
The time is October 1999. The place is Philadelphia.
Is there a Chaney street in Philly?
Maybe not on your map.

The Werewolf
“You're not going to believe this, but I swear to God it's true.” Jack looked at his hands clasped in his lap; tried to push back the cuticle on his right thumbnail. His clothes suddenly felt old and out of style. Why would they put a free counseling center in the middle of such a fancy Philadelphia neighborhood?
Bookshelves lined one wall of the psychologist’s office. The other walls were painted a deep hunter green. More books rested on the dark walnut credenza along with a scented candle burning. Sandalwood, maybe. A leather love seat along the wall opposite the window was a luxurious burgundy leather. The wing back chair adjacent to it was covered in ivory fabric with a pattern of faint geometric patterns, also deep red. Traffic sounds from the busy street, muted by the double-glazed windows, were barely noticeable.
“It started when I saw the werewolf at Home Depot that night. Swear to God. It was a real werewolf. The really strange thing was that nobody else seemed to pay any attention to him. He was just standing there in the checkout line, waiting to purchase whatever it was he was buying.”
“Now, are you certain it was a werewolf?” Dr. Mark Dellario removed his rose gold wire-rimmed eyeglasses and leaned across the heavy ornate desk toward Jack. “You’ve been making such good progress.”
“He had on a Flyers jersey, you know, the orange, black, and white one they wear at home games, a red Phillies baseball cap, and really ratty faded jeans. Tall, about my height. Course, he was covered with that dark brown hair. Had a muzzle, you know, like they do. Hands were all furry.” Jack held out his hands, palm side down, as though to illustrate. “It was the strangest thing, seeing him pulling out a wallet, just like a regular guy. I thought maybe I was seeing things since nobody else acted like there was anything out of the ordinary. Like they saw a werewolf at Home Depot every day.” Jack’s chair bounced slightly in concert with his fidgeting legs.
“Maybe you could tell me some more about that.” The doctor jotted some notes that Jack couldn’t quite make out on the yellow legal pad resting in the center of the desk, bordered on one side by a stack of manila folders. 
“Went in to buy some light bulbs. I don't know why they can't make light bulbs that last; seems like you've got to be buying them all the time. They just wear out. So, I went down that aisle where they are. They’re stacked higher than anybody could ever reach. It's like they think you're going to go get a ladder just to get some light bulbs!” 
Jack paused but no affirmation about the light bulb problem came from the doctor.
“Anyway, I finally found what I needed. Just a couple of forty-watt bulbs for the ceiling fan. At least I thought that was right. My wife used to take care of buying the light bulbs, so I never had to worry about it before. And I had to get a battery for the smoke detector. You know I’m always careful to change the battery when we set the clocks back in the fall.” Jack turned his head toward the window, waiting for a response.
“Go on.”
“By the time I got to the front of the store, the werewolf was gone. I looked outside; thought I might catch a glimpse of him getting into a truck. Seems like a werewolf would drive a truck. Probably one of those big ones with an extended cab and extra tires. Course, it was hard to see outside, what with it being dark and all. Then the guy at the returns desk started looking at me like I was going to walk out with the light bulbs. Like I was some kind of common thief or something!
“I asked the kid at the cash register if he'd seen the werewolf. He just stared at me like I was crazy. He said he didn’t know what I was talking about. So, I told him, ‘you know, the werewolf that was just here’.”
“And what did he say?” More scribbled notes.
“He said he hadn’t seen any werewolf. Then he rang up the battery and the light bulbs, shaking his head, and then had the nerve to ask me if I was going to pay with a silver bullet!” Jack took a deep breath. “Smart-ass. I know what I saw."
“And then what happened?” Dellario asked.
“Well, I picked up the bag and walked outside. There was no sign of the werewolf in the parking lot, so I walked back to my apartment.”
“So, nobody else saw a werewolf?”
“No, but that’s not the worst of it.” Jack’s eyes widened. “A few weeks later, I went into Lowe's to pick up some paint. As much as it costs, you'd think they made it out of gold or something.” Jack frowned. “Anyway, I’d picked out some brushes and was standing there looking at the paint color display. You know, the thing with those hundreds of little, tiny squares of paint that are supposed to be different, but they aren't really. They just call them different names, so you think you've really got a choice.” Jack sighed. “I glanced down the aisle toward the front of the store, and there was the werewolf, going out the door carrying a piece of lumber. It seemed like no one was paying attention to him.”
“Is that right?” The doctor asked. Made more notes.
“I rushed to the checkout line and asked the clerk if she’d seen the werewolf.”
“And…”
“She said to me ‘What werewolf?’ But that clerk was a young girl, doing her best to look like the latest American idol. You know, straight blond hair, low slung blue jeans, and a hot pink shirt that left little to the imagination. She looked annoyed that she was working instead of out on the town with her friends.”
“Hmmm.”
“Shoot, she probably wouldn’t notice a werewolf if it came up and bit her. Anyway, I paid for my stuff and left. The only people in the parking lot were the employees rounding up the shopping carts before the store closed.”
“Now, Jack, you know that it is highly unlikely that you saw a werewolf. Maybe there’s something else going on. And you also know that if you persist in coming up with these unbelievable stories, we won’t ever get to the real issues that are causing your problems.”
“Issues? Used to, people would just say you were ‘eccentric,’ or ‘cranky,’ or ‘interesting.’ Now we all have to have ‘issues.’ I think this is because of Oprah Winfrey.” Jack paused. “Can I have some coffee?”
“Jack, you’re changing the subject. You’ve said in the past that you’d like to get back together with your wife, and–”
“I know. I know,” Jack interrupted. “There’s no way we’ll ever get back together unless I work out some ‘issues’.” A shrug followed a sigh.
"Did the werewolf remind you of someone in your family?” Dr. Dellario squinted his steely gray eyes at Jack as he tapped his black Mont Blanc pen against the arm of his leather chair.
"Please. Don't give me this psycho analysis stuff."
"But I'm your psychologist. I wonder why you would expect anything else?” Still tapping on the arm of the chair.
"Stop it!” Jack stood up. "I know what I saw!"
"Ok, ok. Sit down, Jack."
Jack perched on the edge of the chair facing Dr. Dellario. "Look, I know it's hard to believe, but I saw a werewolf. Not just once, but twice, and not in the same place."
Jack leaned forward; placed his arms on the doctor’s desk.
“Doc, I’ve been giving this some thought. I think it has something to do with the millennium.” Jack nodded. “I really do. I mean, they’re talking about all the crazy things that might happen.”
"Uh-huh. You’re sure about that?” The furrowed brow on the counselor’s face told Jack a lot when coupled with the subtle left to right shaking of his head.
"How many times do I have to tell you? I saw a werewolf!” Jack looked away from him, out the window, and waited for the next question.
"Well, I'm sure you thought you saw a werewolf, and I would really like for us to explore that further, but your hour is up.” Dellario stood and moved toward the door. His black silk Armani suit had barely a wrinkle.
"Great. A lot of help you've been today.” Jack stamped out to the lobby where the receptionist sat behind the counter, filing her nails.
"Make an appointment for Jack in two weeks, will you Diane? See you next time, Jack.” He escorted the next patient into his office, a small, elderly woman with tangled black hair who looked furtively from side to side.
"Screw this, I don't want an appointment.” Jack gave a dismissive wave.
"Ok.” The receptionist continued to file her nails, and just yawned as Jack turned to leave the office.

***

The sun had set, and Jack hadn't eaten anything since breakfast. There was a pub around the corner from his apartment. A pub. Right. More like a bar that serves sandwiches. Not even good sandwiches. Really crummy sandwiches. The beer isn't very good either. They must think we're too stupid to know it isn't a pub at all. But I know it isn't a pub. I've been to a real pub. In England. Now, those are pubs.
Jack walked in and took a stool at the long antique bar. "I'll have a Guinness."
"Sure, you will, Jack. You know all we got is Bud and Bud Light.” The bartender Gus had his back to Jack, polishing the highball glasses.
"Jesus Christ, why do you call this place a pub? With just Bud and Bud Light?” Jack lit a cigarette.
"Look, you been coming in here for a couple of years, and you ask me that question every time. Have I ever changed the answer?” He slid an ashtray across the bar to Jack.
"Naw. Give me a Bud Light, I guess… and a cheeseburger.” Jack watched the reflection of the people outside the window in the mirror that ran the length of the back of the bar. A pub. Good grief. Jack replayed the meeting with his counselor as he watched the image of the activity on the street. There was the werewolf.
"Gus! Lookit! Look at that!” Jack turned around and pointed out the window. "Look!"
"What?” Gus was just returning from the kitchen.
"Out there!” Jack rushed to the window. The werewolf was gone. He was nowhere to be seen in the crowd of people.
"What the hell are you talking about?” Gus looked outside, wiping his hands on his apron. "I don't see anything."
"I've got to go.” As Jack ran out the door, he heard Gus grumbling about not getting paid for the cheeseburger. 
Jack searched for the creature for two hours, then gave up and went home. He retrieved the newspaper from the mat in front of his apartment door. Maybe there’s something in the paper about it. Thing is, though, could have been a werewolf on every corner, and it wouldn't be in this newspaper. I bet if I lived in New York City, where they have a real newspaper, there'd have been something in there.
The apartment, on the second floor of the building, dated from the fifties when everything was compact and utilitarian. A one bedroom, one bath, with a galley kitchen and a small living area with painted over paneling on the walls, and a radiator was all he could afford. 
“Hey, Sybil. How’s my little cat?” The Siamese on the couch from Goodwill just looked at Jack when he came into the room as though he were nothing more than a passing breeze. “What have you been doing today?” He scratched her ears, turned on the lamp on the end table, and leafed through the paper. There was no news of the werewolf to be found.

* * *

Jack spent the next two weeks working his job at the library, putting the returned books back on the stacks. Didn't see the werewolf. Didn't see his therapist. Thinking maybe he did just make it up. Maybe it was just some figment of his imagination. “Guess that could happen. I have been under a lot of stress lately.”
“What?” The librarian had walked up behind Jack. “Did you say something?”
“Everybody says they've got stress, but they have no idea what stress is. Now, I've got stress. My wife left me about a year ago, and I lost my job at the moving company, and ...”
The librarian walked away, shaking her head.
Jack knew he was busted. The librarian would complain that he was talking to himself again. That he might be a hazard to the book-reading public. He might lose his job. He headed for the pay phone in the cafeteria.
Dr. Dellario’s secretary answered on the fourth ring. "Sorry, he's booked up for the next two weeks. You should have made an appointment when you were here last time.” Jack was sure he heard nails being filed in the background.
"I know, I know. Can I get an appointment or not?"
"Nope. Soonest I can get you in is at the end of the month. You want it or not?"
“Good grief.” Used to be, the receptionists were nice and polite and seemed like they really wanted to help you. Not anymore. "Ok, ok, I'll take it.” Jack slammed down the receiver, checked to see if any coins had come out, and went back to work. He knew that if the librarian complained now, he could tell the work placement center that he’d already made an appointment, and everything was going to be fine. Just fine.
He had a couple of drinks at the pub after work before going home. Sprawling across the threadbare couch with Sybil at his feet, he turned on the television, and fell asleep. 
He awoke to the alerting sound on the TV of a breaking news story. A film clip was showing a fire in one of the neighborhoods not too far from his. There was a young reporter talking to the fire chief about what started the fire.
Jack shook his head. “I can't believe the reporters these days. Don't even look old enough to know what's going on. Used to be people you could trust. Walter Cronkite. That kind of person.” Sybil had no visible opinion.
As the camera panned around the scene of the fire, there behind the firemen was the werewolf. Just standing there watching the blaze with the rest of the people, nobody looking at him, like it was perfectly natural for a werewolf to be observing a house burn down.
“That’s enough!” He reached for the phone and dialed his therapist’s home number. “He’s gonna be pissed.” Jack put his head against the wall while he waited for the phone to be answered. 
“Hello,” Dellario said.
"Doc, I need to talk to you."
"What's wrong?” The doctor’s voice was a mixture of tired and annoyed.
"That werewolf is on television, right now.” Jack paced back and forth between the living room and the hallway, stretching the phone cord to its limit.
"Jack, are you sure?”
"Yes, I'm sure! Turn on the television to channel three, right now!” Jack was looking at the screen. At that moment, they broke for a commercial. "Never mind. It's over."
"Well, Jack, I'm pretty sure there was no werewolf on television tonight."
"There was."
"When's your next appointment with me?"
"Never mind.” Jack slammed down the phone, put on his coat, and left the apartment. “I need a walk.”
Jack stopped at the twenty-four hour mini mart to get a six pack of beer and then headed toward the park. Finding a bench away from the few other people that were there, he thought about how he really didn’t get it, how he was the only one seeing a werewolf around Philadelphia. 
“God a’mighty. Maybe I really am crazy.” Jack drank the cheap beer as he watched a couple walking arm in arm through the park. “God a’mighty.”
He heard someone coming up behind him, and as he turned toward the sound, the werewolf appeared on the bench. Still wearing the Flyers jersey and the faded jeans. Didn't say a word, just handed Jack a business card. Jack looked up to say something, but the creature was gone. A smell lingered in the air where it had been. A wild smell. Like loamy earth and deep forests.
How could a werewolf just vanish right off the bench beside him? That seemed like a bigger mystery than why it was wandering around Philadelphia.
Jack saw the card was made of some kind of very old paper, like parchment or something, ragged around the edges. Like maybe it had been carried in someone’s wallet for a long time. The name on the front was so faded he couldn't read it, but there was a phone number on the back. Instead of just numbers, it had the old prefix. “Liberty 2 - 1941” was in blood red ink, written in a scrawling hand.
Jack remained on the bench as the night grew deeper. He tried to make sense of what was happening. The beer finally ran out, so he pocketed the card and walked back to the apartment, watching for the strange visitor.

***

Saturday was Jack’s day off. When he awoke, the events of the past night seemed to be a dream. The card lying on the floor next to his clothes proved that to be wrong.
He dressed and took the card into the kitchen. It seemed somehow even older in the morning light as he sat at the table, turning it over and over in his hands.
Jack stared at the telephone as though it were alive. As though it were daring him to call. He stood, walked to the phone, started to dial, stopped. This must be some kind of joke. He returned to the table. Looked at the card. Stood again.
“OK, Liberty must be LI, so 542-1941.” He dialed the number, breathing shallowly and hands trembling.
"Yes?” A man's voice. Deep, some kind of accent he didn't recognize.
"Look, I know this sounds strange, but I got this card, well, I mean—"
"Come to 1906 Chaney Street at ten o'clock tonight.” A command. Abrupt.
"What?" A dial tone was the only response.
Jack spent the day in the apartment, reading the newspaper, watching television, talking to Sybil, and pacing. The sun had disappeared behind clouds before noon, and a dark cold rain set in, lasting until early evening.
“Ok, I have to do this.” He left the apartment building around nine and started walking to the address the man told him on the phone. He had a car before he lost his job, the job before, but the bank came and got it. People made fun of him for not riding the bus lines. They didn’t understand him when he told them that the buses are really dirty, and he didn’t like riding them. He’d tell them that you'd think that in a city as big as Philadelphia, they could keep the buses clean. And people would just look at him like he was crazy.
The houses seemed to be older and there were fewer pedestrians the further down Chaney that Jack went. He felt a strangeness in the air when he got to the nineteen hundred block. The street, lined with towering oak trees that must have been at least a hundred years old, grew darker as he progressed. There were few lights on in any of the windows of the houses. The sidewalk was uneven where the roots of the trees had pushed up the pavement in dangerous spots.
He stopped and stood behind one of the oaks across the street from 1906 and peered around at the house. It was completely dark, and there were so many trees and shrubs in the front yard that he couldn't see it very clearly. He looked at his watch and saw it was nine fifty-five. 
This is too strange. I’m going home. 
A black stretch limo appeared a couple of blocks down, moving slowly toward Jack, and then turned into the driveway of 1906. The dark smoke-tinted windows concealed whoever, or whatever, was inside, and the car disappeared behind the back of the house. Jack felt nailed to the sidewalk, unable to decide what to do.
At exactly ten o’clock, a light appeared in the doorway of the house. It seemed that the front door had opened, but there was no one standing there.
“God a’mighty.” Wonder just how everyone’s going to feel for not believing me if I get killed? Guess they'd believe me then.
Jack crossed the street to the front yard where he found a black wrought-iron fence, covered over with some kind of vine wrapped around it so tight that the gate seemed immoveable. He had to push hard, and heard plants ripping, like it hadn't been opened in years. There were still no lights on except the one shining dimly through the opened front door. Jack stopped at the sound of something rustling through the thick ground cover off to his right as he walked up the sidewalk. He swallowed hard and started up the steps, thinking he could hear classical music from somewhere deep inside the house. A whiff of that smell from when the werewolf sat next to him in the park stopped him again.
Ok, I have to do this. 
Jack stepped into the house and found himself in an entryway with blood red wallpaper and a floor of black marble tile. Off to the left was a cavernous, dark room, with only what appeared to be a large plank table and two intricately carved wooden chairs, across from each other. A tarnished candelabrum holding six candles sat in the center of the table.
Jack could see by the light in the entry that the floor in that room was wood. It looked like it hadn't been taken care of; what he could see of it was covered with scratches. Like someone had let a bunch of wild dogs run through there. 
“Aaah!” The front door slammed shut as Jack looked into the room, and suddenly the six candles on the table just lit on their own. No one was in there, and those candles just lit right up. All at once. 
This was too much. Jack turned to go back out the front door, when a man dressed in a flowing black hooded robe suddenly appeared in the chair on the opposite side of the table. The light in the entryway went out, and the candlelight didn't penetrate the shadows formed by the hood that hid most of his face.
"Sit.” This was the same voice that Jack heard on the phone.
"No, I… I think I need to be going.” Jack moved toward the door.
"Sit!" The room echoed with the command.
Jack sat.
"Do not try to see who I am. Just listen to me.” The man leaned back in the chair, further out of the candlelight. 
Five of the candles sputtered and went out as Jack sensed a door opening in a far corner of the room. Squinting into the darkness, he was unable to see anything, but heard what sounded like several dogs, growling low, walking slowly across the room, their nails clicking against the wood floor. That smell got really strong.
"Look, I don't know what's going on, but I really need to be leaving now.” Jack started to push back his chair but stopped when he felt something brush against his legs.
"Sit! Listen to me!” The man snapped his fingers once.
Jack suddenly felt the weight of something resting on his foot. 
"You have drawn far too much attention to us.” The voice now sounded even more threatening. Louder. A frightening tone.
"I don't know what you're talking about," Jack stammered
"Yes, you do."
"No… No, I don't. I've only told people about seeing the werewolf. I don't even know who you are."
"Silence!” The hooded figure slammed his fist against the table. 
Jack saw then that the hand was covered in coarse brown hair. 
"You must never say anything about us again.” The hand withdrew back into the shadow. "If you do, we will destroy you.” The voice lowered now. "We do not want to kill you. Most people cannot see us. They believe the world is a certain way, so they only see what they expect to see."
"You know, I've always known that I had a special gift for seeing things. And—"
"Enough! You will leave now, and never speak of this again.” The man snapped his fingers once more.
The remaining candle flickered out, and whatever was resting on Jack’s foot moved away. He could hear the nails clicking across the floor toward the far corner. The man vanished as the front door opened.
Jack stumbled over the chair as he ran into the entryway and out the front door, tripping and falling down the steps onto the sidewalk. He felt something strain in his ankle but got up and kept running despite the pain.
Two blocks away, exhausted, Jack sat on the curb, rubbed his lower leg, and tried to catch his breath. Sweat covered his face and neck. His heart beat wildly. He could sense curious faces looking out the windows of the houses at him.
A police car cruised slowly up the street, and then stopped next to Jack. “What's going on?” The cop shined his flashlight in Jack’s eyes. 
"I am so glad you're here. I just came out of a house down there that's full of werewolves!” Jack pointed back down the street. “It’s at 1906. You gotta go check it out! I’m not kidding!”
"Sure, you did, buddy.” The cop, tall and muscular, got out of the car and walked around to Jack “Stand up.”
"It's true. I've been seeing this werewolf around town, and nobody believes me, and—"
"Ok, come on. Let's go downtown.” The officer reached down and took Jack’s arm. "Hmm, smells like maybe you've been drinking a bit tonight?"
"No, really. We can go back there, and I'll show you.” Jack tried to pull away from the cop, but the officer’s grip was firm. “I’m not kidding.”
"Well, you just get in the car."
The handcuffs were tight around Jack’s wrists as the officer pushed him into the rear of the cruiser. There was that smell again. Jack looked up, and there on the other side of the seat was the werewolf.
"My God! Here he is! Can't you see him?” Jack’s screaming and attempts to get out of the car were met with a push backward and a slamming door. He began kicking the seat and yelling. "Let me out of here! Let me out of here, please!"
"Shut up, buddy. Don't make it hard on yourself.” The cop walked around the car and got behind the wheel.
The werewolf just looked at Jack, smiled, and then vanished.
"He was here! Didn't you see him?"
The cop turned around. "Buddy, I don't see anyone in that back seat but you."
"I know, I know, but he was here! Really!” Jack’s voice was taut with panic and frustration.
"Sure, he was.” The cop pulled out into the street, and as they turned the corner, Jack looked back. The werewolf was standing in the middle of the street, watching them drive away.

***

Jack’s wife stood in the observation room outside the interview room, watching her husband through the one-way glass. He was sitting on the floor in a corner, handcuffed, rocking, and looked to be mumbling something. She turned as the doctor walked in. “Dr. Dellario, I’m so grateful that you called me. Isn’t there anything that can be done?”
“No, I’m afraid not.” The doctor placed his hand on Jack’s wife’s back in a comforting gesture. 
She couldn’t see the coarse brown hair on his arm just below the cuff of his shirt. 

The End
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