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            PROLOGUE

          

          A FUNNY THING HAPPENED ON THE WAY TO NEW YORK

        

      

    

    
      My life changed significantly when I moved to New York. I am, of course, using the word change to denote more than one of its meanings.

      Some might suggest that a young man from a small-town in  Ontario would naturally experience change when moving to one of the most populous cities in the world.

      But it’s not just about the city.

      It’s about an inner change that I experienced.

      And, no, I’m not just talking about the metaphysical change or awakening that takes place when a person exposes themself to the larger world and multitude of experiences and viewpoints.

      I’m talking about a physical change, a sort of biological change that began in my very bloodstream.

      I’m talking about the side-effects of a chance encounter with a wolf and a peculiar man a little more than ten years ago while I was hitchhiking through Upstate New York on my pilgrimage to the Big Apple.

      That encounter, my only close-up experience with a wolf, is what led to my lycanthropic affliction.

      And the simultaneous encounter with a traveling salesman named Buddy led to my ability to adapt not just to the city, but to my biologically changed body.

      I’d been hiking along the highway for about an hour or so south of Buffalo. I had caught a ride after having just crossed over the border at Niagara Falls from a family who had a cottage in the tiny village of Ellicottville, a community on par with the town I had grown up in.

      Because it was already early evening, I considered staying in that small community; but I wasn’t tired and had wanted to see if I could at least get to Humphrey, another town about a three-hour walk East.

      It was near midnight, and I’d been walking along the highway, not having seen another car for at least half an hour when it happened.

      The wolf leaped from the bushes at the side of the highway just as a car came around the bend, lighting the dark highway up.

      As startled as I was from the wolf attack, the wolf itself had been startled by the approaching vehicle.

      With a failed attempt to abort the attack in mid-leap, its teeth had barely broken the skin beneath the sleeve of my upraised arm as its paws hit me in the chest. Letting out a high-pitched scream—no, I’m not afraid to admit it—and also, quite terrified, I fell backward onto the blacktop of the highway, the wolf coming down on top of me.

      I remember distinctly thinking this is the end.

      And also absurdly wondering if I had wet my pants.

      I actually thought, for an obscure moment, that the bright lights—the headlights of the car—were the lights one sees at the end of the tunnel when they are on their deathbed.

      But those lights, that car, are what saved me.

      With the headlights of the car bearing down on us, the wolf quickly bounded off me and across the highway rather than tearing out my throat.

      I’d later learned that wolves do not kill for sport, but for food or for territory. I must have been an attempt at food that night, because if the goal had been merely to kill me, it would have been over. The goal to consume me wasn’t something the wolf could have done with the car approaching, so it had simply aborted the attack and run.

      The driver, of course, hadn’t seen the wolf attack, just that I’d been lying on the highway. He’d picked me up, a salesman eager to have someone to talk to. After hearing me tell him about the wolf attack, he’d made the singular comment, “pretty scary,” and then introduced himself as Buddy.

      “I’m Michael,” I said.

      “Hop in, Michael,” Buddy said, tossing his briefcase into the back seat to make room for me in the front passenger seat. “Sounds like I came along just in the nick of time for you.”

      But as I quickly realized after Buddy started to regale me with tales of his travels, facts about the Empire State and his goals for retirement, I had come along at the perfect time for him, by being a pair of ears he could bend.

      Man, the guy loved to talk.

      Because we had been heading in the same direction and he was thirsty for company, I’d ended up bunking with him in his hotel room on the couch that folded out into an extra bed. That night I realized I had become Buddy’s conversational prostitute.

      And I’d ended up riding with him all the way into New York City.

      I’d stayed with him again upon our arrival, engaging in another marathon conversation session in his hotel room. And, by conversation session, what I really meant was a ‘Buddy talking and Michael listening’ session.

      Although he was a little peculiar, I couldn’t help but like him—not only because he’d accidentally saved my life, but also because of the incredible knowledge he had dispensed, all with the innocence and wondrous thirst of a child.

      Fortunately, he also knew the city well, so it was a good introduction to the city for me to spend my first night there with him.

      Actually, Buddy and I maintained our friendship, and he visits me every time he returns to New York, usually for dinner, some drinks, and long conversations well into the wee hours of the night—the one-sided kind he so loves.

      Although Buddy never really asked me much about my personal life, he, of course, remembered how we’d met during the wolf attack, so, he often greeted me with the nickname “Wolfman,” never knowing how close he really was to the truth.
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            NOT JUST ANOTHER DAY WAKING UP NAKED IN THE PARK

          

        

      

    

    
      This time I woke to find myself sprawled naked in the grass; my shoulder nestled in a shrub and the coppery aftertaste of blood in my mouth. It was a cool morning, but humid; the unmistakable scent of the Hudson River hanging in the air.

      I pulled my aching body into a sitting position and checked it over for injuries. Apart from the usual scrapes and scratches there was a nasty looking wound on my thigh. It hurt no more than a bad bruise, but it looked like a bullet hole. I ran my hand down the leg and stuck my finger inside. Yes, indeed, it was a bullet hole, the slug nestled just about an inch deep.

      At least the bullet wasn’t silver—now that I would have felt.

      Okay, so to sum up my situation, there was a distinct taste of blood in my mouth—human blood—and a bullet wound in my leg.

      Michael Andrews, what the hell had you been up to last night?

      I looked around. I was in a park on the Hudson. I could tell from the scent of the water. The early morning mist rising off the water revealed beautiful Lady Liberty to me in teasing glimpses; and in the distance, I could hear the patter of a pack of joggers heading away from me.

      Okay, so this was Battery Park. I was on the southwestern tip of Manhattan Island. And since I was currently a guest at the Algonquin Hotel in Midtown, getting three-quarters of the way across this island through a metropolis of dense crowds of people, bare naked, was going to be one hell of a chore.

      And there was something tingling at the back of my mind; something bothering me, like an important thing I had forgotten. There was something I was supposed to remember; wasn’t there?

      Given the semi-amnesia that struck me after spending time in wolf form, figuring out what it was that was lingering on the edge of my consciousness would be a bit of a challenge.

      Uncovering the secrets of what exactly I’d been up to during last night’s full moon would, of course, be another.

      But I was a mystery writer and was usually able to piece it all together upon examination of the evidence. My memories as a wolf were scattered and non-linear snatches of smells, sounds, tastes, feelings and sights—not often available to my human, conscious mind. Trying to piece them together often gave me a migraine. I’d always thought that perhaps that was how I’d preserved my sanity.

      Unfortunately, with my growing popularity, it was becoming easier for people to recognize me—at least in human form. Finding a picture of myself scampering about the city butt-naked on the cover of the tabloids was not a pleasant thought.

      Was it time to move out of New York?

      No. Growing up, reading the Spider-Man comic books, I’d always wanted to live here. I was living my dream.

      In my dreams though, I’d been the wall-crawler, swinging around the rooftops and nabbing the bad guys. I’d never imagined I would be one of the monsters that Spider-Man faced down, like that astronaut who, wearing a moon rock on a chain around his neck, was afflicted with the curse of the werewolf.

      But that never made sense to me. After all, everyone knows that being bitten by a werewolf is the way that a person becomes one.

      Okay, maybe not everyone, because I don’t know everyone. But I do know me. I’d been in the city for about three weeks after that wolf attack before my first experience of lycanthropy.

      At the time, after getting over the understanding of what had happened to me and the reality of living with it, it was desperately hard to hold a job. Sure, I wanted to be a writer—but I had to have a job to keep an income. Holding the types of jobs I was skilled at, being a waiter or a delivery driver, was often difficult. I mean, waking up naked in strange places often left me late for work. Never mind the times that I’d destroyed my uniform when turning into a wolf before I had the chance to get home and undress. And trying to avoid the night shift for several days in a row every month by calling in sick often left my employers with another good reason to fire me.

      It wasn’t until I was about six months into my curse that I’d discovered I could put my wolf-blood to good use. Since becoming a werewolf, my human self was able to retain some of the benefits of my wolfish nature. My senses were all heightened, so I no longer needed to wear glasses, for example. My strength seemed to double, sometimes quadruple, depending on the proximity of the full moon.

      My ability to heal also dramatically improved and my constitution has never been better. I haven’t had a cold or caught the flu since I became a werewolf.

      So, while it’s not a glamorous life, it’s not entirely bad.

      My extra strength and immune system allowed me to work the more dangerous labor jobs such as roofing and construction and even garbage collection. Later I was able to move up within the companies I worked for by being able to see and hear things that normal people couldn’t. My ability to interact with and influence people was heightened. I was able to pull off an incredible charisma that I often used to my advantage.

      It was how I was able to get an editor to agree to read my first novel, which actually hit the New York Times bestseller list.

      With success came appearances on talk shows and the occasional red-carpet event, like when one of my novels had been turned into a feature film. That made blending into the crowd about as easy as playing “pick-up sticks” with my butt cheeks; a phrase I learned from Buddy.

      Not that I wasn’t used to having to find new ways to sneak back home naked after a night of howling at the moon; but the celebrity aspect was starting to make the task of not being recognized that much more difficult.

      After quickly determining that there was no one nearby in the sliver of park I was in, I decided to take the time to remove the bullet from my leg. If I didn’t, my body would quickly heal over it, leaving it permanently inside. The bleeding had stopped, and the wound had already started to heal, so I could tell it was at least a few hours old. By the end of the day the healing would be well advanced, and by the day after next the scab might even be ready to fall off.

      I was able to push my fingers inside enough to snag the bullet between the tip of my index finger and my thumbnail. After a few seconds of painful twisting and prying, it slipped right out.

      Getting up, I flicked the bullet into the murky depths of the Hudson.

      Judging by the sun’s position in the sky and the sounds of traffic, it was likely around 5:30 a.m. The sun was beginning its rise, but it being an August morning, the humidity and smog hung in the air like a light fog.

      The first significant set of commuters would be arriving on the 6:20 a.m. Staten Island Ferry. The Ferry landed just south of me. What I needed to find as quickly as possible was something to cover me up. Ideally clothes, but the foliage of the park’s trees or wrapping my torso in a discarded newspaper were a more likely consideration.

      Provided I could get a handful of change, I’d even be able to take the subway. If not, I had a long walk ahead of me. And, despite my healing ability and the thicker padding on my feet now, walking that many miles in my bare feet on pavement and concrete still wasn’t pleasant.

      I surveyed the park a little more closely, picking up on the scents around me. Grass, the sap from the trees, the cigarette butts. There was the smell of semen and latex, from a condom that I could see now that I’d sensed it, about three yards to my right, just beneath a park bench. Near it I could see a newspaper, smell the newsprint, stale cheap cologne, the scent of vaginal fluids, and of the bitter dregs left behind in a coffee cup lying on its side.

      But there was a second distinct vaginal scent, unobscured by latex. I started walking toward it.

      On the other side of a tree near the bench, there was a pair of pink panties. I headed over and picked them up, judging whether I’d be able to fit into them.

      It was amazing what people threw away and in what places. While the origin of these panties seemed obvious to me based on the other evidence—a pair of lovers had likely enjoyed each other in the dark on this bench—I’d always wondered, for example, why you sometimes see a single shoe on the side of the road. Who throws out such articles of clothing, and why there? I’d never met anyone in all my travels who admitted to losing or throwing away a single shoe while in a vehicle or traveling—so why, in all my time, was it such a common sight?

      A mystery for another day, I thought, shuddering in revulsion at what I was about to do.

      I blew out through my nose as I bent, stepped into the panties, and pulled them up.

      Fortunately, they had a good bit of play in them, so, though snug, I was able to pull them on.

      It was a start at least. And I tried really hard not to think about the fact I was wearing a stranger’s discarded panties.

      I kept walking south, feeling I was on a roll.

      Maybe I’d even find a pair of matching high heel shoes my size.

      As I was walking, again that spark of an idea that there was something I was supposed to remember struck me. I stopped walking, trying to tease it out of where it was lurking in the shadows.

      That’s when a solid snippet of memory from the previous night came to me.

      The squeal of tires and brakes, and a bright, painful flash of headlight beams.

      The memory burst stopped all other thoughts. It flashed through my mind again, this time joined by the smell of rubber burning, overtop of a stronger, background, fishy smell. Then the memory was gone again. I pawed at it tentatively but couldn’t bring anything else back.

      Instead, I started thinking about the last memory I had as a human.

      Ever since one of my novels was made into a blockbuster movie two and a half years ago, the rest of my novels had been republished and the royalties started screaming in. With the advance from the movie rights having been socked away into a secure investment, and with all the extra cash coming in, I finally abandoned my Chelsea bachelor apartment and decided to take up residence at the Algonquin.

      The Algonquin, of course, was known for its literary history.

      If I could live out my childhood dream of living in New York, and of being a writer like Stan Lee, the genius who created Spider-Man, I could live out a later adult fantasy in which I was a writer-in-residence of sorts in that hotel.

      The management was able to cut me enough of a deal for the long-term suite, and I made frequent appearances in the lobby, where the cultural elite liked to hang out before Broadway shows or the Opera. I didn’t mind hanging out there, it was a thrill to be part of it all. After all, it was the ambiance of the Algonquin’s lobby that had attracted me in the first place.

      So last night, after an unproductive writing session, I’d headed out for an early evening stroll. I thought I would have enough time to get to Central Park, where I often liked to be before a change. Being locked up in a hotel room as a wolf was a dangerous thing, and, while I sometimes did that, I liked to also ensure that I gave my other half a good outing, the ability to run and expend what must be pent-up energy in a healthy way.

      When I was planning on doing a Central Park outing, I often stashed clothes somewhere in the park for when I awoke. I had to keep finding new places to stash my clothes because they kept getting stolen. It’s amazing how quick certain homeless folks can be at finding things you thought were well-hidden.

      By then, of course, I’d also stopped having to stash a set of keys or a wallet or I.D. or anything like that. One of the benefits of living at the Algonquin was that the Concierge knew me, and I could get in and up to my room without any hassle whenever I didn’t have my key or I.D.

      Last night, however, I didn’t remember even making it to Central Park.

      It had been evening, the sun setting. I’d left the Algonquin wearing a pair of disposable items with my change of clothes stashed in a plastic grocery bag. No, I didn’t like to get naked before the change and thus save the clothes I was in—so, I wore either older or discount-store clothing on wolf nights.

      I was walking up Fifth Avenue toward the park...

      ...and that’s where my human memory failed. The wolf-related amnesia that I suffer from typically strikes anywhere from five to fifteen minutes before and after a transition. That told me it was possible I didn’t even make it to Central Park before I changed. The walk was a good ten to twenty minutes, depending on whether the crosswalk lights and traffic were in my favor.

      So, it was likely I didn’t make it to Central Park.

      The other clue I had was the fact that, when I made the change in Central Park, my wolf-self usually didn’t leave the boundaries of the park. With plenty of places to run, cavort, and hunt down rodents and other small animals, there was little reason for my wolf-self to wander.

      Consumed in the memories and the attempt at regurgitating the events of last night, I almost failed to notice as I crossed towards the outer edge of Battery Park, the scent of another human just downwind to my right. It was a single person, a man, and his scent was coming from around the corner of the building on State Street where the people from the Staten Island ferry came in. His scent was getting stronger as he approached.

      I glanced down at myself, clad in the tight, pink panties, then to the left and right. There was no real place to hide. It was too late to duck under cover.
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        * * *

      

      The world was human, pine-scented, a peaceful sort of dark, with the persistent background chirp of traffic, car horns and the occasional high-low wail of a distant siren.

      These sounds meant little to the wolf. They were merely distracting elements, like static getting in the way of a radio frequency.

      He surveyed his domain, calm, in control, and at peace as the subtle fingers of the wind caressed his back and haunches.

      With the wind came the occasional twitch of a critter in the nearby shrubs. Those were the sounds he focused on, and he turned his head in an attempt to identify them by scent.

      A shift of wind direction from the northwest brought a startling and disconcerting new smell to his nostrils.

      He paused, turned to face it, and let out a low, guttural growl.

      There was another. And it was close.
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            FINDING THE TIME TO HELP WALLY

          

        

      

    

    
      I could only hope that the man who was quickly approaching wasn’t one of my fans.

      His scent was unfamiliar, meaning I’d never met him before—that was something at least. There was also the hint of ammonia on him, so he might be one of the cleaners leaving the Wall Street office towers after his night shift.

      He stopped as I rounded the corner, and there he stood, about five and a half feet tall. He had a large round face, receding hairline and a half-grown attempt at a goatee on his face. His eyes were almond shaped and a very bright shade of blue. He wore a red plaid shirt and bright yellow suspenders to hold up his brown pleated slacks. Over that he wore a thin windbreaker jacket. On his feet were long red sneakers, and his stance was such that his feet were angled outwards, the way you sometimes see a clown standing.

      He smiled at me. A huge, unabashed, full-tooth smile, and said in a loud and deep voice, “Lovely morning, isn’t it!”

      Not one double take for the way I was dressed.

      Before I could say anything, he asked, “Do you happen to have the time?” He said this in the same loud announcer-type voice. It was obviously a well-rehearsed line.

      I instinctively glanced at my bare wrist, then took another look at him. He was wearing a watch.

      Then I understood. It explained the line, which was a little conversation starter, something it was okay for one stranger to ask of another. This poor guy was a little slow. But he certainly wasn’t living on the street—he had a clean, recently bathed smell to him, and also had that hint of ammonia.

      My instincts kicked in, knowing he was a person who required adult supervision and protection. So, either he was lost, having wandered out of a protected area, or his supervisory support was no longer nearby. If there had been, I certainly would have smelled another person in the vicinity. He and I were the only people within about a block.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him. “I don’t have the time, but I think I can guess.”

      His eyes lit up. This was going to be a game of sorts. He raised his wrist and looked at his own watch. “Okay, then you guess. And I’ll tell you if you’re right. I’m Wally.”

      “Hi, Wally. I’m Michael. So, Wally, if I guess correctly, what sort of prize is that worth?”

      “Prize?” he asked. Again, he wasn’t trepidatious in the slightest. His scent revealed playfulness and wonder.

      “Yeah,” I said, “I’m a little short of clothes here. Maybe you could help by lending me some clothing if I guess correctly. Like, maybe your jacket.”

      The sudden onset of Wally’s fear immediately filled my nostrils. But he didn’t step back. He wasn’t afraid of me, but of something else. A consequence of the thought of giving away his clothes?

      “No,” he said quietly. “Can’t do that. Ma says that I need to keep track of my things, like my clothes. Have to keep track of things. Have to keep track. Can’t do that.”

      Wally’s recitation of his mother’s orders reminded me that there was something I was supposed to remember; but I shook that nagging feeling off.

      “Okay, okay, maybe you could help me find some clothes.”

      The fear was immediately replaced with playfulness again, and deeper excitement.

      “Speaking of your Ma, Wally, where is she?”

      His scent got frightened again, but also worried and concerned and confused. “She’s on the ferry. I stopped to tie my shoes and watched this ant. Then I caught up with Ma again, but I started to worry about the ant. I ran back to him. I didn’t hear the ferry man announce the gate was closing. I couldn’t find the ant, but I kept looking. Then Ma was calling for me, and the ferry was leaving. So I’m waiting here for Ma. I still can’t find the ant, so I started walking to find him. Still can’t find the ant.”

      “It’s okay, Wally. I’m sure that the ant is okay. And your Ma saw you on the dock, didn’t she?”

      “Yes. She was calling to me.”

      “She’s probably going to be on the next ferry back.”

      “You think so?” Wally exuded a hopeful essence.

      “Of course.” Based upon the scents and the locale, I suspected that Wally’s mother was an office cleaning lady likely with neither the family support nor the money to afford someone to look after her son while she worked. So she likely did what she had to—bringing her son to hang out in the mostly vacant office buildings while she worked throughout the night.

      “And I’ll stay here with you until she does.” Of course, it would certainly be tricky for me to not be seen by anybody dressed the way I was, but I’d figure something out.

      “Okay,” he said. “But do we still get to find some clothes for you?”

      “Sure,” I smiled. We were walking south in the direction of the Terminal when I caught the scent of someone approaching from South Street. It was a man, not quite as clean smelling as Wally, but not so unwashed as to be a street person. Also, he wasn’t wearing cologne or aftershave, so it wasn’t likely a businessperson.

      “Wally, listen,” I said. “Someone is coming. And I’m …a little shy about people seeing me dressed the way I am. So, I’m just going to hide. I’ll still be nearby, though, okay?”

      “Okay,” he said. And he seemed to be okay with it; my hiding becoming a playful thing based on his scent.

      Just a few yards to our right there was a series of concrete barricades, due to construction at the park. I quickly rushed to them, leapt over the barricade and ducked behind it.

      As I crouched down, I was struck with another memory from the previous night. The deafening roar of a gunshot and the unmistakable smell of gunpowder, a flash of pain in my leg, and muffled in the background, a child-like voice that said something like, “No, not the nice doggie!”

      I shook my head—now wasn’t the time to have a flashback—and focused on Wally and the approaching stranger.

      The footsteps got closer as the scent became stronger.

      “Well, what do we have here?” a voice called. It was deeper than Wally’s and spoken in a carefully pronounced way. The accent was different in pitch, not the same Brooklyn flavor common to the area, but more like my own Canadian accent.

      “Good morning.” Wally said. “Would you happen to have the time?”

      “The time?” the stranger responded in a sneering tone. “You’re the one wearing a watch, dude.” There was a pause. “Oh, I get it, you’re a retard.”

      “My Ma says that it’s not nice to use that word.” Again, Wally’s scent wasn’t fearful, it was indignant, offended.

      “Well, your Ma isn’t here to stop me, now, is she, bub?”

      “Uh, no, my Ma is on the ferry.”

      “I see.” There was another pause. “Okay, man, give me your watch.”

      “Oh, oh, oh.” The fear became obvious this time not only in Wally’s scent, but in the way his voice broke when he continued to speak. “Can’t do that. Ma says that I need to keep track of my things, like my clothes and my watch.”

      I stood up at that point. The stranger was facing away from me. He was about my height, wearing faded jeans and a crew-cut t-shirt. He had long, greasy, blond hair that covered the sides of his face. Wally didn’t notice that I’d moved. His eyes never left the man in front of him. I quickly stepped onto the barricade and down onto the other side then strode quietly toward the two.

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass what your Ma says,” the stranger said, his finger jabbing at Wally’s chest as he leaned in closer to my new friend. “I said, ‘hand over that watch.’ And let me see your wallet while we’re at it.” I was just a few steps away.

      “Can’t do that.” Wally said, and I could hear the sound of his heart racing. “Can’t do that. Can’t do that. Can’t do that.”

      The stranger grabbed Wally’s wrist and pulled him closer, his angle changing enough that he could see me from the corner of his eye.

      His head turned in my direction. “What the hell do you want?” he asked, his scent revealing a little fear, and then, after a double take at my pink underwear, he burst into a grin, his scent reeked of confidence and in the same sneering voice he said, “Oh, another retard. But it looks like someone already got your stuff. Nice panties, dude!” He started laughing.

      “I’ll give you one warning,” I said in a calm, quiet voice. “Leave him alone, or so help me, you’ll regret it.”

      As I spoke, the man’s confidence wavered. He quickly stepped behind Wally, taking Wally’s right arm and bending it up against his back. Wally’s face gave off a look of pain that I could also smell. I felt my fists clenching in response.

      “Back off, buddy,” he said, his free hand coming up with a knife. He pressed the blade against Wally’s throat.

      “Michael, help me,” Wally said. “Can’t get blood on my clothes. Can’t. Ma will be upset and think I can’t take care of my things.”

      “Shut up!” the stranger said

      It was the split second he was distracted when I made my move. One hand going for his throat, the other for the hand holding the knife. By the time he noticed I’d moved, I already had his throat in my left hand, and I’d knocked the knife to the ground.

      I immediately raised my right hand and broke his nose in a quick, simple palm jab.

      He stumbled back, blood gushing from his nostrils.

      I followed and gave him a push. He fell on his ass, hands trying to stop the blood pumping from his face, eyes wide—he looked more like a teen caught scarfing down strawberries in a garden raid, nothing but a red-coated face and these wide “oh shit” eyes.

      I let out a low, deep laugh that was part growl.

      The confusion I smelled off him turned into an ice-cold fear.

      Wally also continued to exude the smell of fear.

      “Oh no, Michael. He’s got blood all over his shirt. His Ma is going to be upset now.”

      “That’s okay,” I told Wally as I reached down and grabbed the guy by the hair with one hand. “His Ma knows that he’s a bad boy.”

      He didn’t resist me; he just whined and held onto my hand as I lifted him off the ground. I gave him a quick kick with the side of my foot, knocking the wind out of him, and whispered, “Don’t move if you know what’s good for you.”

      I started walking back into the park, dragging the bully behind then lifting him and setting him down hard, as if he were a short, fetal-like walking stick. He let out a short, forced puff of air each time he connected with the ground. “I’ll be right back, Wally.”

      I carry-dragged the man to the first set of bushes and told him to take his clothes off.

      “P-please don’t rape me,” he whimpered, and then for good measure, because he had to ensure I knew he was a tough guy. “Y-you f-fag.”

      “I’m not going to rape you, you little freak. Just take your shirt and pants off or I’ll rip them off of you. I need your clothes. And you need to be taught a lesson.”

      A few minutes later I emerged from the bush with this guy over my shoulder. His pants fit me okay, but his shirt was too bloody to wear. I’d torn it into strips and used a few of them to tie his hands behind his back. It had been nice to discard those panties, but I let him keep his underwear, which he was still wearing. I had stuffed the panties into his mouth and secured them into place with another strip of his shirt.

      Closer to a bus stop on State Street, where he was sure to be visible to thousands of morning commuters within the next hour, I tied this fellow, standing, to the post, and using his own fresh blood wrote “BULLY” on his chest. Before I left, I told him I’d be watching him and if he ever tried to take advantage of someone like he had this morning, I’d show up out of nowhere, rip off his testicles and force feed them to him.

      The distinct smell of fresh urine overpowered the strong scent of his latest wave of fear.

      Wally walked over to me, studying the writing on this thug’s chest but ensuring he didn’t get too close. His head twisted to the side; I could tell that he couldn’t make out the writing.

      “Are you okay, Wally?” I asked.

      “Ayuh,” Wally said, still distracted by the stranger. “Michael, he’s a bad man, isn’t he?”

      “He sure is. But we don’t need to worry about him anymore, Wally. C’mon, let’s go wait for your mom to get back.”

      “Okay.”

      On our walk back, we could see the next ferry coming in, about one hundred yards offshore. Conscious of the fact that, though I had pants, I was still shirtless and barefoot, I fell into place behind Wally and studied the scent coming off him. Mingled with his own scent and the ammonia was another person’s. Similar, but also tinged with a feminine perfume. It was his mother’s scent, subtle, but there—as if she’d given him a hug in the space of the last couple of hours.

      I walked as close to the end of the dock as I could and waited for the wind to shift. Mingled with the scent of the sea water, the fumes from the ferry and the multiple passengers, I couldn’t pick up Wally’s mother’s scent, but I could detect that ammonia smell.

      I turned to my friend. “She’s on this ferry, Wally.”

      “She is?”

      “Yes, she’ll be docking in a few minutes. I’m going to leave you now. I’m not dressed properly to be hanging around. You stay here, okay.”

      “Okay.” His eyes turned sad and he gave off the scent of disappointment. “Do you have to go, Michael?”

      “I do, Wally. I have some place I need to be.”

      “Okay,” he stepped toward me and gave me a big hug. “G’bye, Michael.”

      I gently chuckled at his honest outward show of affection—how rare a thing between men. “Goodbye, my friend.”

      I walked away, keeping track of him easily enough due to the shift in wind. When I’d walked about half a block, I turned to see that the ferry was docking. I could hear a woman’s voice calling out to Wally and Wally responding. I felt assured that he was safely out of harm’s way.
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      Confident that Wally was out of harm’s way, I quickened my pace to a light jog and started walking up State Street.

      I needed to get more distance covered before rush hour, when the chance of being spotted became more of a threat. Well, at least I had pants now. And it was a summer day, not all that outrageous to be walking around without a shirt on.

      But still.

      Walking up Broadway, near Liberty Street, I was overwhelmed with a flood of sensory memory. I know that it’s been more than a decade since the tragic events of September 11th, 2001, but I swear I could still smell and taste the acrid smell of electrical fire, the jet fuel, and the ash of burnt flesh, concrete, paper, wood, plastics and asbestos. It was months before I was able to approach within about ten blocks of the area without being overcome with not just the smell and taste in the air, but with the horrific memories that went with each sensation.

      Even now, though I swear I can still detect subtle hints of those odors, I’m sure it’s my mind that conjures it all back to full power. However, there is no mistaking the clear smell of utter despair that still lingers in the air. Even years later, there continues to be an endless parade of tourists and visitors to the city seeking out the infamous landmark of Ground Zero; and they feed the area with this lasting olfactory image that constantly threatens to burn itself into my psyche like an image burned onto a cathode-ray tube.

      Needless to say, I was glad to move past that tragic landmark.

      I’d made it about three blocks north when the morning, rush-hour traffic started to really take form. Witnessing a bustling middle-aged man in a business suit with a huge scowl shoving fellow pedestrians out of the way in his attempt to cross the street ahead of the crowd huddled there, made me realize the important thing that had been teasing me since I woke up.

      Mack.

      That’s it. I remembered I had a breakfast appointment with Mack Halpin. Mack was my literary agent, a tough old codger who always had a cigar hanging out of the side of his mouth, recently more unlit than lit due to the city smoking bylaws, and an insulting quip at the ready.

      Mack was basically a guy with a crusty surface and a good heart. He was a tough scrapper when it came to negotiations, and I was always glad he was fighting on my side of the battle. I’d be afraid to face him down even as a wolf.

      One thing I didn’t ever want to do was piss Mack off for no reason. He was a punctual man who lived by a certain sense of old-fashioned honor and principles such as “a man always honors his commitments” and “a man is only as good as his weakest words.” They always reminded me of the moral that Spider-Man learned in his very first adventure, that with great power comes great responsibility. God bless Stan Lee for delivering such basic wisdom in a format that could be easily digested by my young mind and continue to guide me throughout my adult life.

      Assuming it was now sometime between 6:15 and 6:30 a.m. Mack and I had a breakfast appointment in about an hour.  Mack was an early riser, and we often met at the Metro Market just one street up from the Algonquin.

      Considering where I was, and the time I had to get home and change I worried that I might not make it. I mean, hoofing it by foot was no longer an option unless I started running at top speed. It could be done, but it would be very obvious—I mean, a man in jogging shorts, running shoes and a headband, sure I could get away with that—but not shoeless and shirtless in a pair of dirty jeans. That would just be begging some flatfoot beat cop or patrol car to stop me. At least my bullet wound was covered now, but still, being noticed even that much would not be a good thing.

      I needed to get some sort of vehicular transportation back up to Midtown.

      The morning rush hour crowd was starting to fill out, and it would be more difficult for me to elude detection. So, at a diner that already had a line down the street, I walked over to the fold-over street sign and hefted it up and over my shoulders, wearing it like a sandwich board.

      I started calling out “Eat at Chuck’s Diner” in a monotone voice and kept walking down the street and around the next block. Sure enough, the faces started to pay no attention to me.

      Good old New Yorkers. All you needed to do to get people to ignore you was to try to get their attention

      God, but I loved this city.

      Another flash of memory from the night before struck me. The low howl of a siren as the scenery flashed by quickly. I was chasing another four-legged creature that was moving as fast as I. The scent ahead of me was confusingly similar to the scent of another wolf, which made no sense. I was the city’s only wolf; at least as far as I knew.

      I shook my head and tried to dredge the memory back again.

      All that returned was the blur of the alley walls as I rushed past them and the two-toned whine of the police siren from about a block away.

      I’d made it about three blocks, lost in that snip of memory when I finally encountered the scent of someone intrigued by the sign I wore. What I mean is that the curious nature was obvious, but there was a lingering scent of another emotion—desire.

      Basically, somebody wanted my sign for themselves.

      I started panning the faces of the people nearby. Across the street and about half a block ahead of me sitting on the curb was an older woman in a long trench coat and faded green slacks. Mingled with her emotive scents was the smell of stale sweat and recent flatulence. Spotting her, I smiled and carefully crossed the street.

      She held onto the shopping cart beside her—strategically stacked with an assortment of odds and ends several feet higher than the metal cage sides—with a firm grip. I knew from experience with other folks like her that you couldn’t pry her fingers from that cart until she had been dead for several minutes.

      She stood as I got within a few feet of her, still not letting go of her cart and her lips formed a wry, gap-toothed grin.

      “Nice sign, Cookie,” she cackled with a bit of a slur. Fortunately for her, she’d been able to score some alcohol recently. After gaining my special sensory abilities, I was better able not only to communicate with, but to properly understand others whose perceptions I couldn’t quite grasp before. I found myself doing a lot less judging of people now and simply accepted them for who they were. If alcohol helped her cope with the stress of what her life was, so be it.

      “Thanks,” I said. As I stood close to her, it was a bit more difficult to filter out her vodka breath, her sour-milk body odor, and get through to her emotive scents. “Care to make a trade?”

      Her grin spread and she took her right hand off of her cart momentarily to run her palms together before clutching it once more.

      “You don’t happen to have a shirt my size in that cart of yours, do you?” I smiled.

      She paused and glanced at the cart, her head tilting to one side. I could smell her affirmation. She did have what I was looking for. “I might,” she said. “What else you got?”

      “C’mon, lady.” I said, throwing my arms up with my palms out. “Look at what I’m wearing. I’ve got nothing but this sign and my pants.”

      “Not sure if that’s a good deal for me, Cookie,” she mused, but I could tell she was bluffing. It was as obvious to me as the fact that she’d just released a silent, but foul packet of flatulence into her pants. She still desperately wanted my sign.

      “Fine,” I said, starting to turn around. “See you later.”

      I made it about three steps, all the while smelling her anxiety growing exponentially.

      “Wait a minute, Cookie! Wait a minute!”
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