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A Bundle of Things I Didn’t Realize: An Author’s Notes on This Collection
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When I first started working on the idea for the novel FEAR AND LONGING IN LOS ANGELES there were several things I didn’t realize.

I thought I’d share those things with you here.

––––––––
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That it would take me four years to finish it.

I started the novel during NaNoWriMo (National Novel Writing month in Nov 2017) This was the year after I had published A Canadian Werewolf in New York. I wrote about 50,000 words on the novel that month and then life got in the way, and I didn’t return to finishing it until the tail end of 2020 and the very beginning of 2021.

––––––––
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That this sequel to A Canadian Werewolf in New York would end up technically being the third book in the series.

When I first started to write the book in November of 2017, I had envisioned it as the very next story in my “Canadian Werewolf” universe. I didn’t suspect there would be a different book, for a story that took place between the timelines of ACWWINY and FALILA.

But if it weren’t for that 2nd book (Stowe Away, which I have assigned the series numeric value of “Book 1.5” to because it’s a novella that runs a little over 20,000 words) I might never have returned to finish it near the end of 2020.

I originally wrote Stowe Away in response to an invite to an anthology called Monster Road Trip in the Amazing Monster Tales series of anthologies edited by DeAnna Knippling and Jamie Ferguson.

The idea of re-visiting Michael Andrews, my New York-based Canadian Werewolf by dropping him onto a train headed somewhere out of the city with the clock counting down to his transformation into a wolf was very appealing to me.

I did a bit of research on different train trips from Manhattan to find a locale and schedule that would have him arriving just AFTER nightfall on the day of a full moon. Then I had to give him a reason for heading north to the destination I picked, which was Stowe, Vermont. In addition I had—as I’d done in ACWWINY—to throw a few obstacles and side-track missions in his way.

Writing that story was so much fun I was inspired to return to that original manuscript of FALILA and tackle it again.

––––––––
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That though it took me four years to finish it, the actual writing was mostly about two months.

The writing of the book was done (if you consider actual writing time), in about two months. But there was a lot of “thinking” and “conceptualizing” time.

As I shared above, it was writing the novella length tale about Michael Andrews that prompted me to return to the “Canadian Werewolf” universe and series.

But once I had done that I knew I needed to return to the original storyline and explore what happened when Michael headed west.

I ended up taking about 70% of what I had written so far in that first draft a few years earlier, re-reading it, then re-drafting it a bit. I also booked a couple of consults with two different editors and story development coaches I knew and trusted and had worked with before.

So, technically, it’s not like I had been writing the book for four years. I started it, put it on the backburner while I worked at a whole bunch of other projects, then returned to it in 2020, finishing the final edits in early 2021 for a February 2021 release.

––––––––
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That even when I finished it, I wasn’t actually finished it.

When I had first imagined, at a very high level, the concept for the novel FALILA I could see, somewhat clearly, a bit of how it would end. There was a scene, and even snippets of dialogue, that I knew. While the specific setting and exact scenario were still up in the air, I could clearly see the looks on the character’s faces, hear their words, and feel their emotions.

It was getting to that scene that took a lot longer than I had realized.

Because, as I was approaching 75,000 words of the first draft of FALILA I realized there was still too much to do for me to get to that climactic scene I had first come up with.

So I had to figure out a way to wrap up the plot of that novel, knowing there would be a larger two-book story arc to be considered before I could get to that scene as I had envisioned it.

And that’s where Fright Nights, Big City came in.

While still only about ¾ of the way through revising FALILA I already knew at least part of what needed to happen in FNBC. And so I send a note to Juan Padron, my cover designer, shared what I was looking for, and asked him to come up with something for me.

He delivered quickly, as he does, and with just a few back and forth tweaks, I had the pre-order for FNBC up to be released later that same year.

And immediately upon finishing FALILA I jumped right into the writing of FNBC.

––––––––
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That Alicia Witt would not only allow me to write her into a scene of Fear and Longing in Los Angeles but that she would allow me to quote from and use her music in the book.

I explain this is far more detail in the author notes section immediately after FALILA, but I have long been a fan of Alicia Witt’s music.

Plenty of her songs are great “break-up” Phil Collins style songs that really resonate with me. This was useful, especially when my marriage (and relationship) of nearly 20 years ended. I remember spending a lot of time listening to her indie music and it helping me.

And I wanted to use that balm-like effect of her music for Michael helping to get over being rejected, yet again, by Gail.

One of the coolest things about this experience was when I sent Alicia a look at the chapter that features her performing on stage and briefly interacting with Michael after her show is finished. I wanted to ensure I was being fair and accurate. She said she not only liked the scene, but that the words I’d put into her mouth were pretty much exactly what she could see herself saying in that same scenario.

I had, of course, seen her perform live in person twice in 2019 where she also interacted with her adoring fans. And during the pandemic that started in 2020 I must have watched at least a dozen of her StageIt virtual shows where she was broadcasting right from her home into the homes of her fans. I leveraged my knowledge of the things she would say between songs and incorporated that into the fictionalized version of her.

She also not only gave me permission to quote her songs in the novel, but also allowed me to sample those same pieces of her music in the audiobook. Scott Overton is a brilliant narrator, but there’s nothing like hearing Alicia’s music from Alicia herself.

I realize that I never would have been able to do this if Alicia wasn’t an indie musician. She still owns all the rights to her music and can authorize this. No record label would ever allow this without charging likely tens of thousands of dollars.

Ah, the wonder and magic of being an indie artist.

––––––––
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That extremely perceptive readers would realize what I had done.

As I mentioned, I did try to ensure that FALILA ends and can be enjoyed as a stand-alone novel. I also did the same for Fright Nights, Big City.

Both novels are meant to stand on their own. But they are also, of course, better enjoyed when you look at the overall plot arc involving the PFA - the Proud Fighters for America.

Some readers have noted that there’s a bit of overlap and repeat of details across the two books. That is inevitable since some of the backstory of FALILA is critical to the story in FNBC. But it’s important to me, as a writer, to leave the reader feeling satisfied at the end of a novel, and not require that they must read the next book to get to the conclusion. Sure, I want them to be excited and motivated to read the next book, but I don’t think it’s fair, unless you really set it up properly, to end on a full cliff-hanger. A tease of what’s to come is great. But unless it’s being marketed as a serialized product, cliff-hangers are like click-bait article headlines.

But the hosts of the Sci-Fi Saturday Night podcast (The Dome and Cameron) called me out on that in the nicest of ways when they interviewed me for their March 5, 2022 broadcast in Episode 514. The loved the book, and the previous ones in the series, but they did recognize the overall story arc and realized I couldn’t release a nearly 200,000-word tome of a novel.

They also picked up on many subtle and not-so-subtle elements I had inserted into FNBC and the previous books. Some of them were little Easter Egg tidbits, others were me just trying to push the boundaries of that “fourth wall” in the narrative of the book. I will not, of course, mention them here since you haven’t yet gotten into the two books in this bundle.

––––––––
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That the covers I went with were dramatically different than the original ones planned.

I continue to learn a lot with every new book I write. One of those things is when I get things wrong and have to adjust and correct them.

When I first released ACWWINY I used a completely different cover style. I didn’t realize I was writing urban fantasy, thinking that I did not include enough of the “werewolf” aspect of the novel to appeal to that audience. To me it was a humorous thriller.

So my first cover was a little off.

And so were the original rough cuts of what I wanted the first covers of FALILA to be; at least back when I was working on the first draft of it back in 2017.

I didn’t change the covers until 2020 when I decided to re-release “Stowe Away” the 20,000-word story as a novel and Book 1.5 in the series.

[image: A picture containing text, sign
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But here’s a look at two of the original covers for ACWWINY.
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And here are two of the original cover concepts for FALILA.

The photos used in those original covers for FALILA were taken by my friend Dre Clar. As a cheeky nod to Dre, I originally based the character of Alexandria Jones on her, having her and Michael meet at a local bar where I knew she was a regular.

I realized, of course, that I had, after all, been writing urban fantasy, and so in the summer of 2020 I rebranded This Time Around, ACWWINY and the yet-unwritten FALILA thanks to the work of Juan Padron, who designed all the other titles in this series as well as this special bundled edition of FALILA and FNBC.

––––––––
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Those are just a few things I didn’t realize when I first started writing Fear and Longing in Los Angeles all those years ago.

I hope you enjoyed a few of these insights into the behind-the-novels stories.

If you like these types of notes there are further ones appearing after the end of each of the books in this collection. If you are not a fan, feel free to skip them.

And thank you for picking up this bundle.

I truly hope you enjoy it as much as I enjoyed writing them.

––––––––
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Mark Leslie

March 2022
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Prologue: I See a Full Moon Rising, I See Trouble on the Way
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Michael Andrews shuddered at the words of the flight attendant on the overhead speaker, because it meant he was trapped on the plane with no way to escape.

“Please be advised that we will be delayed for another hour while we wait for ATC clearance on our revised schedule, and where we can fit into the takeoff queue. This is a reminder to remain in your seats with your seatbelts fastened. We also remind you that all of your larger electronic personal devices should be stored in the overhead bins or under the seat in front of you. Your smaller devices, which you can store in the seat pockets in front of you, should be set to airplane mode.”

He shifted uncomfortably, feeling the hot beads of sweat pouring down his forehead and his shirt soaking up the clamminess of his back.

No, this wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be happening.

He knew he should have gotten off the plane earlier, during that first flight delay, when they were still parked at the gate and hadn’t closed the doors. But the first delay was only fifteen minutes, waiting for a crew member who was late via a delayed connecting flight. The second, while they were still at the gate, waiting for Air Traffic Control clearance, was only another half hour. The third delay, which they didn’t specify, was another forty minutes. But this latest delay, an additional hour, this was pushing it too far.

He glanced out the window at the sun as it was making its way slowly towards the hills in the western sky. It was still hours away from touching down. But that was sunset in Los Angeles.

This plane was traveling east. The sun would most certainly set after he was in the air. Back in New York, which was three hours ahead, it would be nightfall.

The nightfall of a full moon. Okay, not the full moon, yet, but one that would be well more than three quarters full. 

And he had absolutely no control over the change. In the many years since his lycanthropic affliction, he never had control. During the cycle of the full moon, his body morphed completely from human form and into the full four-legged form of a wolf whenever the moon was at least 80% full.

He turned to his companion, looked deep into her light blue eyes. She stared back at him, placed her hand comfortingly on top of his.

“This isn’t good,” he whispered.

​​

Tuesday, June 13, 2017

​​
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Chapter One: What you Need is What You Need, or What
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“What you need is to get your head out of your ass,” Mack said, slamming his hands down on the mahogany desk.

I regarded the man who I equally respected, loved, and feared as he kept his hands planted on the desk and flicked his head side to side in short, back-and-forth twitch-like movements. 

For an obscure moment I reflected on how often I saw his head move like that—an odd little bobble-head type of motion, except side to side rather than up and down—and wondered if that was why he had such a small pencil-thin mustache above his top lip. A thicker mustache would match those thick bushy eyebrows, but I worried if it might fly off his face with the constant rapid motion he made when expressing his instant displeasure to something. Mack regularly displayed his displeasure in that fashion. Subtlety was not in his repertoire. It always amused me how, with his dark and bushy eyebrows and black and gray square headed buzz-cut, if he had a full thick mustache it might make him look like J. Jonah Jameson from the Spider-Man comic books.

Of course, whenever he was yelling at me, I couldn’t help but think of him as the angry head of the Daily Bugle, cursing and yelling across the desk at Peter Parker. Yes, even though I’m a fully grown adult and have been for several years, I still like to fantasize about being one of the heroes I’ve enjoyed reading about my entire life—particularly apt since, like Parker, I live in New York, and several times in the past half-dozen years, have used my special abilities to “fight the bad guys” or “fight crime” or “bring truth, justice and the American way” to the people. No, scratch that last one. I think that might be Superman, rather than Spider-Man. And I definitely don’t live in Metropolis, wherever that is. 

Mack Halpin—known in literary circles as “Mack the Knife”—my agent, was a hell of a tough nut, a complete hard-ass, difficult to reason with, and he often inspired most people he spoke with to want to either punch him in the face, or liberally apply a strip of duct tape across his lips. I suppose there were other reactions people could have, such as turning and walking away. But Mack didn’t just express his opinion and desire; he infiltrated it into another person, got completely under the skin and could not, would not be ignored. Most folks would quickly classify Mack as an asshole; and in several ways I suppose he was. But he was also perhaps the best thing to happen to my writing career. He took me under his wing, introduced me to opportunities that most writers only dream of and fought harder for me than I ever fought for myself.

If it weren’t for Mack, I wouldn’t have had all the amazing opportunities I’ve had in the past half-dozen years. Because of Mack, I’d been a guest on Late Night with David Letterman, the New York Times ran a weekly series about me every Saturday for a month, and my Maxwell Bronte novels were optioned for screen and television rights. Print of the Predator had been made into a feature film starting Ryan Gosling, Tome of Terror was currently in production. For both films Mack had negotiated my involvement as a junior executive producer. It didn’t mean more than extra money in my pocket and an additional credit that scrolls by at the end of the film, but it was yet another feather in my cap as a writer.

Like I said, I respected him. I loved how he looked after me the way a father would look after a rebellious teen-age son; but the man also scared the bejesus out of me. He could be slightly amusing when going off on a rant; but he could also be a terrifying adversary if you crossed him.

Heck, even with my enhanced strength, speed and sensory abilities—which get progressively stronger the closer I am to the full moon phase of those monthly cycles, thanks to the lycanthropic curse running through my veins—Mack would likely be a challenging foe. Perhaps that was because he never pulled his punches and was prepared to fight dirty—whatever it takes—in order to win.

That is why I was so thankful that he was fighting for me.

Well, most of the time.

Today, as he would sometimes do, he was fighting with me. Or, rather, that stubborn part of me that my logical mind couldn’t over-power.

I stared across the desk at him, waiting patiently for the back-and-forth twitching of his head to stop. At times like this, it was difficult to suppress a mirth-filled grin while waiting for that movement to cease, and I wondered if this habit of Mack’s could be parlayed into a perpetual motion machine, like those novelty drinking birds that continued to bop up and down as if going back for more drinks of water.

“For the past two-and-a-half years you have been moping around here like a pathetic love-sick teenager,” Mack said. “I get it that she is a sweet piece of ass, but the world is filled with plenty of other juicy little asses. And you, my friend, looking like you do and with the stink of fame upon you, have a line up of women at your feet.

“I should know, half of the panties that get mailed to you come via this office. Hell, if they ever wanted to re-open Hogs and Heifers down in the meat-packing district with a ceiling of women’s underwear, all I’d have to do is forward your fan mail for about a month.”

My fingers dug into the arms of the chair to hear Mack use such a derogatory term to refer to Gail, the only woman that I had ever loved. Yes, I felt like a jerk for not standing up to such a slight, but one has to be strategic in when, where and how they argue with Mack.

I suppose that, as liberated as some men like to believe we have become regarding sexism and the objectification of women, we still have plenty of faults. Acknowledgement of the issue, of course, is always the first step towards resolving it, I suppose.

And, besides, I knew the signs, even without my extra-sensory ability to gage the man’s underlying mood and intents based on his scent and his elevated heartbeat. I’d known Mack long enough to recognize that he was going off on a rant. And the best thing to do when that happens, as Cousin Eddy advises Clark Griswold in Christmas Vacation should the dog ever start going to town on your leg, it’s best to just let him finish.

“Not once in the years I have known you have you ever taken any of these women up on their blatant sexual offers. And let me tell you, son, that you’re in dire need of a good fuck. I don’t understand why you’re such a damn prude about the whole thing.

“Man, if it were me, I’d be all over those women like a cheap suit.

“But no, you’re still all moony-eyed over Gail.”

Mack had been gesturing wildly as he was speaking from behind his desk. But at this point he got up and started pacing between the desk and the plate-glass window that offered a breathtaking view of the lower west side of Manhattan.

“She told you, point blank, son, exactly where you stand. Shit, she told you this more than once in the past couple of years. And yet you continue to let some idiotic romantic notion keep you from seeing what is right in front of your face.”

I stopped looking at Mack and glanced down at my shoes. I knew he was right. Hearing it made me angry. Angry at him. Angry at myself. Angry at the situation.

But never angry at Gail.

I had, ultimately, caused this.

Meeting Gail was one of the best things that had ever happened to me. We were drawn almost instinctively to one another. And in an extremely short time our lives swirled together in a wondrous ballet of physicality, sensuality, intellect, and emotion. We were perfect for one another, connecting on so many incredible levels.

I had, truly, never experienced love in the way I had with Gail.

And I knew, when our eyes first locked together, that I had found my soulmate, the one person I was destined to be with.

But I was, ultimately, the reason our relationship ended.

More specifically, it was the lycanthropy. The werewolf curse running through my veins.

Despite the intimate sharing we experienced, I had kept the fact I was a werewolf from Gail. How does one explain to their sexual partner that for several nights during the cycle of the moon, their normal human body morphs into that of a wolf? Or that, during that time, the human consciousness mostly disappears, being replaced entirely by the alter-ego consciousness of a canine beast?

I didn’t have to check the various dating books, or websites. There was no need to consult with Mrs. Manners on the matter. I knew, quite simply, that there was no proper way to explain such a thing.

So I kept it hidden.

And, after we had been together for several weeks, when the full moon phase was about to have its effect on me, I made spun stories about why we couldn’t be together that night, why I had to be elsewhere. Gail was, understandably, confused, but accepted my feeble excuses.

But then, the following month, I had to do it again.

Then again.

And again.

I mean, how could I risk turning into a wolf and harming her in any way? I couldn’t. There were things, back then, that I simply didn’t know about my wolfish nature—so I simply could not take that chance.

And yes, despite Gail’s background as the owner of a shop that specialized in the occult and paranormal, and her open mind, I couldn’t bring myself to admit this affliction to her.

Perhaps I was afraid of rejection.

But rejection was what I ultimately received.

Gail knew I had been hiding something, and since I couldn’t bring myself to share that intimate part of myself, she suspected I had been stepping out in the relationship. She’d been burned badly before with infidelity and believed she had seen the signs of that again with my deception and excuses to not be with her on certain nights.

So the relationship ended.

Or, rather, Gail ended the relationship.

And I had been a wreck about it for the longest time. 

But then, one day, a little over a year after she had dumped me, she came back into my life as a friend with two pieces of stunning news: She knew I was a werewolf; and she was engaged.

She had returned to my life to ask for my help in tracking down her fiancé, whom she believed someone had kidnapped. Gail had known that I possessed extra-sensory perceptions, even when in human form, and that those senses were strongest closest to the cycle of the full moon. 

Gail was an adept woman, intuitively picking up these subtle clues about my nature.

Of course, prior to me and even post me, she hadn’t been all that good at choosing men.

Because we had learned, in the course of my investigation into her fiancé’s disappearance, that he had actually been unfaithful to her.

Given our shared interests and mutual respect for one another, Gail and I remained friends.

Although, admittedly, I had wanted more.

I had always wanted more.

Gail had recognized that. Perhaps because I could sometimes be as subtle as a midway hawker in the middle of a library.

Her insistence on not becoming close, not being more than friends continually broke my heart. But I always considered just having her in my life to be a special privilege; and reasoned that, at the very least, I could still have that.

But it hurt. Having her so close and yet so far at the same time continued to burn at the very fiber of my soul.

And, as usual, Mack was stone cold correct. He knew that the situation was killing me and it was taking its toll on me. He knew that I most certainly wouldn’t do anything about it, and that, if the situation were to be resolved, he would have to step in.

“Listen,” Mack said. “She came back into your life when?”

“About two-and-a-half years ago,” I mumbled, still staring at my feet.

“And you had the ill-fated conversation about the possibility of re-kindling the romance when?”

“About two years ago.”

“And what did she make absolutely clear to you?”

I hated that Mack was doing this; but a part of me was already feeling the benefit of the cross-examination approach to this therapeutic talk.

He took a step forward and in a louder voice asked it again. “What did she make absolutely clear to you?”

“That she wasn’t interested in a relationship.”

“Ahh,” he said, holding a finger in the air, and I could swear he was imagining that we were in a courtroom. He paced a deliberate path behind his desk parallel to the window and, looking out the window at the magnificent view of the city, he repeated part of that back to me, or, perhaps, to the imaginary jury who were listening in. “She wasn’t interested in a relationship.

“That is rather curious, isn’t it? She was in your life again, but she was not interested in a relationship. What, pray tell, was she interested in?”

“Friendship.”

He nodded his head, pacing the same path back along the window again. “Friendship.” He nodded his head again and repeated the word. “Friendship.

“And so, what have you been to one another for the past two years?”

“Friends.”

“That’s all? Not ‘friends with benefits’ or anything like that?” Mack paused to lean on his desk, his big bushy eyebrows lifting high on his forehead as if being pulled to their limits by invisible marionette strings.

“No.”

“Not even a single time? One quick and simple moment of carnal pleasure, benefit?”

“No.”

“So,” Mack said, “she made it perfectly clear, quite early on in this return to your life, that she was here as a friend, and only a friend. And, as you admit, after you expressed you wanted something more, she made it perfectly clear that she simply wasn’t interested. Do I have that correct?”

“You do.”

“So tell me, Mister Andrews,” and Mack came out from behind the desk and leaned back against it with his arms folded across his chest, “why it is that, with the facts all laid out in front of us, I can clearly see that the woman is not interested, and you still can’t get your goddamn head out of your goddamn ass?”

At that point, he broke the courtroom lawyer charade and went right back into full Mack mode.

“For god’s sake, man, I’ve been watching you mope around here like some lovesick little puppy for two full years. You’re even worse than the first time she dumped you. At least back then, you’d had the pleasure of getting your rocks off before she put a complete and utter stop to that.

“And now, without even the pleasure of a fun little nightcap and a quickie or even a hand-job in the back of a cab, you’re mooning after her like some pathetic little cheese-eating high school boy.

“I normally wouldn’t give a rat’s ass about my top client’s personal life. But this has been affecting your work, your production. And I have a vested interest to keep your rocket moving up, my friend.”

Mack unfolded his arms, walked back around behind the desk and sat down in his chair.

“What you need is to distance yourself from that hot little lady, find a distraction from the rut that you’ve worked yourself into, and focus on something else for a while. What you need is exactly what I have arranged for you.” He reached down, opened up a drawer on the right side of his desk, plucked out an envelope and slid it across the desk at me.

I stared at the envelope.

“Go ahead,” he said. “Open it.”

I gingerly reached out and picked it up. The envelope wasn’t sealed. I pulled out a full sheet of paper folded into thirds around an additional slip of paper. It was a package from the travel agency that Mack’s office used; I immediately recognized the letterhead. It was a return-trip ticket to Los Angeles.

“What’s this?” I asked. “A getaway vacation?”

“Christ, no,” Mack said. “A getaway vacation wouldn’t be to LA. It would be to Aruba or Punta Cana or maybe somewhere in the south of Italy.

“You’re going to LA, or, more, specifically, to Hollywood, because I have negotiated a more direct hands-on role into that of script consultant. You’ll be working on the set of Tome of Terror.

“God knows you need the distraction, you need to get away from Gail for a while, and if the gods are smiling upon us, you need to get laid so you can start thinking with that big ball of meat sitting atop your shoulders rather than the smaller sausage you keep tucked in your pants.”

“But, Mack,” I said, looking down at the date. They booked my flight for tomorrow, and I was still on the tail end of my monthly cycle. I started doing quick calculations in my mind, because I wasn’t sure the percentage of the full moon. Through experience, I knew I only turned into a wolf on the nights where the moon was 80% or more. Fumbling my phone out of my back pocket, I toggled the screens over to the moon app so I could check. “You know I don’t take well to travel. We’ve been through that before.”

“I don’t take well to travel,” Mack said in a high-pitched mocking tone. “Christ, Andrews, do you hear yourself? You’re whining like a pre-school toddler. It’s not like I’m sending you on a sixteen-hour flight to Hong Kong. It’s a five-hour flight. And what the hell are you consulting on that phone? An app for Hypochondriacs? Get over yourself, you damn snowflake.”

I glanced over at the ticket again as the app was loading up, noting the time of the flight. It was with United and left Newark at 10 AM. That gave me a bit of a sense of relief, knowing I wouldn’t be in the air during a potential change. I didn’t, after all, want to be the inspiration for an odd new Wolves on a Plane horror film franchise. But I still had to worry about changing into a wolf in a city where I didn’t have a routine planned out; not like I did here in Manhattan.

“What the hell are you panicking about, Andrews?” Mack said. “They’ll let you take your damn teddy bear with you. You don’t need to worry about that.”

The app finished its boot cycle. I thumbed in Los Angeles and hit the refresh button. On June fourteenth, tomorrow, the moon would be at 76% of its cycle. I was safe. I let out an audible sigh of relief.

Mack, sitting behind his desk, stared at me.

“Are we okay now, sugar?” he said in a condescending tone.

“What? Oh, yeah.”

“Good. Now get the hell out of my office. I have a call coming in that I need to take. Anne will confirm the hotel booking and a few of the other details with you.” Mack was referring to Anne Lee, the tiny woman who acted as his executive assistant, his personal assistant, his chauffeur, his whatever-he-needed right-hand person. She was the Alfred to his Bruce Wayne, or maybe more like the Whalen Smithers to his Monty Burns. “She can also check to confirm they are using hypoallergenic pillows and sheets, a smoke and fragrant-free environment, a vegan, gluten-free, carb-free, sugar-free, fucking flavor free restaurant, or whatever the hell else your pansy ass little heart desires to make sure you are comfy and cozy.”

I slipped my phone into my back pocket and stood up.

“Thanks, Mack,”

“Yeah, yeah,” he mumbled, already flipping open a file folder on his desk and scanning through it, well on to the next task on his list. It was another frustrating thing about him I actually admired; how he could easily compartmentalize appointments, people, situations, into neat little boxes, focus intensely and 100% on them, but then move on to the next one, completely abandoning any attachment to the previous ones to focus on the new task at hand.

As I walked over to the door to leave his office, I wondered if I could do that on this brief trip he had planned for me.

I closed my eyes for a moment, picturing Gail’s beautiful smile, the delightful twinkle in her eye, and then I shook my head.

“Compartmentalize,” I muttered. “Turn the page.”
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​Chapter Two: The Gentler, Kinder Perspective of a Younger, Wiser Woman
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The moment I closed Mack’s office door, Mack’s executive assistant, Anne, greeted me with a smile and a whiff of a combination of the wonderful confidence and genuine comradery that she always exuded.

That underlying scent about her had always inspired me.

And it reminded me of something that often eluded me when I was with Mack.

My extra-sensory abilities, my extremely heightened sense of smell and hearing, a gift that came to my human self along with the curse of turning into an animal without barely a trace of my human mind, allowed me to know things about people I was interacting with, or, heck, even just passing on the street, in a way that most people could never understand.

I was, perhaps, much like a dog in that way; particularly in the way dogs can “smell fear” or read a person and react to them, even if the person’s intent is not visible in their facial expressions or body language.

In regular conversations or relationships, I could usually quickly and easily use these extra senses to my advantage. I detected subtle shifts in mood or intent in a person, via their scent, breathing, or heartbeat if I concentrated enough. For example, in the quick snapshot of Anne at this moment, I could tell that Anne had eaten a chive and cream cheese bagel earlier in the morning. I sensed she was in a decidedly jovial mood (something I failed to understand how it could be possible, given the frustrating man she worked for), and based on the elevated heartbeat and the mild tweak in anxious tension, that she was about to speak to me.

Of course, most people would notice, at least on the surface, some of those clues. But I had become adept at intuiting most of the sensory stimulation I received about people I interacted with, and adapted that into situations; often able to charm those I was speaking with in remarkable ways.

But Mack was so intense, so bold in his straightforward “attack”—yes, even amid a conversation with Mack it could often feel more like an affront or an attack—that I, subconsciously, perhaps, neglected to attend to the extra-sensory stimuli that I relied on in normal, every-day situations.

Mack seemed to have the ability to distract me from that input. It was there, I could usually recall it at the end of an encounter or interaction with him. But in the moment, I was often so focused on him that those additional details that often would give me the upper hand in an interaction were muted, almost forgotten.

Interesting.

“I trust Mack explained the trip to you,” Anne said with a tight-lipped smile on her face. She knew, and I knew that Mack doesn’t really explain much. He just presents the facts and lets others do all the details.

“In a... nutshell,” I said. That got a slight bemused reaction out of Anne, even though she never let that show on her face. She was a pro; ever the consummate professional.

“You have your ticket. The hotel reservation, address and directions are in this envelope,” she said, sliding a nine by twelve manila envelope across the desk. “You’ll also find an outline of the itinerary, a list of your main contacts, the contact numbers for both them and their personal assistants. Also, the contact information for the showrunner assistant who is assigned to you is highlighted in bold on its own sheet. They will pick you up at the airport.

“You’ll also find a list of some nearby restaurants, sorted by food style. And, of course, a list of the local coffee shops; the ones that are rated highest via three cross-checked sources have a little asterisk beside them and are likely to be the ones you enjoy the most.”

Anne offered a slight wry grin as she said that. One thing we had bonded over was locally owned little coffee houses with their own special craft produced blends. Sure, I loved my morning Starbucks like everybody else, but whenever I was in a new neighborhood, I appreciated the special and unique offering that took you slightly off the more beaten or touristy path. Anne liked those places too, and on the few times that the two of us ended up meeting to conduct some more mundane paperwork tasks that Mack had assigned to her, we enjoyed finding new and interesting coffee shops in the city where the other hadn’t yet been.

She was always efficient and thorough and never failed to drop in the little extras like that which made a person feel appreciated, respected and, of course, understood.

I loved that about her.

“I’ll be sure to write up a personal report of the best places from your list, along with the ones I end up discovering on my own,” I said. “And if I find a particularly unique and special brew available in bean format, I will bring it back for you.”

She smiled a tight little smile, which, for Anne, was as expressive as her face got, but the room filled with the warm scent of her unbridled appreciation and joy. 

I took the envelope, not even having to look inside to know everything was exactly how she explained it. All the information I required and more was in the envelope. I beamed a smile back at her, flipped her a wink and blew her a kiss.

“You are a gift to this world, Anne. Still not sure how you manage to be so cheerful all the time while putting up with this guy.” I hooked a thumb toward Mack’s closed office door. 

Anne and I understood each other. We respected each other. We appreciated each other. She was a sweetheart and one of the kindest souls I had ever met. And I was constantly amazed at how professional and compassionate and sweet she could be, despite working for one of the crustiest, hard-edged and uncouth businessmen in New York.

“Aw, Michael,” she said, and her thin almond-shaped eyes twinkled so brightly that I didn’t need to smell the pride and respect she was exuding. She sincerely liked, respected, and cared for Mack. She was loyal and would be there for him through thick and thin. “You only attend to his rough edges. But you know as well as I do that Mack is a teddy bear underneath the surface. He just never likes to let down his guard and show that. “

Anne was speaking to me about Mack the way a mother might explain to her son that his father really did love him; he merely had a different, more traditionally masculine way of showing it.

Anne was a truly wonderful and admirable woman.

And, of course, in true Anne Lee fashion, she took that admiration to the next level with her parting words to me.

“Good luck, Michael. I know how much you love Gail, but maybe you both need this time apart. As they say: If you love something, let it go. If it comes back to you, it is yours forever. If it doesn’t it never was.”

I thought about what she said and felt myself getting angry. I had let Gail go, or, at least, we had parted ways, and then she did come back to me. Hadn’t I already done that? I was about to retort, but could sense that Anne wasn’t done speaking. She had paused because she knew I would react that way and wanted to give me some time to process the thought.

Smart woman.

“Gail has been through a lot. She needs some time; and she needs that time apart from you, because when you’re too close, your friendship and your undying love is a crutch for her. She needs time, away from you, to process her feelings. And, you need to be away and apart from her. You can’t step back and see the larger picture when she’s right there focusing on her.

“I know it hurts, and you know how much I want you to be happy. But I agree with Mack—okay, not with the way he expresses it, but with the general concept. You need to get away, distract yourself, get involved in something different, be somewhere different. Be away from the ‘Michael and Gail’ setting, which this city itself brings to you. Be open to possibilities that don’t involve Gail. And I promise things will work themselves out for the better.”

I noticed that Anne hadn’t said Gail and I would resolve this together, but that things would work themselves out for the better. Whatever that better might be. Open-ended. Wise words, from a wise woman.

“Thank you, Anne,” I said. Talking to her was sometimes akin to the milk and cookie talks my mom used to give me whenever I returned home from a hockey game that we lost or had a falling out with one of my childhood friends. She made it all better. “Even though you’re ten years younger than me, you’ve always been such an amazing mom figure.”

She got up from behind her desk, came around it and embraced me in a warm hug. Even though I was a foot and a half taller than her, her hug felt giant, as if she had enveloped me inside her embrace so completely, exuding the comfort, the warmth, the consoling that seemed to be a universal motherly trait.

Stepping back from the hug, Anne placed her hands on my upper arms, and looked me in the eye. “Now go, Michael. Be open to enjoying LA. Be open to embracing the possibilities.”
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​Chapter Three: Reflections and Memories of How I Simply Can’t Fight This Feeling any Longer
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On my way out of the Halpin Agency office, I reflected on Anne’s wise words, her perspective and the motherly concern and embrace she enwrapped me in. I still felt warm, like she had snuggled me into a warm sweater on a cold winter night.

I was starting to feel good about this trip to LA, about being involved in something other than the regular daily routine I’d gotten into here.

Sure, given the combination of my supernatural abilities and my Spider-Man style ethic of With Great Power Comes Great Responsibility, it hadn’t all been routine. Despite trying to live a normal life, I had a way of attracting misadventures.

But apart from a few decidedly exciting adventures, the last several years had been a consistent routine with one common theme throughout it.

Me loving Gail. Me waiting for Gail. Me wanting and longing for Gail.

When I left Mack’s office building, I headed west so that I could catch the Battery Park City Esplanade walking path that ran parallel to the Hudson river and then connected with the Hudson River Greenway and, a little further north, near Chelsea, hook back in-land to the High Line, New York City’s beautiful “park in the sky”—an old elevated north to south running train platform that originally opened in the 1930s and then was shut down about fifty years later and then converted to a gorgeous public landscape, allowing you to be in the middle of the city and yet walking through a unique picturesque and narrow park that afforded you diversity and a brilliant sense of the various neighborhoods that you passed through on it.

Since I’d be leaving New York in less than twenty-four hours, and it was a gorgeous June day, I wanted to do the thing that most helped me reflect and appreciate the city I had grown to love and adore.

You never get to properly appreciate a place when you are moving through it quickly, either on public transit or via a self-directed vehicle. But walking afforded you the luxury of appreciating the subtle nuances of different neighborhoods, different communities, and different little microcosms of a vast and diverse metropolis.

As I arrived at Wagner Park, just north of Battery Park, I reflected on that one morning I had woken in Battery Park after one of those black-hole memory nights of being a wolf. My body half nestled in a small copse of bushes, I woke up naked with a bullet hole in my leg. Since I never could remember more than tiny snippets of what I had been up to when I was a wolf—and, I imagine, as a wolf, I likely had little to no recollection of being a human—I had found myself tasked with a few interesting challenges.

The first, of course, was finding some clothes.

The second was figuring out what the heck I had been up to, who had shot me, and if I had actually hurt someone the night before; because relatively early on, I heard there had been a wolf attack in the city and that a man had been killed.

I had certainly packed a full month’s worth of adventures into that single day.

It wasn’t enough to learn that another wolf, a werewolf, had infiltrated my city, but we had to resolve our territorial dispute in a fight to the death. That was the same day I was a guest on Letterman, busted up a corrupt ring of financial scammers and kidnappers, and the only woman I had ever loved had come back into my life; not to be reunited with me, but to confront me with the fact she knew I was a werewolf and to inform me she had been engaged to a man who she believed had been kidnapped. It seems she needed the help of my extra-sensory abilities in tracking down her fiancé.

Of course, we also both learned, that day, that her fiancé was not the man she had thought him to be, and that sent her into a downward spiral of trust issues. Combined with the way our relationship had ended a few years previously, she was still going through the process of healing and figuring things out.

In the same way that long term married couples fall into well-rehearsed routines that lead them into a realm where the intimacy doesn’t go beyond the intimacy you have with a best friend, Gail and I had fallen into the same pattern.

Only, as much as I adored, respected, and admired Gail, I still loved her with all of my heart, and I knew that, beneath the pain, beneath the confusion, and beneath the angst she was in, she also loved me.

And, yes, as more than a friend.

She still had a deep and extremely active sexual desire for me.

I suppose if I weren’t a werewolf, I might not know about these underlying feelings and thoughts. Because Gail could be a stoic and steadfast person with the absolute best poker face. She could keep her cards close to her chest and not reveal what was going on below the surface.

But she knew I could easily see through the charade.

Just like, even though I didn’t have to say anything to her about it, Gail knew how intensely I loved her.

And, in these past three years, we had only properly discussed it a few times.

In fact, it had been last week that we ended up having another one of those spiraling conversations that went nowhere and merely frustrated both of us.

We had just finished sharing a basket of garlic fries and a plate of pretzel bites with a jalapeno cheese dip at Hellcat Annie’s Tap Room in Hell’s Kitchen. The spot featured 20 rotating taps of craft beers that were displayed on giant screens mounted on the wall behind the bar. I wasn’t much of a beer drinker, but Gail was a lover of craft beers, and, in particular, had an affinity for bitter and hoppy IPAs. And that location, on the corner of 10th Avenue and West 45th Street, despite having been through a couple of ownership and name changes in the past few years, had been one of her favorite spots.

It was a single room bar that was about fifty feet long and under twenty feet wide. It seated perhaps fifteen people at the bar itself and then maybe another twenty to thirty at the small benches, tables and the high stools around upright wooden beer barrels that served as mini tabletops.

Despite it being a craft beer place, a location one might associate with popular hipster culture, there was a wonderful rustic and unpretentious feel to the place. That was one of the things Gail loved most about it; it was also a reason I enjoyed hanging out there, even though beer wasn’t my first beverage of choice.

“You know how much your friendship, how much having you in my life means to me,” I said, picking up the light wheat beer I had been slowly sipping between hearty drinks of water.

“Yes,” Gail said, her green eyes, looking much darker in the dim light of the bar, flashing across the table at me. “I do know that. And you know that you mean so much to me as well. We understand one another so wonderfully, Andrews.”

“We certainly do.” I took another sip of the beer before placing it back down on the table. “But I’m not sure what we’re doing here, Gail.

“You know, also, even though I don’t say it, that I love you more than I have ever loved another person in my life.”

Despite the loud music, the background rumble of the multitude of conversations of the fully packed, beer-loving crowd, I could hear Gail’s heart skip a beat.

“I know,” she said.

“And I haven’t stopped wanting you, Gail. I love our friendship; I love what we have. But what we experienced is something I can’t unknow. And I don’t think you can, either.”

Gail stared at me across the table. Even though she maintained a poker face gaze, I could smell the heightened sexual desire in her. I knew she had been thinking about those times, years ago, when our intimacy wasn’t just emotional, wasn’t just intellectual, but also included the hot and wet skin on skin sensation.

I felt myself getting hard while detecting that desire in her, and I shifted uncomfortably in the seat.

And I knew, because Gail was the most intuitive woman, hell, the most intuitive person I had even known, that she could tell her arousal aroused me. She glanced down ever so briefly at my crotch, then immediately returned her eye contact to me. Because the desire, the lust, the thirst she was exuding was musky and strong. It was the same desire, the same lust that we had felt the first time we had gotten together.

The same mutual attraction and carnal hunger that we felt every time we came together.

And, sadly, the type of heightened sexual tension that we had felt far too many times in the past three years.

“You’re feeling it now.” I said.

She maintained her stoic face. “There are underlying animalistic feelings I can’t avoid, Andrews. You are an attractive man. My body can’t help but remember how good it always was.”

“But your mind,” I said, knowing where she was going.

“And my heart,” she said.

“But you love me, Gail. And more than as a friend, more than like a sister loves a brother. I can feel how much you love me. And you know, as sure as you know anything, just how much I love you.”

She nodded.

“So what the hell are we doing? Why are we torturing ourselves like this?”

She closed her eyes, shook her head slowly, and I could feel the overwhelming pain, anxiety, and angst in her heart. She hated herself for hurting me; but she couldn’t help the way she felt. She couldn’t help how unprepared she was to accept the underlying feelings she had for me.

When she opened her eyes, they were glassy, moist, and she stared at me with the facade of the poker face slowly melting away.

“I can’t,” she said. “I can’t explain it, but I also can’t keep having this conversation, Michael.

“Love isn’t enough. Lust isn’t enough.”

“What is enough, Gail?”

“I... I don’t know.” And a single tear rolled down her left cheek. More than anything, I wanted to reach across, gently wipe it away, and then hold and comfort her. I hated the fact I had brought this up again, that I had pushed her back into the self-loathing I could smell broiling in her heart.

As much as I loved and respected her, I wouldn’t be able to understand the conflict she was going through. And, in the same way that she was internalizing the blame, turning the anger towards herself, I hated myself for what my insistence was doing to her; how much it was tearing her heart apart.

“I’m sorry, Gail.”

“I know. And I know how much you love me and how much you are beating yourself up right now for bringing this up, for forcing me to confront this. But I’m not ready, Andrews. I’m just not ready, and I’m not sure if I will ever be.”

I reached across the table, laid my hand down palm up and stared at her.

“I know,” I said. “But I’m here, anyway. And I’m not going anywhere, Gail.”

“I know,” she said, smiling at me, and she placed her hand to overlap mine, our fingers laced together. I watched as another tear streamed down the side of her face. “And that’s one of the many reasons why I can’t help but to love you so dearly, Michael.”

We sat like that for a few minutes, hands clasped, a few more tears running down both her face and my own, and didn’t say another word to one another.

A minute later, when the bus boy came to collect the empty plates, Gail let go of my hand, pulled out her wallet and left a pair of twenty-dollar bills on the tabletop.

She then got up.

“Goodnight, Andrews,” she said.

“Goodnight, Sommers,” I replied.

And we left the bar, neither of us saying another word as we walked for a couple of blocks in silence before we each parted ways; her heading to her apartment, and me heading towards Central Park. It would still be a couple of nights before I would turn into a werewolf again, but I ended up walking through the park in quiet introspection, wishing that I could turn into a wolf, if only to escape the pain and frustration that I knew I’d be lying awake with all night.

Then I felt guilty, knowing that, in just a few nights, I would have that luxury.

But Gail, sadly, would never have that reprieve.

I replayed that evening repeatedly in my mind like a film loop on an endlessly repeating re-roll as I walked north along the High Line park.

When I reached the end of the park, just south of the Javits Center, and a few blocks away from that last time I had seen Gail, that last conversation we’d had a couple of weeks earlier, I figured I should let her know I would be leaving town for a while.

I didn’t call Gail. 

I just sent her a quick text message.

Going to LA to work on the set of Tome of Terror. Will give you a call when I get back.

After all, good friends know the other needs. Gail needed her space. I needed to find my own. Perhaps, when I got back, I’d be better able to accept the pleasure of her incredible friendship and leave it at that.

With no more longing.
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​Chapter Four: Cut Loose like a Deuce, a Super Powerball Bonus Daylight Savings Time in the Night
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Dang it if trying to spend a few hours writing didn’t result in a bit of a mishap for me.

I found myself with a surprise of plenty of hours I had not been counting on, and that led to a decidedly different evening than I had planned.

I suppose part of the blame is on my curious nature. The other part is the fact I simply can’t just sit by and do nothing when I sense trouble afoot; not stepping up and helping where I know I can help (or perhaps believe I can help) seems to be against my nature.

And, yes, I blame Stan Lee for infecting my mind with the concept that drove Peter Parker to use his radioactive spider-powers for good. If he hadn’t created such an interesting character I’d been drawn to as a nerdy teenager, I imagine that I wouldn’t constantly be finding myself in odd situations.

It didn’t take me long to pack my clothes into a small carry-on suitcase. I didn’t travel often, but I had learned, early on, the benefit of taking a small carry-on bag with me when I flew. It saved a significant amount of time—not to mention the hassle, when, on connecting flights, there was always that slim possibility of the bag not making the connection and there you were, at your destination and without your luggage. So you pack light, rolling most of your clothes to keep them as wrinkle-free as possible, folding the blazers inside out and then wearing an additional button-down top and dress pants on the flight.

Even though I would be in LA for a few weeks, I knew I could use the hotel’s dry cleaning and laundry service to keep me in clean clothes.

According to the moon app, tonight’s moon would be at 84% which meant it would be my last night turning into a wolf. I’d spent the afternoon packing and then preparing my usual cheap throwaway clothes to wear and the bag of “morning clothes” I would need to get to in order not to have to walk back home buck naked.

I suppose someone watching the odd routine I was forced to take during the approximate ten days out of the month where my werewolf curse meant I would lose control of my human nature and completely morph into a four-legged wolf, might wonder how a person could live with such a thing.

And early on I complained about it—at least internally—I mean, it’s not like I could rant on Facebook about my horrible lot in life or send off a barrage of angry tweets bemoaning the struggle I faced with lycanthropy. But, when the affliction was fresh, I had been frustrated with the idea that such a large chunk of my life, about a third of my day for ten days each month was taken up by my alter ego, of which I had no conscious memory or awareness; except, perhaps, for the occasional snippet of sensory memory that infiltrated my human mind. Like images from a partially remembered dream.

It could be a little terrifying, actually. Losing complete control not just of one’s person, but of an entire human body and giving it over to some alter-ego entity that I didn’t even fully understand.

It wasn’t a Jekyll and Hyde situation. There was nothing sinister about my wolf form. If anything, the human part of me had more of a chance of being evil or performing acts of malice than a wolf ever would. It was more of a situation akin to Dr. Bruce Banner and The Incredible Hulk. Except for the smashing part. As a wolf, I tended to be more subtle and slip around under the radar unlike the hulking green monster that Banner turned into.

But the disconcerting feeling of losing one’s conscious awareness and then “waking up” (for lack of a better term to describe the feeling) in human form, completely naked, not truly knowing where you had gone or what you had done, took a lot of introspection and getting used to.

But even though my affliction was unique, I knew there were others who had to deal with the disconcerting nature, hell, the sheer terror, of losing control of one’s consciousness in such a way.

A friend of mine in high school, Robby Horowitz, suffered from a type of epilepsy called Grand Mal seizures. I remember, over long games of chess (that’s how I met Robby, he was our school’s grand master chess champion, and I had joined the chess club wanting to refine my own skills in the game) having extended discussions with Robby. A few times, he explained the odd aura or sensation that overcame him when he felt a seizure coming on. 

The Grand Mal seizures that Robby had had are perhaps the ones most people equate with epilepsy. But I learned, from Robby, the different types of seizures (we had hours of time to talk while playing chess over the years) and the fact that some types of seizures could be experienced by a person with no one right there in front of them being aware of it. For example, some petit mal seizures, also sometimes known as absence seizures, could cause a five to fifteen second lapse of a person’s consciousness and attention. If you were looking at them, you might think they were daydreaming or focusing on something really hard, because they usually had stopped attending to something going on in front of them, whether it was a conversation, a movie, or whatever. Most people might never know that person had suffered a seizure like that and merely chalked it up to them “drifting off” and being distracted.

But Robby’s seizures were all consuming. They came with a few seconds warning. Enough to position himself on the ground or the floor so that, when the darkness washed over his consciousness and he slipped into the rapid convulsive and uncontrollable jerks, he didn’t get hurt.

The way Robby describes it was not at all unlike the aura that overcomes me when I’m about to turn into a wolf. I usually have less than two or three minutes, once I feel the aura coming on, before I slip into the darkness and the wolf metamorphosis takes place.

Robby had controlled the seizures with medication that he had to take daily. But sometimes, if he was overly stressed or didn’t get enough sleep, he might still have a seizure. So, again, I was lucky that my own changes were predictable based on the phases of the moon, and I could plan for them.

It was disconcerting, too, particularly living in a large metropolis, which isn’t the ideal place for a wolf to be living.

But, fortunately, the wolf in me must have retained at least enough of a healthy respectful fear of humans and learned it could prance around large green spaces while staying hidden from people.

And I, as a human, learned enough to get myself to a safe space for a wolf to romp around; Central Park was usually a place I could get to easily from where I lived in mid-town. I also learned that, since I usually lost the clothes I had been wearing when turning into a wolf, it was smart to hide fresh clothes to find the next day. Only a handful of times in the past decade had I ended up waking up to find that I was either nowhere near where I had stored my clothes, or that someone, perhaps a homeless person, had found my stash of hidden clothes and taken them.

So, instead of having to become adept at finding ways to cover my naked body before heading back home (although I had learned plenty of creative ways to do that over the years), I became adept at pre-preparing for the nights I was going to morph into a wolf.

Part of how I had gotten over myself and the internal complaining of my “lot in life” with having to deal with the werewolf curse, was considering the millions of people who have diabetes, for example.

I had a cousin with diabetes. Wendy had to regulate her diet, regularly prick herself to do a blood sugar evaluation, and take insulin injections at least twice per day. I remember, as a child, thinking how frustrating it must be for her to have to pause in whatever task she was doing in order to perform these rituals.

But she was wonderfully matter of fact about it. It was merely something she had to do in order to live a regular and normal life. The same way that my friend Robby had to take medication twice per day as part of his daily routine.

And I, particularly when I thought of my affliction compared to the affiliation of millions like Wendy and Robby, or those who suffered from other things, had nothing to complain about.

For ten days out of every thirty I was inconvenienced by the loss of consciousness, having to get myself to a place where a wolf could enjoy some freedom to run around and howl at the moon, had to buy a few extra clothes and become adept at stashing them.

I had that to deal with, but I also had these amazing sensory abilities of abnormally heightened sense of smell, taste and hearing. Not to mention the supernatural strength I had. All elements that become more enhanced or powerful the closer I was to the phase of the full moon.

In addition, my immunity and resistance to viruses and other illnesses was powerful. I suspected that morphing between human and wolf form involved hyper-activity in my blood that killed microbes and other invading bugs. Ultimately, the back-and-forth regeneration must have had a positive effect on the healing of injuries.

So, while I had side-effects, and an affliction to deal with, I was pretty darned lucky.

After I finished packing my bag for the next morning’s flight, I then packed a small plastic grocery bag with a pair of shorts, a t-shirt, then put on an old pair of jeans, a torn t-shirt and slipped on a pair of dollar-store flip flops and headed out to Central park so I could be there for the metamorphosis.

I lived at The Algonquin Hotel in mid-town Manhattan, and the doorman and concierge knew me well. So, I never needed ID or the key to my room. They would let me in; and always chalked up my odd dress to the eccentricities of being a writer.

I ended up arriving at Central Park about an hour before I knew I was due to change into a wolf. Basically, an hour before sunset. Even if the full moon was present in the daytime sky, my body never morphed until the sun vacated the western sky. Again, there’s no real manual for me to read or understand why that is. I just had to learn, understand, and accept it.

I liked to walk around the park, scout out a location that I knew would be secluded and away from others. Of course, many people, especially the tourists, vacated Central Park before sun-down, so that always made it that much easier.

And that’s when the first most curious thing happened to me.

I was in a spot I favored, one of the particularly heavily forested areas of the park known as The Ramble just south of Belvedere Castle. I had taken my flip flops off and tucked them into the plastic bag with my clothes and then stored the bag in one of my favored hiding spots under an outcropping of rocks. I then sat with my back against a tree and waited for the familiar aura of the change to wash over me.

As the sun continued its descent in the western sky, that familiar sensation which had been slowly growing for the previous few minutes intensified. It started like a very subtle numbness and tingling, like that sensation of when your arm or leg “goes to sleep.” Only, I felt it through all of my limbs and my torso simultaneously, accompanied by a similarly subtle auditory buzzing noise that slowly grew.

As the tingling and buzzing intensified, I took a deep breath and tried to relax myself into the change. Fighting the change, struggling with it, turned the tingling and numbing feeling into outright pulses and beats of pure pain. That’s what led me to believe that the memory loss usually associated with the change into wolf form were part of some sub-conscious self-inflicted side effect that helped me maintain my sanity. I can only imagine the utter pain and angst that occurs when a human body physiologically undergoes such a dramatic and traumatic metamorphosis.

I closed my eyes, preparing to give myself over to the wolf.

And waited.

And waited.

But nothing happened.

The sensation intensified, then backed off.

It pulsed in odd waves, the intensity burning. It reached an intensity that felt like sharp needles stabbing me all over my body. I gasped and let out short almost breathless shrieks.

And then, when it seemed I could bear the pain no longer, it receded.

I opened my eyes, lifting my hands up in front of my face to look at them. I was worried that I might, perhaps have shifted into some sort of odd man-wolf form, like the Wolfman of various television shows, movies and books, and I would see my mitts covered in an abnormal amount of thick dark hair.

But no, I was staring at purely human hands. My own hands. Big hands, of course. Manly man hands. Not the puny little hands of a fellow New Yorker who currently occupied the Oval Office.

I hadn’t changed. 

“What the hell?” I muttered.

This had only happened to me twice before. And usually on the first or the last night of the expected moon phase cycle. If I had had my cell phone on me, I would have consulted it to confirm. But I usually knew these things relatively well. The moon’s full phase was supposed to be at 84% tonight. And I usually turned when the moon was 80% or more.

But not tonight.

Like I said, this had only happened a few times, so it was not something I expected.

The tingling and the buzzing continued on, but they were fading, ever so slowly into the background. I looked up, through the tree branches and leaves above me, to the still-darkening night sky.

“Bonus time,” I said, realizing that I would not be losing this night to becoming a wolf. It was like extra time I hadn’t counted on. Not just the bonus hour of the fall’s Daylight Savings, but more akin to a Super Powerball type of win of more than twelve hours.

Right on.

I knew exactly how I planned on using these bonus hours.
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​Chapter Five: Stories from Observing Strangers in the Night


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


When I arrived back at the Algonquin Hotel on West 44th Street, Bruce, the doorman, greeted me.

“Back from your walk so soon, Mr. Andrews?” Bruce asked, holding the door open for me and then following me inside, where I knew he would slip in behind the concierge desk to retrieve a key for me. He insisted on the formality despite the multiple times I’d requested he call me Michael.

Bruce, who often worked the afternoon and evening shift, or Paul, the main morning-shift person, were the two longest-running doormen at the hotel since I had moved in over ten years ago. They both accepted what I’m sure they saw as my eccentric writer routine. I had explained to them that I was heading out in rough, casual and cheap clothes with no accoutrements such as keys, a wallet, a mobile phone (what both Bruce and Paul referred to, fondly, as my “walking writer attire”), to wander through various neighborhoods having conversations with my characters and getting to know them inside and out—ie, with no other elements of who I was getting in the way.

That nicely explained my need to leave the hotel in the evening dressed the way I was and then return, the next morning, dressed in a similar fashion.

“Good evening, Bruce,” I replied. I had been out for a little over an hour; something I don’t think Bruce had ever seen before. “Yes, it was a particularly fruitful walk. I became inspired almost immediately and had to rush back to write a number of things down before they escaped back off into the ether.”

“Very good, sir.” He placed the room card on a little machine and then keyed in my room code without having to look it up. He had done it so often that he knew it completely from memory. “And it was certainly a lovely evening to be out for a stroll.”

He handed me the programmed card. “Thank you, Bruce. You are a scholar and a gentleman.”

He nodded. “It’s my pleasure.”

As I took the elevator to my room, I was reminded of how amazing it was to be living at The Algonquin Hotel. Originally built near the turn of the Twentieth Century, the hotel’s lobby area restaurant and bar took on a more literary feel to it with. That feel stemmed from Dorothy Parker and the other members of the round table, also known as the “Vicious Circle” taking up regular residence there in the Roaring Twenties. The group became well known in literary circles and established that lounge as a spot to be or be seen by the literary elite.

I found it particularly inspiring for writing. 

Once in my room, I changed into what would be more appropriate clothing for the lobby area of the Algonquin Hotel, grabbed my laptop and then headed back downstairs.

It was a relatively quiet evening. Only a handful of tables were occupied. I grabbed a table near the back wall and sat in one of the small comfy armchairs, placed my laptop in front of me and soaked in the ambiance.

I mentioned how much I enjoy the fact that I live in such a literary locale, but I think what I have come to enjoy far more over the years is seeing how people react to the place. So, before I began writing, I just sat there and enjoyed those moments of observation of the others.

I looked at the people around me, spotting a few locals who were there prior to going to the opera or the theater; it was easy to make out the out-of-town tourists. People watching was still one of my favorite past-times.

I found inspiration in sitting in a café or a lounge or bar and watching people. Whenever I did that, a countless number of story ideas flooded through my mind.

I thought, particularly since this was an evening I hadn’t expected, that I would write a simple stand-alone short story. Unlike a novel or longer project, a short story didn’t require the same time and energy commitment. Maybe it was akin to a quick cold drink hastily consumed on a hot summer day as opposed to the more casual pleasure of sipping at a fine twenty-one-year-old scotch that you might nurse carefully over the course of an hour.

My eyes flitted from table to table, from person to person, and I took in as much as I could, imagining details about all of those people that I was watching.

The middle-aged man and woman sitting in the front right corner of the room were the first I focused on. He was in a fancy light brown tweed jacket complete with patches on the elbows and a European looking scarf wrapped around his neck, despite the warm New York summer weather; she was in a long and flowing elegant gown—the type that you might attend a ball in—and an intriguing hat with a beautiful feather sticking out of the side of it.

I fancied the two of them as a touristy academic couple who were in the city from out of town. Perhaps they were here for some sort of academic related conference and were out for the evening to enjoy a Broadway show.

I speculated he was an anthropologist. Also, that  they’d been together for over twenty years. They were quite intent and leaned in towards one another in hushed conversation; and I did my best to not listen in on exactly what they were saying—I wanted to intuit what they were saying based merely on the body language that they were displaying. 

It was challenging, I know. That’s why I often brought my mobile phone and a pair of ear buds; so that I could play loud music directly into my ears which would drown out most of the background noise. Sure, if I focused in the correct manner, I could listen around the pounding music in my ears and pick out the conversation in the surrounding room. But I allowed the music to flood over that sense, and, instead not listen in on the actual conversation, but create my own imagined version of the discussion taking place.

So, I popped the earbuds in and I attended to them visually.

I imagined that this was their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. They visited New York once a year, near their anniversary because he proposed to her, back when they were both still in college, in the middle of movie theater. It had been during a repertoire movie night in which Frank Sinatra, Gene Kelly and Jules Munshin were performing New York, New York in the classic 1944 film On the Town.

Because he proposed to her with that song in the background, they always associated the city of New York and all the possibilities that it held with that moment of their lives coming together and all the amazing possibilities that existed in their brave new life together.

I speculated that, once a year, on the anniversary of their marriage, they began that pilgrimage to the metropolis of New York and it became a habit. As the years moved on, it was an important ritual they had clung to, because it was the one thing that kept them together throughout all the travesty and hardships they had faced over the years.

I speculated that they were talking about the breast cancer that she was a survivor of. She was in remission now, but they knew that their time was limited and that this could possibly be their last annual visit together to the city. Her family had a history of breast cancer and not a single person in her family—not her sister, her mother or her aunt, who had all suffered from the same wretched disease, survived more than two years after their diagnosis. She was, of course, over two-and-a-half years into her treatments, and they believed she was now living on borrowed time.

If it weren’t for the cancer that she had been afflicted with, they might have actually parted ways. I speculated that is exactly what the man was reflecting on when she had been diagnosed. He had been fully prepared to break things off and had everything planned right down to the words he had practiced for a couple of weeks, complete with the details of the affair that he had been having with the receptionist in the faculty office where he worked. He had been sitting in their living room, steeling himself up for the difficult task, when she came home with the news.

She came home with that news and it changed everything in his heart.

He realized how selfish he had been.

He realized how self-centered he had been. That he hadn’t been paying any attention to her and to her needs, and that soon, she might be gone permanently. Not gone out of his life in the manner he had planned for the previous six months; but gone from his life and from this world.

That allowed him to come to the shocking realization that he loved her deeply. He loved her more than anything in the world and he recommitted himself, quietly, introspectively, to her. Giving himself to her for the rest of her life, so he could be everything that she needed, everything that she had always loved about him.

He immediately broke off the relationship with the receptionist and never turned an eye towards any other woman since then. He focused one hundred percent on his wife, the woman he had adored and cherished most of his adult life. He took up personal hobbies after realizing that, the affair had been born out of a combination of boredom and wanderlust.

And that is what he was reflecting on when she was talking about the play that they were getting ready to go see.

I reflected on that speculation about them for a moment and wondered what story I might write that expressed those details, that sudden turn of face back to duty, back to love, back to respect and honor. 

Then, a moment later, I turned my attention over to another couple.

They were younger. They were in their mid twenties. And they looked like actor wannabes. They were both attractive looking people; exquisite and pleasing to the eye to gaze at. He with his chiseled solid chin and strong brow and wonderful piercing light blue eyes. He had a sort of young and roguish Kirk Douglas look to him. A wry smile on his face as he sat there in his fedora and a jacket that looked more stylish than appropriate for this warm summer evening. 

She was beautiful with her long flowing blonde hair with just the right number of curls. She had high and strong cheek bones and wonderfully dark and smoldering eyes.

The two of them were not actually a couple. The two were best friends.

They were here together following a dream. They met in the theater club. Their high school theater club in Missouri, and they grew up together with a passion and a deep love for acting and for the stage.

They had always been close friends and adored and protected one another like brother and sister. They had never been involved with one another in any sexual way although they could easily recognize the appeal and sexual attraction that they each possessed. This made their friendship incredibly intense and strong.

Throughout high school they had grown together like brother and sister, in their love for acting. And they had wondered if they should continue to pursue the stage acting that they had fallen in love with during their high school tenure, pursuing Broadway and New York. Or, should they pursue the acting for television and movies, and head to Los Angeles and Hollywood?

They’d been through many things together, had been room mates in New York almost the entire time they had been in the city. They had only separated as room mates when she became engaged to an off-Broadway director.

They were apart for those nine months when she had moved in with her director fiancé. He had moved in with another actor friend that the two of them had met. And, as that relationship had grown between the young woman and the director she was with, the two friends grew apart. Instead of the daily connections and long all-night conversations they’d had for the previous decade, they grew distant.

The director she was engaged to was jealous of their relationship and suspected that there was more to the friendly, brotherly and sisterly love they had for one another. So, he drove a wedge between them; he forced her to distance herself from the young man.

And, being so enraptured in love, she let it happen.

And he, not wanting to come between her and the love of her life, let it happen and let them slip apart, even though he was miserable for the experience.

It had been almost six months since they had regularly spoken and were merely acquaintances who saw one another about town in the restaurants and cafes and the various theater spaces they ran in, when the engagement ended.

The engagement had been broken off after she realized that her director fiancé had been sleeping around with other young women who wanted, desperately, to have a part in the plays he had been producing.

The young brother-like-friend, of course, took her back into his apartment and into his life with open arms. He comforted her, sat up all night with her, ate gallons of ice cream with her and cried. They watched a handful of romantic comedies together; then cried some more and laughed.

He gave her reasons to laugh and to love and to respect herself. And he reminded her of how precious and beautiful and special she was. And that, regardless of any man or woman who came into either of their lives, they would always have one another, they would always have one another’s respect and love. And that they would always have one another’s back.

I speculated about writing a story about the two of them meeting in high school and what that might be like. I wondered if I might set up the tale like a romantic comedy where the reader might suspect that they would, in the end, come together as a couple. I wanted to come up with a tale that twisted in a way that, even though the reader was surprised and slightly upset that they didn’t get together as a couple, they were overwhelmed with emotion at just how genuine and pure a true friendship could be.

I thought about what their names might be.

And that’s when something caught my attention.

Something that disturbed me and snapped me out of writerly mode.
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​Chapter Six: Waltzing Matilda to the Tune of the Stray Cat Strut


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


It was an overpowering emotional response to threat that caught my attention.

Fear.

The overwhelming and overpowering sense of fear.

Sure, my headphones were firmly ensconced in my ears and I was enjoying the sounds of the Canadian rock band July Talk, so it was easy to block out any actual disturbing noises. But there was no blocking the scent that came through to me, striking a discord of fear so strong that I almost jumped out of my chair.

I reached up and clicked the button on my headphones that would pause the music as I surveyed the room visually while attending to the sounds.

Nothing seemed out of the ordinary—other than that intense scent of fear.

And as I smelled it, I realized I recognized the smell. It was familiar. It was fear from someone that I knew. No, not someone, or at least not a human person.

It was coming from Matilda, the Algonquin’s house cat.

Matilda, or Matilda III, has been the hotel’s house cat for the past seven years here; continuing a long-standing tradition at the Algonquin Hotel that started sometime in the 1920s.

The hotel’s first general manager, Frank Case, had an affinity for cats, particularly for rescuing strays. The very first cat Case took in was named Billy. And, shortly after Billy passed away, a stray cat named Rusty wandered into the hotel. The cat, who became a bit of a personality at the hotel, was renamed Hamlet, in honor of the classical actor John Barrymore, who was a resident of the hotel in the early 1930s. 

The hotel has had eleven cats, six of them males named Hamlet, the others females named Matilda.

Matilda II was the resident when I first moved in, and she usually bolted from the lobby area the minute I walked into the hotel, obviously sensing my wolfish nature. But Matilda III and I certainly had an interesting relationship. She, like most other animals, could detect there was something different about me, the wolf-blood coursing through my veins. And although she reacted differently to me than she did to other humans, she also toyed with it, and played with me in a strange and fiercely competitive way.

We had a cute back-and-forth teasing that only the two of us truly picked up on and appreciated. Although a loving and personable cat who made tourists and locals alike adore her, whenever nobody else was looking or paying attention, she would arch her back at me, her hair would stand on end and she would hiss at me. Or she would attempt to sneak up upon and stalk me, knowing, full well, that, unlike other humans, I could easily detect her activities, sense what she was up to. That, you see, was the ultimate challenge for her. Because stalking other humans was boring and non-interesting. They rarely detected or even noticed when she did that. But with me, she had to be on high alert, because I was in tune with and sensitive to her every movement.

And I, of course, played along with it. I enjoyed teasing her as, over the years, we would go back and forth between playing stalker and prey.

Matilda was a cat who had been content with her life at the Algonquin Hotel. She adored Alice, an executive assistant at the hotel also known as the “chief cat officer.” And she enjoyed the non-stop attention and fawning that she received from so many of the hotel guests who seemed as eager to see her as they were to be at this world-famous hotel.

But Matilda III and I also had a thing; a tight and almost secret relationship that nobody else knew about. And, as a long-time resident, I became used to the various scents and feelings she gave off. The two of us could, relatively easily, detect when there was someone who was a little “off” coming through the lobby or staying at the hotel. And we even seemed to exchange what one might consider “knowing glances” at one another whenever a suspicious person wandered through our domain.

That was when we bonded rather than play fought; over that sense of protecting our domain, our home, from less than desirable visitors.

But this intense emotion, this overpowering scent of fear that was coming from Matilda was more than just the presence of a less than desirable visitor.

This scent I picked up, that was virtually screaming at me in intensity, was of outright terror. And, perhaps, a dash of anger mixed with the slightest tinge of humility.

And the smell, which had come from the front lobby area where Matilda often sprawled out in her chase lounge, was fading.

I jumped up from my chair while snapping the laptop shut. I hadn’t written a single word about either of the couples whose potential stories had intrigued me, but that was no matter now.

My feline companion, the only other resident of the hotel who possessed an animal nature, was in peril and needed my help.

I rushed over to the front desk and smiled at the concierge.

“Where’s Matilda?” I asked.

“Hi Michael,” she smiled, glancing over at Matilda’s lounge area. “She was right here a minute ago. Laying down on her lounger.”

As I stood there, I made out another scent. Male, sweaty, nervous. It still lingered in this front area of the lobby and, as I leaned closer to Matilda’s spot, I pinpointed the original hot spot for it. Right here. Right where Matilda had been perhaps a minute earlier. There was also the lingering scent of burlap in the air. And I could tell that the scents had moved toward the front door.

Why hadn’t I smelled the anxiousness, the nervousness of this man who had obviously been expecting doing something nefarious? Had I been that intent on the story I’d been searching for? Or was there something more? Was I losing something? Usually, this close to the full moon, my senses and supernatural strength were extremely heightened and intense. So how could I miss out on something so obvious, something I should have easily detected? I mean, there was absolutely nothing wrong with my senses, my ability to trace what seemed to have occurred here now; but did it have anything to do with the fact that, earlier this evening, I hadn’t morphed into a wolf? Was there something wrong with me?

I couldn’t think about that. I had to focus on the evidence that was coming into my senses.

Someone, a male, had kidnapped Matilda. He had quickly slipped her into a burlap sack and then rushed out the door.

“I think that Matilda’s in trouble,” I said, handing the laptop across the counter at her. “Can you please hold on to this for me? I need to investigate.”

And without waiting for a response, I hurried out the front door, following the path of the quite recent scent of the anxious man and the angry, fearful cat. The trail was still warm, and the culprit was not all that far away.

On the sidewalk outside, populated with a relatively heavy stream of pedestrians for this time of the evening, the scent revealed that the kidnapper had headed West down West 44th Street. Looking ahead as I walked in that direction, I determined that none of the folks immediately ahead of me on the crowded sidewalk were the culprit. I couldn’t make out any of them as matching that nervous smell, nor that burlap sack.

When I arrived at the corner of 44th and 6th Avenue, I deduced by the scent trail that he had turned south. Again, as a hastened down the street following the invisible path he left, I scanned ahead to see if I could figure out which person heading in the same direction might be him. But I couldn’t tell. I also listened to see what I might pick up, and while I could make out voices, shuffling footsteps, heartbeats, the steady thrum and roar of traffic, the rumble of the subway below, I wasn’t able to distinguish any sound that might be coming from the man I was following; except, perhaps for one of three or more footstep patterns heading south that seemed to move at a quicker than normal pace.

I hastened my pace as I followed his trail south along 6th Avenue. The scent was getting stronger, so I could tell I was getting that much closer to him. But I still couldn’t pick out which of the people moving south on 6th Avenue ahead of me were my target.

One block south and the trail continued, not turning.

Then again, the same straight-line south crossing West 42nd Street. But after crossing the street, the trail deviated slightly, heading down the path and up the small, short flight of stairs into Bryant Park.

I found my quarry sitting on the ground with his back against the side of the building that was the New York Public Library’s main building, with Matilda cradled in his arms, the lower half of her body still in the burlap sack.

This guy didn’t look like a master kidnapper. And even though he was sitting in the typical stance of a homeless person, he didn’t look like a vagrant either. Nor did he exude the long-settled stale smell of sweat and body odor I usually detected in those living on the streets. He actually smelled a little of sawdust and drywall compound.

He looked up at me as I approached.

“Hi there,” I said. His nervousness increased; what was I going to do? What was I going to say? Matilda, who was also giving off a tense nervousness, recognized me immediately, and that calmed her down a little. That seemed to calm him down a little too.

“Do you mind if I join you?” I asked.

He paused, confusion pumping out of his pores.

“Uh, yeah, sure. Go ahead.”

I took a spot on his left, leaning up against the wall. Matilda let out a low meow in my direction and I reached over and stroked the top of her head.

“Hey there, girl,” I said softly to her. Then, I lifted my hand in the ‘let’s shake’ gesture to the guy. “I’m Michael.”

He took my hand and gave it a quick pump.

“Hey Michael. I’m Ralph.”

We sat together not looking at each other. Ralph was stroking Matilda on the top of the head.

“So, Ralph. What’s the deal, here? What’s your story? I can tell you mean Matilda no harm. So, what’s with the catnapping?”

A sense of relief washed over him, along with a hearty dose of anticipation. There was something he was dying to talk about; that he desperately wanted to share.

“I wanted to do something. To make a difference about an issue that nobody seems to care about.”

“What’s that?”

“The homeless. There are so many of them in this city.

“People see them, but they don’t see them. They look right through them.

“When I came to this city, I came with dreams of a city built by hard-work, the American dream; that if you put your back into it, you could make anything happen—build anything.

“But we’re all looking up, we’re looking at building more, we’re creating these giant skyscrapers, reaching into the sky. But we’re never looking down, at the people we’re stepping on as we build these palaces they’ll only ever get to stand or sleep outside of.”

I nodded, not saying anything. I knew there was more he was eager to share.

“I’m just a construction worker. I make decent enough money. I work hard. And I’m doing my best to save. I have my real estate license, and I want to own property here; I want to earn a living not building the structures but owning them.

“I know it’ll take a long time. But I’m healthy, and of sound mind. I’ve had a good life, come from a good family; had support all along. I came here with dreams of being something more, building something more. But I can’t help but see, in the pursuit we all take to build, to achieve, we’re ignoring the plight of our fellow man.
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