hesitated, then dialed her husband's number. Sheimagined him fumbling for
the telephone on the bedside table, his eyes haf-closed, his body naked under

the covers. Sheimagined the click as he switched on the bedside light, abrass
lamp that she had bought at an antique shop afew months ago. She was reassured
just by the sound of hisdeepy hello.

She said nothing. Since sheleft him, she had called him every now and then --
maybe once aweek, no more than that. She did not want to talk to him; she only
wanted to hear hisvoice. Each time, she swore she would not call him again, but
her resolve dwaysfailed.

"Hello," he said again. Shelistened to the sound of his breething, but she did

not spesk. What would shetell him? The power was out. Wolves were howling in
the street. What would he say? Hewould tell her that she wasjust letting her
imagination mn away with her. He would tell her not to cdll. It wasbest just to
listen to hisvoice, visudizing the bedroom that she had once thought of as her
own.

"Who the hel isthis?" he demanded. "God damniit, will you say something?’
Findly he swore and dammed down the phone. The dia tone returned. She hung up
the phone and returned to the window. She could no longer hear the wolves.

Shelit the candle that she kept by the bed. By theflickering light, she

wrapped hersdlf in ablanket and lay down to listen for howling on the wind. She
was still awake when the power returned at four o'clock and the televison came
tolife. A talk show was on and a psychologist was discussing stress. "Inability
to deep isone symptom of stress,” he was saying. Jan fell adeep, listening to
him chetter.

She dept through her darm the next morning and woke up haf an hour late,
groggy from lack of deep. The candle had burned itself out and an "'l Love Lucy"
rerun was on. The cats yowled at her and she dumped dry cat food in their dish.



Hurriedly, she dressed and walked four blocks to the subway station. As she
waked, her breath made clouds of steam in the cold air.

The temperature in the subway station wastropica, the humid air heavy with
pungent odors. The advertisements that hung on the white tiled walls had been
decorated with spray paint in jungle colors. great dashes of greens brilliant
reds and blues, like the plumage of exatic birds.

As Jan waited for her train, she noticed an old woman wandering down the
platform, peering into the face of each commuter she passed. The woman wore a
man's overcoat and sculled black shoes. Her hair, as gray and tangled asrag
paper stuffing spilled from beneeth her knit cap. In one hand, she carried a

pink plastic shopping bag crammed full of clothing. As she drew near, Jan could
hear her muttering to hersalf. Jan looked away, pretending greet interest in the
advertisement across the way.

The smiling woman in acigarette ad had been artfully disfigured by a graffiti
atist: her earswere dightly point ed and tipped with tufts of fur; her amile
had been subtly atered -- the teeth sharpened with a careful touch of paint.

"They come out a night," the old woman said, stepping between Jan and the
advertisement. "Out of the dark.” The woman's eyes were the muddy brown of
coffeethat's been I€eft in the pot too long and her hands moved in an uneven
rhythm that was unrel ated to her words. She glanced down suddenly, asif

startled by the movement of her own hands. There was a smear of red spray paint
on the cement at her feet and she stared at it fixedly. "Blood of the beast,”

she said and then she lifted her eyes and regarded Jan with an unnerving smile.

"It'sjust paint,” Jan said.

The old woman shook her head and continued smiling. Though she had not asked for
money, Jan fumbled in the bottom of her purse for change and spilled her
findingsinto the woman's hand: acrumpled dollar hill, aquarter, acouple of

dimes

The woman's eyes lingered on Jan'sface. "They come out at night and no one
knowswhere they go," she muttered dreamily. Her smile grew broader, awide
unthinking grin. "No one knows." She laughed, ahigh brittle sound, like glass
bottles shattering on acity street.

Jan backed away from the woman and the rumble of an gpproaching train drowned
out the laughter. Jan fled on the train. When she looked back through the seamy
window, the old woman waved and Jan looked away.

Jan had atemporary positionin alegd office, typing endlessbriefsinto a

word processor. Sheworked in asmall windowless cubicle at the back of the
office. Through the cubicl€'s open door, she could see men in suits hurry up and
down the hal on their way to mesetings. She typed, |etting the words flow
through her without touching her asthey passed. She ate lunch aone, sitting by
the window of the coffee shop and trying to think of nothing. She made it
through the day.



That evening she met her friend Marsha after work. Jan and Marsha had attended
the same small college in upstate New Y ork. Jan had called Marshawhen Dennis
first said hewas leaving. After Jan moved out, Marshahad indsted on getting
together at least once aweek. Marsha had been through a divorce and she said
she knew what Jan was going through. Marshabullied Jan to a certain extent, but
Jan tolerated that with good grace: she liked the flamboyant dark-haired woman.

She met Marsha at an Itaian restaurant. Marsha, who was perpetually dieting,
ordered pasta, then agonized over her decison. "Y ou'll haveto eat half of it,"
shetold Jan. "Y ou must have dropped ten pounds since you left Dennis. Y ou're so
lucky." Marsharegarded any weight loss asfortunate, whatever the cause.

"I haven't been hungry lately,” Jan said.

"| can dwaysest," Marshaclamed. "Especidly when I'm miserable.”

Jan shook her head. "'l just don't fed like eating.”

Marsha studied Jan'sface. ™Y ou've got to get your mind off him. Get out and do
things. Meet new people.”

"I don't think about him much," Jan said, and it wasn't redlly alie. Shelay
awake a night not thinking her mind filled with white noise. She did not think
about anything.

Jan drank too much red wine and listened to Marshas heartfelt advice. After a
few bites of pasta she felt nauseous, but the wine eased the tension that
knotted her ssomach. The wine made talking easier, shrinking the world to an
intimate circle that included only her, Marsha, and the waiter who refilled
their glasses.

"l can't deep a night,” Jan told Marsha. "I hear soundsin the street.”

"What kind of sounds?"

Jan hesitated, then plunged ahead. "The other night, | heard wolves howling."

"A neighbor was probably watching ahorror movieon TV," Marshasaid. "That's
al”

"Therewas ablackout,” Jan said stubbornly. "No TV."

"Then it was teenagers howling under your window. Or abunch of drunks, trying
tosing. You hear dl kinds of weird stuff in New Y ork at night. Nothing to

worry about.”

Jan fidgeted with her wineglass. "I'm afraid dl thetime. All thetime. Inthe
gpartment at night; in the subway; when I'm walking to work. All thetime.”

Marshareached across the table to pat Jan's hand. "It's hard to get used to



being done.”

Jan noticed that her hand wasin afist, and she made an effort to relax.

"Thingsare out of control,” she said softly. "I don't know what's going on

anymore. | don't know who | am. When Denniswaswith me, | didn't worry. Now |
worry dl thetime."

"Y ou're spending too much timedone," Marshasad. "I'll tell youwhat -- I'm
going to an art show on Thursday night. The artist isafriend of mine. Hesa
nut, but the opening will be fun. We can both get dressed to the teeth. Why
don't you come with me?"

Jan shook her head. "I don't have anything to wear. | left most of my clothes at
the condominium. | escaped with one suitcase and my life” Shetried to laugh,
but it sounded wrong.

"Y ou can borrow one of my dresses. | have agrest little basic black number that
will fityoujud fine"

"l don't know."
"Weregoing" Marshasaid. "And that'sthat.”

It was late when they findlly called for the check. Outside the restaurant, snow
wasfaling -- great flakesthat drifted lazily down and melted when they hit
the pavement. Marsha hailed acab. At first, sheinssted that Jan takeit, but
for once Jan prevailed. "Y ou takeit -- I'll catch another." Marsha acquiesced
at last, and Jan waved goodbye.

She hesitated for amoment, glad of the cold air on her face. Another taxi
passed, but she did not hail it. She wanted, for reasons that were not clear to
her, to take the subway. Neon signswerelit and the colors reflected from the
wet agphdt, making glistening streams of color. She liked the darkness and the
cold and the neon red reflections that ran like blood on the Street.

The subway entrance was marked with tall old-fashioned green-tinted
dreetlights. A straight-backed woman dressed in Sdlvation Army blue was
standing by the stairs, handing out legflets. Without thinking Jan accepted a
leaflet and hurried down the grimy gtairsinto ahallway that stank of urine,

Only afew people were waiting on the platform. A teenager in adirty denim
jacket lounged against one of the pillars. A bag lady lay on awooden bench, her
head cushioned on a shopping bag filled with old clothes. An elderly man sat at
the end of the bench, resting his head in his hands.

One of the fluorescent lights over the platform had been broken: bits of glass
glittered in the rubbish that had accumulated near the gtation'stiled wall.
Anather light had burned out. The platform wasfilled with shadows.

Jan stood with her back to one of the pillars by the tracks, staring into the
darkness from which the train would emerge. Thewine had filled her head with a



humming that would not stop. Though she waited here each day for the train home
from work, the station seemed unfamiliar. She found hersdlf saring at the

graffiti on thewadls, trying to puzzle out the meaning of theillegible words.
Onalevel that she did not want to acknowledge, shefdlt that the scrawled

letters held amessage for her. The graffiti shifted and moved before her eyes.

Inthe dim light, her hearing seemed exceptionaly keen. She heard the crackle
of paper asthe bag lady shifted her head on her shopping-bag pillow, the rasp
of amatch asthe teenager lit acigarette, the hoarse whisper of the old man's
breathing. She thought she heard him say something, but she caught only afew
words.

"...safeinthetunnds," he murmured. . . .warm and dark. . ."

Jan glanced at him, but he wastalking to no one. Hishead wasin his hands and
he was staring fixedly at the tracks. She turned away, keeping her back to the
pillar.

". . .cant find us here," sghed another voice. Jan glanced back and saw the
bag lady shift on her bench.

Another voice, just as Soft, joined the bag lady's muttering. "We come out at
night,” the teenager said.

Jan pressed her back to the pillar. She did not look around. The station was
filled with whispering voices that ebbed and flowed likewind in the trees. She
caught fragments of sentences -- or did sheimagine the words.

"...placetohide" the bag lady said.
"...comeout a night," whispered the man.

Jan heard the distant rumble of atrain and stared into the darkness, watching
for thefirgt glow of the headlight.

". . .good hunting” murmured the teenager.

Thetrain pulled into the station and Jan flung hersdlf into an empty car. Harsh
light shone on molded plastic seats and graffiti-decorated wals, therewasa
faint smell of old cigarette butts and piss. Through the dirty glass of the

window, Jan looked back at the platform. The teenager smiled asthetrain pulled

away.

Jan sat on the plastic seat and blinked at the darkness that rushed past the
windows. An unintelligible voice announced the coming station. She rocked with
the motion of thetrain.

Thetrain pulled into astation. The doors opened and closed. Thetrain was

pulling out when she saw a poster on the station wall. "MARK OF THE WOLF," it
said, but the words flashed past the train and were gone before she could read
more.



She pressed her face to the glass, but saw only darkness. Beyond the glass, she
thought, thereisno world. Just darkness. She could imagine any world she chose
-- any world. She closed her eyes and thought about the world she would crezate.
In the darkness of her mind, wolves ran through the darkened tunnel, keeping
pace with thetrain.

She opened her eyes asthe train dowed for the next station. Lights appeared
outside the window, creeting anew world of glistening tile and advertisements.
Shedid not see any postersthat said "MARK OF THE WOLF," but she got off the
train and caught an uptown train to the station she had passed.

She could not find the poster though she walked up and down the empty platform,
daring at each advertisement. After the train pulled out, the only sound in the
station was the tapping of her footsteps. The tunnels Stretched away into the
darkness. Anything could hidethere.

Shefdt her heart beating quickly, but she could not tell whether it was from
fear or excitement. When she closed her eyes, she could fed theair pressing
close around her, warm and filled with unidentifiable smells. Shelingered in

the shadows & the far end of the platform, staring into the tunnd and

bresthing in the aroma of the darkness. She found hersdlf listening, straining

her earsto hear something. She did not know what she was listening for. From
the direction of the turngtile, she heard footsteps, and she glanced back toward
the brightly lit section of the platform.

The colors were gone from the advertisements, the benches, the graffiti on the
walls. The scene was painted in black and white and shades of gray. She blinked,
wondering if thiswere sometrick of thelight.

"Hey, lady," called the guard. He stood under thelight, hisfeet set dightly
gpart, hishead tilted at an aggressive angle. "What're you doing there?"

"Waiting" she said, not moving from the shadows.
"No deeping on the platform,” he said. "None of that here."

She watched him. Hisface was shiny with sweat and she could smell hisfear.
"Who comes out at night?' she asked him.

"What?'
"Who comes out at night?"

He said nothing. The train came and she got on. She stared out at the darkness
and imagined anew world, congructing it from the shades of night.

That night, shefelt restless. The borrowed apartment was not her home. Her
clotheswere il in her suitcase: she had never unpacked. The closet and the
bureau drawers werefilled with her friend's clothes. Jan was temporary, a
transent guest who would come and go without leaving atrace of her passage.



She did not belong here.

In the pocket of her coat, she found the flier that the Salvation Army woman had
thrust into her hand. It was badly printed on cheap stock, and the |l etters were
smeared where her fingers had rubbed them. The text was littered with

exclamation points and loud with religious exhortations. "DOOMSDAY ISNEAR!
Behold! Beware! Be Watchful! Satan's evil dominion isrampant. Y ou must choose
between light and darkness. Do not go down into the darkness without Jesusin

your heart. Let Jesus be the torch that lights your way. ARE WE MEN OR ARE WE
BEASTS? Accept the Lord into your heart and renounce the ways of the beast.”

Y es, shethought, they dwell in darkness. The tunnels are dark and very private.

At three that morning, she called Dennis. She stood at the window, looking out
as shelistened to the phonering. In the glass, she could see her own

reflection. Her eyes were enormous,; her pupils dilated. Outside, it was snowing.
The phone rang twenty times before hefinaly picked it up. She did not spesk,
but listened as he swore into the receiver. Hisvoice did not reassure her asit
once had. He sounded muffled and far away.

She hung up and listened to the wolves howling in the street, a chorus of
keening voices raised to serenade the waxing moon. She opened the window to let
the sound enter the gpartment.

The catswatched her nervoudy. The howling sang in her blood, agonizingly sweet
and piercingly high, risng and faling like the wind. She paced to and froin

the tiny apartment, and the cats stared &t her. The larger of the two followed

her, meowing as he twined between her legs. At ladt, tired of his persistence,
shethrottled him, closing her hands around histhroat softly, then applying
pressure. It seemed, in that moment, like the right thing to do. The dying

anima struggled, but she did not release her hold. She put the warm body in the
kitchen trash. The other cat hid beneath the bed and made no sound,

That night, she turned down the sound on the television. Shelay awvake and
listened, her eyes wide. She wanted to run through the Streets, to race through
the night toward some unknown god. In the darkness of the room that was not
hers, she smiled, thinking of the subway tunnels where secret creatureslived.

The next morning, she found paw printsin the snow beneath her window. The snow
had melted in most places, but on the sdewak benesath Jan's window, therewas a
patch that had lingered. Thefirst set of prints wasjoined by another, and then

by athird. For haf ablock, she followed them. Then the paw printswere
obliterated by the footprints of commuters, and she went down the subway stairs
done.

On the side of thetrain that took her to work, someone had painted arunning
wolf. Gray and black, with dashes of red for the eyes. She boarded that car and
puzzled over the graffiti on her way to work. If she squinted, she thought she
could dmost read it -- not read the letters perhaps, but figure out the sense

of it. Something about darkness and silence. Something about freedom and pain.



Marsha bustled around the studio gpartment, fixing coffee and talking about the
art opening. Jan sat on the couch, watching the snow fall outside. The apartment
amelled faintly of perfume and powder.

"Youjust don't give yoursdf achance," Marshasaid. "Y ou need to explore.
Experiment. Redlly let yourself gowild.”

Jan sudied the coffeein her cup. The cream formed white swirls, like
hurricanes viewed from space. "I'm thinking of going away," shetold Marsha

Her friend was rummaging in the closet, looking for the dress she wanted Jan to
wear. "Going where?'

Jan shrugged. "Away."

"l could use avacation mysdlf,” Marshasaid. "Bermudamaybe? Ah, hereitid"
She pulled ablack dressfrom the closet. "I bought it on sdle. I've been trying
todiet. downasze, but | just cant fitintoit."

At Marshasinsstence, Jan put on the dress. Marsha put up Jan's hair and
applied eyeliner and shadow to her eyes. "Y ou can't ook until I'm done. Oh,
you look so good.”

Jan was sartled by her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes had afaintly
carnivorous|look. Her lipswere red -- Marshas choice of lipstick.

They took acab to the gdllery. Staring out the window, Jan saw the reflected
image of her own face: red lips, dark eyes. Shelistened to the hiss of the
cab'stires againgt the wet pavement. She was cold --the fur wrap that Marsha
had |oaned her was for show, not warmth -- but the cold was a distant fegling
somehow unreal. Sheliked thefed of the fur againgt her shoulders.

The gallery was warm and crowded. She drank a glass of white wine --then
another. Shelost track of Marshain the crowd and wandered through the gallery,
stopping before each painting. The images were dark and violent: atattooed man
with the head of adog; agroup of punksi n the subway, their eyes glowingin

the dim light; a naked woman running down adark street, her body siver inthe
moonlight, her shadow twisted and misshapen. Jan shivered when she saw that one,
but she studied it for along time while people moved past her, chatting about

the artist's painterly technique, his use of mythic themes.

She met the artist when she was getting her third glass of wine. Hewas atall,
dark-haired man who talked in alow voice about art and life. "There are people
who live on the surface of life, never seeing beyond theillusions of daily

existence. Then there are some who see past the sham. Those are the people who
seethetruth in my work."

He leaned close as he spoke and let his hand rest softly, asif by accident, on
her bare shoulder. She nodded. He seemed to be saying exactly what she had
wanted to tell Marsha. She was considering telling him about the wolveswhen
Dennisinterrupted the conversation.



"Jan?' Dennissaid. "l didn't expect to see you here. | dmost didn't recognize
you."

She studied him for amoment. His eyeslooked bleary and his shirt needed
ironing. Hisvoice wastoo loud, and she guessed that the glass of winein his
hand was not hisfirst. She smiled without warmth and introduced him to the
artist as her ex-husband. The artist did not remove his hand from her shoulder.

"I've been trying to cdl you," Dennissaid. "Seemslike you're never home."

She shrugged. She did not tell him that she was often home. In the last week,
she had chosen to stop answering the phone. She preferred to let it ring while
she gazed out the window into the night.

"Dennigl" Marshas voice cut through the babble of conversation. She was bearing
down on them, intent on rescuing Jan from an awkward Situation. " Since when have
you been interested in art?'

Jan listened to their conversation and watched them as she had watched the
faling snow. She was separated from them by a pane of glass. Marshawaved a
hand on which ivory banglesrattled and Jan heard the noise from agrest
distance.

In the cab ride home, Marshasaid, " Oh, he was eating his heart out. He was.
What do you want to bet you'll be heating from him?"

"Jan?' said Dennis voice. He had caught her at work, where she had to answer
the phone. "I thought maybe. . .It was good seeing you last night. Would you
liketo go out to dinner sometime?1'd liketo talk.”

"Tak?' Her voice felt rough and unused. She had not dept the night before, and
that morning, when she dressed for work, her clothes had felt strange against
her skin.

Denniswas saying something. ". . .know you must think I'm ajerk, but | miss
you. | don't know. When | saw you last night, | guess| redlized . . . ."

Hewent on and she stared at the blank wall of her cubicle, thinking of nothing.
"How about tonight?" he asked. "I could meet you after work."
"All right,” shesad. "Tonight."

"I've changed since you left me," shetold him over dinner. He didn't seemto
understand. He seemed clumsier than she remembered him, more awkward.

Onething led to another: dinner to drinks, drinks to her borrowed apartment. He
came up for anightcap. She hoped that he would not ook in the kitchen trash
where the body of the cat till lay, curled asif adeep.



The bed creaked benegath their weight as they made love. She noticed, ashe
kissed her, that she did not like the way he smdlled. Hishair and skin smelled
of soap and skin lotion, asweet clean scent that she found disturbing. Hisskin
was too smooth, too clean.

Dennis was adegp when the moon rose, but Jan lay awake. She knew that the moon
was risgng, she knew it even before the howling began. Her husband dept beside
her, his bregthing steady and undisturbed. The air in the apartment was stuffy

-- warm and stinking of cats. The distant howling touched her with urgency.

She dipped from the bed silently and opened the curtain to let in the light.
"I'm leaving,” she said softly, but Dennis soft breathing did not change.

She opened the window and stepped out onto the fire escape. She was naked. Her
bare feet melted the snow that had settled on the metal platform. The metal was
cold against her feet, theair icy on her bare skin, but these were distant

pains, like something that had happened long ago. Deep within her, she could

fed achange -- ashift in dlegiance, atrade of light for dark. This, shewas

certain, was what she had been waiting for al aong.

The wolves came from the shadows and the moonlight caught in their silver fur.
They sat inacircle, looking up at her expectantly. She knew that they were
waiting for her to join them.

On the fire escape'slast landing, she hesitated, suddenly noticing the gold
wedding band on her hand. Shetook it off and |eft it balanced on the meta
railling. Quietly, without hurrying, she descended to the street. Thefdling
snow filled in the marks of her bare feet.



