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            I am driving with my sister Cherry south on Westshore Boulevard after midnight when a large dog darts in front of us.


“Look out!” she screams, raising her arms to protect her face.


I swerve right, the last image I see the concrete light pole crashing into the Porsche.


They are strapping me to a stretcher when I come to, and I try to struggle free. I feel blood on my face, and I am hurting from the airbag, but otherwise I am fine. It comes back to me.


“Cherry! Where’s my sister?”


A fireman leans over me.


“She’s on her way to Tampa General. Be still. You’re right behind her. Let the doctors check you out.”


A tow truck is separating my crumpled car from the light pole. I lie back on the stretcher and let them do their thing.


Cherry is in ICU. The nurses look at me then downcast their eyes. It is bad. A Pakistani doctor with a crisp Oxford accent informs me as her next of kin that her neck is broken, the Christopher Reeve injury, I’m sorry.


I ask how long before I can take her home, and he looks at me as he would some poor soul suffering from surprising delusions. Weeks, months, years of therapy, round-the-clock care, he hopes I have good insurance. I look at a calendar. I have to get her home, where she will be safe. I know something the doctor doesn’t— the full moon comes in ten days— there is no time to waste. My sister Cherry is a werewolf.


So what if she has a spinal cord injury? So what if her arms and legs won’t work? When the pull of the moon comes upon her, nothing in heaven or hell will stop her transformation into a mad, slavering beast with snapping fangs seeking only to sink into quivering flesh. That sight would freak out the ICU nurses fairly thoroughly.


I am a medical scientist. Along with two trusted servants who’ve tended to Cherry and me since our childhood, I am the only living person who knows and understands my sister’s affliction. I’ve converted a wing of our late parents’ home into a fully-equipped research laboratory to study and find a cure for lycanthropism, and I’ve made great strides that must remain secret for now. I can’t permit these people to witness my sister turning into a werewolf.


Ten days later the ambulance attendants wheel Cherry’s stretcher into her specially-prepared quarters in my laboratory. Through the efforts of a city councilman, county commissioner, state senator and more lawyers than O.J. Simpson had, the hospital has released her into my care. There is no time to spare. Moonrise is in less than one hour.


I lock the steel door from the inside and hide the key. Even though she is paralyzed I secure the Kevlar straps to her arms, chest, and legs as I always do. Several unsuspecting bunnies munch on lettuce in their nearby cage, their last meal. Her voracious craving for live prey must be satisfied, and better Bugs Bunny than a neighborhood delinquent.


She looks so peaceful, eyes closed, the mechanical breathing of the ventilator gently raising and lowering her chest. I open the blinds covering the polycarbonate skylight overhead. It doesn’t matter, open or closed, not even a lead-lined room— one of my earliest failed experiments— will shield her transformation when the moon becomes full. But the direct moonbeams hasten the change, bring it on quicker, sparing her an extended agony as she morphs from human to wolf.


She jerks. Her eyes open, frightened. I put my hand on her shoulder to soothe her. Beneath her flawless skin, the bones are moving. She groans. Her eyes change from blue to a lupine yellow. Her snout protrudes, and her teeth turn to long, ravenous fangs. Coarse dark hairs pop out and cover her face, neck and shoulders, progressing downward in a wave to her lower body. Her chest heaves, she shakes her head from side-to-side— it is not possible!— she is breathing on her own.


Her body flexes against the restraints. How can this be? Her spinal cord was severed. Her brain can’t send signals through her neurons and synapses— the bridge is out— useless!  The lycanthropism somehow heals the injury to the human form.


I look down. Her hands turn into furry paws with sharp-curved talon-like claws. Her legs strain against the Kevlar straps. The coarse fur thickens, and her body takes on the shape of the werewolf. She growls and snarls, her fangs snapping at the air. I step back. Cherry has never harmed me—some small part of her brain retains a residual pack-like protectiveness toward me, but in these moments when she is seized by this lunacy, anything can happen. I must be careful.


I take the first of a row of hypodermic needles and draw blood samples from the IV I’d placed in her arm earlier. I have a freezer full of blood samples from before, during, and after her episodes, for years, and the study of the various components I hope will one day lead to a cure for her condition.


Her change is complete. Her entire body twists and tests the restraints. It is true. The spinal cord injury must have healed. The ramifications swirl through my head. Will it hold after she turns back into her human form? Is a cure for all the thousands upon thousands of paralysis victims hidden in a sample of werewolf blood? Nobel beckons.

She rumbles a low growl from her throat. Her feral eyes hunger. I extract a fat bunny from the cage. This is the part I don’t like. I hold the rabbit tightly by its scruff and walk quickly over to Cherry. The bunny flinches, curving its back, kicking its legs, some instinct in its pea brain telling it to flee, to no avail. Cherry gnashes her fangs, and I drop the rabbit toward her. Her jaws snap onto it in a flash, three chomps and it’s gone, all that’s left is a fuzzy white cottontail and an unlucky foot that falls to the floor.


The werewolf has taken over. No semblance of my sweet sister remains. A blood frenzy possesses her that can only be sated by living flesh. I quickly remove another rabbit from the cage and fling it toward Cherry. Like a Labrador catching a Frisbee toss she snatches it out of the air and devours the hapless creature before it could even let out a squeal. Three more furry morsels follow that one before she turns her head toward the skylight and howls a bloodcurdling call to the moon. Thank God for soundproofing or the neighbors would be calling animal control.


Cherry stares at me. I stare back, trying to see some trace of humanity in those cruel yellow eyes. I see nothing. She looks toward the outer door, and I know she wants to run. How can I deny her? She has fed. The neighborhood is safe. And the scientist in me wants to know whether her lower body has actually healed enough to allow her movement.


I secure a GPS electronic monitor bracelet to her ankle. I open the outer door into the garden. I release her leg restraints, then arm myself with a Taser. One can’t be too careful with werewolves, even when they’re related to you. I can’t risk Cherry turning on me.


I unsnap her wrists. She leaps from the table bed, looks back at me for a moment, then is gone. I close the door, take the Taser with me to the garage, and back my Chevy Tahoe into the street. I turn on the GPS locator on my laptop and watch the green dot move northward through alleys and backyards along Westshore Boulevard. She moves amazingly fast. I follow at a distance as she crosses JFK, cuts beneath the interstate, skirts the airport, darts across Legends Field, and circles Raymond James Stadium.


I drive east on MLK and turn into the Jesuit High School parking lot. I see a shadow race across Himes Avenue, then another! What? Two shadows blink under the glow of a streetlight and disappear. Am I hallucinating? Is my mind playing tricks on me? I am tired, exhausted after the events of the past ten days, but I swear I saw two werewolves running. I follow the GPS north then east. Dogs bark, then are silent. Don’t draw werewolves to your yard. The night is theirs.


Hours later Cherry and her friend have run in a large circle around Tampa. My odometer indicates 54.2 miles. I am parked by the Lowry Park Zoo. She always ends up here or at Busch Gardens for some reason. I hum along with a song on my satellite radio, “After midnight, we’re gonna let it all hang out...” That’s for sure. 
           The green dot hasn’t moved in ten minutes. It is pre-dawn. I drive around to a wooded area until my headlights shine on two ghostly-naked figures lying on the ground arm-in-arm. It is Cherry and some guy, looks Latino. They are out, in the post-lycanthropic phase when their bodies return to human form, exhausted, barely able to function for a couple of hours. This is when she is most vulnerable, why I track her so diligently.

            I shake her. She moans, and her eyes open. She is breathing on her own. She looks at me.


“Cherry.”


She tries to speak.


“Can you move your arms and legs?”

          She looks down. Her limbs remain motionless. She is still paralyzed. I place a cervical collar around her neck. I shake the

young man beside her. He startles awake, draws back from me, starts to get up, ready to run. I hold my palms outward to him.


“It’s okay, buddy. You’re among friends. Help me with her, please.”


He looks at Cherry, remembering. I bring a back board from the Tahoe, and we carefully slide it under her. I strap her down, and we carry her to the SUV.


“Get in. You can come with us. I’ll get you some clothes. You have a name?”


“Joaquin.”


“You legal?”


He nods his head no.


Great. An illegal alien werewolf.


“What do you do for work, Joaquin?”


“I’m a very good gardener, seor.”


He helps me carry Cherry back into the lab. His eyes take it all in, the shelves filled with glassware and medical equipment, the wires and cables, the large binocular microscope, the heavy table bed with restraints and bolted to the floor.  I toss him some lab wear from the supply closet. I dress Cherry.  She speaks for the first time.


“I ran.”


“Yes, you did.”


“I was healed.”


“Yes, you were.”


“But I’m still paralyzed.”


“Yes, you are. But you can breathe on your own, and you can talk.”


“Yes, I can!”


“And you met a friend,” I say, glancing at Joaquin. He is staring at the lone white rabbit left in the cage. I hope he isn’t thinking of eating it. We have a refrigerator full of food in the kitchen.


“For awhile I was fine, I could run, leap, howl.”


“You were a werewolf.”


“I was a werewolf.”


“You reverted back.”


“You can find a cure now, can’t you? A cure for me, for the others.”


“I hope so.”


What can I do? My sister is a werewolf. Once a month she’ll be healed, then she’ll not. How can I deny her? I’m almost there, the cure for lycanthropism, a retrovirus that lies inert until the full moon ignites it at the cellular level, kicking off incredible metabolic changes for a few hours. What quirk of evolution brought this about? If I cure my sister’s lycanthropism, do I condemn her to a life of quadriplegia?


“Something else happened last night.”


I turn back to her.


“It did?”


I caress her face. Her eyes are alive. Her color is better. She looks much healthier than she did yesterday.


“Joaquin found me.”


“He did?”


“He followed the scent.”


“What scent?”


“I was in heat.”


“You were?”


“We mated.”


“You did?”


“I’m pretty sure I’m pregnant.”


“Congratulations.” What am I going to do now? When in doubt, cook a pot of grits, some eggs, and ham. I’ll worry about this tomorrow.          END
