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Coyote Blues

Riley Dawson is a psychotherapist with a lycanthropic
affliction. She’s a were coyote, to be precise.

 


A foundling adopted by wealthy parents, Riley led a
privileged life until she fell in love with Fiona Bell, an
evangelical preacher’s daughter. Raging hormones, the full moon,
and the pull of Fiona Bell on her teenage heartstrings triggered
her first transformation. Unfortunately, her parents witnessed the
change and sent her off to college with a trust fund and an
agreement never to return home.

 


Twenty years later, Riley shares a lucrative therapy
practice with Dr. Margaret Spencer. Margaret, her wife, and her gay
brother-in-law are the only ones who know Riley’s secret. Afraid of
risking exposure, Riley restricts her love life to online hookups.
But when a family is referred for treatment and Fiona Bell comes
back into her life, all the rules of the client-therapist
relationship are tested and Riley’s world is turned upside
down.

 


Praise from Publishers Weekly: “Injustice and
self-acceptance drive this excellent paranormal lesbian
romance...[Williams] manages to tug at the heartstrings without
being preachy...Grounded in kindness, queerness, and just a hint of
magic, this is sure to satisfy.”


What Reviewers Say About Karen F. Williams’s
Work

As the Crow Flies

 


“Long and satisfying. I enjoyed all of the characters
and happenings so much that I just enjoyed the ride. There were two
blossoming relationships in this story and I was equally invested
in both. I also felt the mystery was carefully unraveled over time.
And I was truly stunned at a point toward the end. Completely loved
this.”—Bookvark

 


“There are two romances for the price of one in this
fascinating book, and the paranormal elements are skillfully woven
through the entire story. Don’t worry if you’re not a fan of ghost
stories—I didn’t think I was but As the Crow Flies convinced me
otherwise. The settings are described using wonderful language and
imagery, and the quality of the writing is very high. I definitely
recommend this book if you want something intellectual and a bit
different to sink your teeth into.”—Curve

 


“While all four characters are completely different,
they are all likeable and you’ll end up rooting for both pairs.
There is a ghost in this story—not the kind of ghost you’d normally
expect. I see paranormal anything, and I grab it. However, I
honestly didn’t expect this to be so good.”—Lez Review
Books

 


“…some of the best story telling I’ve ever read.
Brilliantly written with great pacing, and such interesting and
enchanting characters. I was transfixed from the very beginning. I
can’t believe it has taken me so long to read this author’s
works.”—Les Rêveur

 


 


Cupid’s Bow

 


“[A] cute, quirky and sometimes hilarious novella…
What I loved the most about this story was the dialogue between the
two. It was witty, sometimes sarcastic, funny, and definitely
romantic.”—Rainbow Reflections

 


“[Cupid’s Bow] is a lovely story of unexpected
attraction and the hope of more. It poses the question of whether
one can fall in love at first sight. And whether you can make a
life changing decision based on that one meeting. I loved it. Karen
F. Williams is an excellent writer with imaginative
flair.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

 


“…the rule of three and the golden mean…it’s as close
to love at first sight as you’ll get. The romance is intense while
still sweet enough to bring the characters to life. Best Novella
I’ve read this year.”—Les Rêveur

 


“Snowed in. A
hotel bar. A novelist. A math professor. Lesbian speed
dating. I love Williams’ intellectually stimulating writing style.
Playful, nerdy, quirky, yet absolutely engaging and downright
sexy!”—In Bugs’ Own Words Blog

 


Meeting Ms. Roman

 


“Black Jaguar, Hermès scarf, dark sunglasses, eastern
European accent…if these things do it for you, then Ms. Roman is
your lady.”—Lesbian Review
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Dedication

To Carryl

 


…and to the special coyotes who inspired this story,
and who respectfully share my land, granting me daily glimpses into
their complex lives. We are more alike than different. They are us,
and we are them.

 


…and to the earth’s good stewards who protect and
educate the public about coyotes, wolves, and all other canines, in
their effort to make the world a more humane and kinder place. All
God’s creatures are magnificent, but there is no animal more
beautiful than a compassionate human being.


Prologue

New York City

1987

 


Riley Edith Dawson was born with a tail. All
vertebrate animals begin life with one, but in humans it recedes
during embryonic development to form the coccyx. On rare occasions,
however, a baby is born with a fleshy appendage containing nerves
and muscle. And rarer still, there may be bone, up to five
vertebrae, resulting in a true vestigial tail that can contract and
move and—who knows?—maybe wag if left to itself. Such was the case
with Riley. The tail was removed, of course, and it wasn’t until
the age of six, when her adoptive parents moved from Boston to New
York, that she learned she’d ever had one.

Riley sat on the examination table of her new
pediatrician’s office that day, patiently swinging her legs while,
in the next room, her mother and Dr. Blacksberg discussed her
medical history. When her mother’s voice dropped to a whisper, she
slowly slid off the crinkly paper covering the table and tiptoed to
the door. It was open just a crack. Riley brushed her sandy bangs
from her eyes and peeked in.

“We never actually saw the tail,” the
well-spoken and impeccably dressed Mrs. Dawson was explaining to
the doctor. “Riley was a foundling…discovered in the woods by
hikers off the Appalachian Trail in western Massachusetts.”

Riley covered her mouth with both hands to silence
her gasp. The fact of being adopted came as no news. Her parents
had already told her the story of how they’d asked for a baby girl,
how the stork had been on its way to deliver her in a terrible
storm when it was blown off course and she dropped from its beak,
tumbling from the sky and landing safely in a crow’s nest high in a
tree. There she had been kept warm and dry until a nice person
retrieved her from that nest and carried her to the waiting arms of
her parents. Riley didn’t know how someone had noticed her high up
in a nest or gotten her down from that tree. But one thing for
sure, she knew she hadn’t come out her mother’s belly as her
classmates claimed to have done. The part about the tail, though,
came as quite a shock.

“All we were told,” Mrs. Dawson went on, “is that
the placenta was still attached, and so was the…you know, the…”

“Tail,” Dr. Blacksberg finished for her.
“Fascinating!” He scratched his balding head and flipped through
the medical records on his desk. “No tethered spinal cord? No spina bifida, spinal
dysraphism?”

“Oh, no.
Nothing like that. Riley’s perfectly healthy. She did have mild
developmental delays, though.”

He looked up from the papers on his desk. “With
reaching milestones?”

“Yes. Well, for some reason Riley resisted walking.
She crawled until age two. Not that anything was wrong with
her legs—she crawled faster than the other toddlers could run.”
Daintily clearing her throat, Mrs. Dawson folded her well-manicured
hands neatly in her lap. “And, uh…she did receive early
intervention services to address a deficiency in expressive
language skills. Her receptive language, mind you, was
rather advanced, according to the speech pathologist. Riley was
sharp, quick to comprehend. She paid careful attention to every
sound, every word, and she loved being read to. She just
never had much to say. Of course, now we can’t shut her up,” she
said with a dismissive laugh. “She’s perfectly fine now, aside from
a few…quirks.”

“Quirks?” Dr. Blacksberg leaned back and put his
hands together, pressing his fingertips to his mouth in the manner
of a detective mulling over a case.

Mrs. Dawson backtracked. “I shouldn’t say she’s
quirky. Skittish is more like it. We recently bought an
apartment here on Fifth Avenue, and she’s having difficulty
adjusting to city life. But—oh, my God!—does she adore
Central Park. She’d be happy to stay there if we let her.”

“She likes the outdoors?”

“Loves the outdoors.” Mrs. Dawson sighed. “After
having a house and big backyard in a Boston suburb, I suppose the
confinement of urban living has her restless. And then there’s the
constant cacophony of crowds, traffic, horns, all of which have her
somewhat…gun-shy, her father says. Sometimes when we’re out
on the streets, she stops on the sidewalk for no apparent reason
and covers her ears. The first time I took her shopping on Fifth
Avenue, she bolted across the street in a panic. Ran straight into
Central Park. I was almost hit by a taxi, nearly trampled by a
carriage horse trying to catch her.”

Dr. Blacksberg’s grimace was so intense his lips
were stretched clear across his teeth. “Was your daughter ever
screened for a pervasive developmental disorder…like autism?”

“Autism?” Mrs. Dawson’s face flushed, and her tone
became indignant. “Absolutely not.” She smoothed the temple of her
coiffed hair, straightened her back so that she was perfectly
postured in her chair. “My daughter is very much part of the group,
Doctor, an affectionate and socially connected child. And as you’ll
soon discover, she has a terrific sense of humor. We think her ears
are to blame for her sensitivity. The audiologist we saw last week
placed her hearing at the extreme high end of normal range. He’s
convinced her acute hearing makes living in Manhattan somewhat of a
challenge.”

“Fascinating….” Dr. Blacksberg said again, more to
himself this time. He stared past Mrs. Dawson, apparently lost in
thought over a missing link that made Riley’s medical history more
of a medical mystery. “What made you take her to an
audiologist?”

Mrs. Dawson put a hand to her chest, nervously
fiddling with the large diamond pendant that adorned her neck. It
was one karat away from ostentatious. “Well…my husband Michael and
I are opera buffs,” she said, apparently torn between defending her
child’s overall perfection and expressing her deeper concerns.
“Just last week we took Riley to the Met for a production of The
Magic Flute. It was her first opera and she was enthralled, as
we had hoped, but when the female soprano’s voice ascended beyond
the usual two octaves, Riley began to wail like a…like some sort of
animal in distress. Her father had to hold her head against his
chest and cover her ears. The entire audience turned to look at us.
Even the female soprano scanned the crowd to see who was singing
along with her. I was mortified!”

His eyes narrowed and he nodded. “So you had her
hearing checked.”

“Yes.” Mrs. Dawson reached for her diamond again,
rubbing the extravagance between her fingers like a worry
stone—something to self-soothe, to ease the embarrassment of what
she was about to confide. “It wasn’t the first time Riley made
noises like that. As an infant she made odd sounds in her
sleep—gurgly little growls, piercing yips, which, frankly, Doctor,
scared the jeepers out of me. My husband thought I was being
ridiculous, but knowing my daughter was born in the woods to an
unknown mother and with a…a tail,” she said, clearly
horrified that such a monstrosity had ever hung from her otherwise
perfect little girl, “I will confess that on more than one occasion
I wondered if Riley might be half human and…”

“What, half wolf?”

“It’s a silly thought, I know.”

Dr. Blacksberg removed his glasses, slipped them
into the pocket of his white coat, and chuckled with paternal, if
not condescending, assurance. “Mrs. Dawson,” he said, folding his
hands on his desk and addressing her squarely, “the human tail is
not a vestige of our ancestry. Contrary to what Darwin and
his proponents might have believed, it isn’t an evolutionary
regression. The human tail is an aberration, an abnormality caused
by an improper forming of the neural tube. And in almost all
documented cases, there are spinal deformities and a host of other
complications. I’d say it’s a medical miracle that your daughter
isn’t deformed and physically disabled.”

“As I said, Doctor, she’s perfectly healthy. Strong,
agile, well-coordinated—fast as lightning.”

And Riley was. She went on to become a superior
athlete in middle school, excelling in track and field, and in
touch football with neighborhood boys on the weekends. Wily
Riley, they called her; she could outrun and outmaneuver the
best of players.

Riley never did get up the nerve to ask about her
tail—Mrs. Dawson wasn’t the type of mother to ease a child’s
worries—but Riley did always secretly wonder about her lost
appendage. Curled up at night with her little dog, she often fell
asleep running her hand along the length of his bushy white tail,
trying to imagine what hers might have looked like if someone
hadn’t gone and chopped it off. But one night, soon after her
seventeenth birthday, her tail grew back.

Dr. Blacksberg was wrong. Darwin, it appeared, had
been right.

 


* * *

 


Lenox, Massachusetts

1998

 


It was on the dock of the family’s summer home that
the partial transformation first occurred. The August moon was full
that night. And so was Riley’s heart. Earlier that day she’d lost
her virginity to Fiona Bell.

Fiona Bell with the shocking blue eyes. Eyes almost
too big for her face and too blue to be real, their impossible
beauty was accentuated by her fair skin and thick crop of short
black hair. So intense were Fiona’s mesmerizing orbs that Riley
tried not to stare for too long, lest she lose her balance, fall
into those eyes, and spend eternity floating in their sapphire sea.
God, was she ever beautiful. Inside and out. Electric. Magnetic.
Her whole being pulsed with a contagious love of life, an
invigorating energy that propelled Riley all summer long.

Mr. Dawson had purchased the summer lake-front cabin
in Lenox, Massachusetts, for Riley’s thirteenth birthday—a
consolation prize, or so it seemed, for tolerating life in the big
city. But while other teenaged girls were off partying and boating
with boys in a larger lake that allowed jet skis, Riley was happy
to remain solo. She enjoyed the tranquility of swimming and
canoeing on their non-motor lake, reveling in the quiet beauty of
the woods and nearby waterfall. For two months out of the year, it
became her summer paradise. A solitary paradise, until Fiona Bell
moved in three years later.

From the moment they met, they were inseparable.
Except on Sundays. Fiona’s father was the new evangelical minister
in town, and the Lord’s day was spent in church, despite Fiona’s
insistence that she felt closer to Jesus in the woods than she did
inside a brick building. Monday through Saturday was theirs to
share, though, and they spent those days enjoying the water,
exploring the woods, and watching wildlife.

Fiona always carried binoculars in her backpack, and
they’d take turns spying beavers, birds, snakes, and basking
turtles. Fiona loved turtles. The day Riley met her she was
sitting alone by the water holding two tiny black ones in the palm
of one hand, feeding them blueberries from a Dixie cup.

Riley lost herself in the wonder of them—and of
Fiona, who invited her to sit and help feed them. Riley didn’t
hesitate. She sat on the bank next to Fiona and took a turtle from
her. It was the tiniest thing she’d ever seen. “Did you catch them
here?”

Fiona seemed almost insulted. “I’d never take
an animal from the wild. That would be stealing…like kidnapping a
person and forcing them to live in prison. These hatchlings are
captive-born. My uncle got them from a friend who runs a breeding
program. They’re black wood turtles from Central America.
Rhinoclemmys funerea is their scientific name.”

“Funerea? Sounds like funeral.”

“Probably because their shells are black…like people
dressed for one. Creepy, huh?” Fiona gave a crooked smile and
looked over at Riley with those big blue eyes. “Guess their
names.”

Riley took a blueberry from the cup. “Hmm…something
spooky, I’d think.” The turtle in Riley’s open palm stretched its
black-and-yellow neck and chomped down on the berry between her
fingers. “Let’s see. I’m gonna go with Dracula and—”

“Morticia and Gomez.” Fiona grinned. “After the
Addams Family.”

“Ha! Those are cool names. I love the Addams
Family.”

“Yeah? Me, too.”

From then on, they watched reruns when summer storms
kept them indoors. Fiona lived just down the road in a year-round
house much bigger than the seasonal cabins along the water, and she
had access to her father’s woodworking shop. When he wasn’t
preaching, Pastor Bell was a carpenter, and Fiona, his only child,
had inherited his talent.

“I always thought I wanted a son,” Pastor Bell said
to Riley the first time he met her, “but having my little tomboy
here is like having the best of a boy and the best of a girl rolled
into one.” He put an arm around his daughter, squeezing her
shoulder with pride and affection. What the pastor failed to
realize was that pubescent tomboys, like caterpillars turning into
butterflies, tended to metamorphize into adult-stage lesbians.

Riley had more fun that first summer with Fiona than
she’d ever had before. Fiona taught her how to cut animal shapes
with a jigsaw and assemble whirligigs. Other times they made chimes
from eccentric pieces of driftwood dragged in from the shore. Fiona
drilled tiny holes, through which they threaded fishing line strung
with colorful glass beads, shiny squares of hammered copper, even
dangling pieces of shell or fossilized bone unearthed on their many
hikes.

At only fifteen, Fiona knew she wanted to be a
furniture maker—an artisan, she called herself. With her father’s
help she’d already built a white-birch headboard and matching night
table for her room, and their rustic beauty enchanted Riley.
Against the autumn-yellow walls and floral curtains Mrs. Bell had
sewn, the white papery bark made the room feel like a sunny day in
October, even on rainy days. When it poured outside, they spent
their afternoons sprawled out on the bed, propped up on pillows
against that woodsy headboard while they talked, listened to music,
or watched reruns of The Addams Family. The turtles,
who were rapidly growing, hung out with them, Morticia napping on
Fiona’s stomach, while Gomez enjoyed stretching out on Riley’s
chest.

Fiona was an awesome painter, too. Her mind was
always going, thinking of creative projects, and she got lots of
ideas from library books on turtles and tortoises. She started
copying the colorful geometric patterns of their carapaces and
plastrons—the proper names for their top and bottom shells, Riley
learned—and turned them into abstract designs that she painted on
the surface of old stools. On Saturday mornings they’d ride their
bikes down country roads, searching local yard and barn sales for
items Fiona bought for a couple of bucks. And somehow, they managed
to ride back, always laughing while they steered with one hand and
held on to the leg of a stool. By the time Riley went home at the
end of that first summer, they had a pile of them stashed in the
Bells’ shed—high stools, footstools, old milking stools—and when
Riley returned the following year, Fiona had refinished and painted
every single one.

“These are beyond amazing! I can’t believe you did
all this while I was gone,” Riley said.

“It’s my passion. Besides, it gave me something to
do when I was lonely and missing you.”

Riley’s heart skipped a beat because she herself had
spent the year counting the days to seeing Fiona again. Riley, who
was a year older and had her driver’s license now, helped transport
Fiona’s creations to a farmers’ market in town. Over the Fourth of
July weekend they sold all but the one she’d put aside for Riley.
Fiona walked away with almost eight hundred dollars in her pocket
and tried to force Riley to take half of it. But Riley refused. She
might have needed more time with her father, definitely more
affection from her mother, but she didn’t need money. The Dawsons
had plenty of that. All Riley wanted was that stool, the black one
with brilliant geometric bursts of white and yellow, modeled after
the shell of an Indian star tortoise.

“I so admire and envy you,” Riley said one evening
while they were sitting on her dock, watching the sun set, as they
often did. Riley sat with her hands in the pockets of her hoodie,
entranced by the sight of Fiona whittling a small piece of wood.
“It’s nice that you know what you want to be, that you’ll make a
living doing something you love.”

“Well, part of me would really like to work with
turtles and become a herpetologist—that’s a zoologist who
specializes in reptiles—but I suck in math and chemistry. I’m more
of a creative type, you know? There’s just something about working
with wood…the feel of it in my hands…the way it smells freshly cut.
I love the grain. It’s like the fingerprints of a tree, always
different. And I love the smell of it burning.”

As the August nights grew chilly, Fiona would often
stop whittling on the dock and lift her nose to the smell of smoke
wafting from chimneys around the lake. One whiff and she could
pretty much tell you what wood was burning in the fireplaces of
those cabins.

“What’s your favorite wood in a fireplace?” Riley
asked.

“I like it all…birch, ash, fir, maple…but the apple
and cherrywood we get from pruning trees on the property is the
best. I wish you could be here in the winter to smell it. It’s
really fragrant, super sweet.”

As far as Riley was concerned, nothing could be
sweeter than Fiona Bell. More and more, Riley found herself having
feelings. Forbidden feelings. Desires she would never express
because…well, Fiona’s family was religious, and Riley would never
do anything to jeopardize their friendship. But in her fantasies,
she imagined Fiona putting aside her wood and whittling knife and
scooting over to make out with her.

“What are you thinking? Fiona asked.

“Nothing.” Riley shrugged. “I just enjoy watching
you whittle.”

“Good, because I’m making you something—a keepsake
to take back to the city.”

“But I have the stool you gave me…and the chimes and
the whirligigs we made last summer.”

“And now you’ll have a spirit animal. I’m going to
turn it into a keychain.” She put her nose in the air and shimmied
her shoulders in a haughty, snooty gesture. “Now that you’re a
big-shot high school senior with a driver’s license, you can put
your car keys on it.”

Riley laughed. “Okay. But how do you know what my
spirit animal is?”

“From being with you…watching you.” Fiona stopped
whittling and gave a coy smile. “I like observing you, you
know…aside from the fact that you’re so pretty.”

“Me? Pretty?” Riley felt her cheeks flush. “No, I’m
not. Not like you.”

It wasn’t that Riley was self-deprecating, or that
she thought of herself as unattractive. Judging from the number of
boys she’d rejected, she knew she was cute enough. But unlike the
striking contrast of Fiona’s features—those giant blue eyes, black
hair, and fair skin—her own coloring was rather drab, she thought.
A study in browns.

Monochromatic is how Fiona described her. “It’s so
interesting that your hair and eyes are the same shade of golden
brown. I love how when the sun bleaches your hair blond, it brings
out the yellow specks in your eyes. And now with a tan…wow,
Riley…you know what? With your earthy tones, if you were standing
in the woods looking at me right now, I wouldn’t see you. You’d be
totally camouflaged. As invisible as a deer or a coyote.”

Riley threw her head back and howled in response.
“Ahrooooo!”

“And since you howl so well, I think your animal
spirit should be a coyote.”

“Yip-yip-yip-ahrooooooo!” Riley wailed in
loud agreement.

This made Fiona laugh, as it always did when they
communicated in animal languages. After two summers of imitating
the voices of wildlife, they’d become quite good. Sometimes they’d
hike to the waterfalls with lunch and a stolen beer—always from the
Dawsons’ refrigerator, as there was no alcohol to be found at the
Bells’. The born-again Christians kept a born-again kitchen with
only leftover grape juice from Sunday communion.

A shared bottle of Corona was enough to get them
buzzed, and they’d sit there mimicking the sounds of animals that
reverberated in the woods and echoed on the lake. Fiona could do a
superb squirrel impression, an awesome crow, a quacking duck. But
her wild-turkey calls were the best. She had them all down pat: the
hen’s yelp, the male’s gobble, the cluck and purr, even the
kee-kee of a lost young turkey.

Riley’s repertoire wasn’t nearly as impressive, but
she could howl and yip like the coyotes did in late summer, and
living in Manhattan for so long, she’d learned to speak perfect
pigeon.

“I like when you coo for me,” Fiona said.

“I’ll coo for you if you’ll gobble for me.”
They sat facing each other, cross-legged on the two beach towels
they’d put together. “Go on. Do your Tom-turkey call.”

“I don’t know if I do such a good Tom. I think I do
a better Jake.” Jakes were the immature males. Fiona took a slug of
beer, then used her hands and mouth to make a kee-kee
call.

They waited quietly. One, two, three seconds, and
Fiona’s call was answered by both a Tom and a hen responding to the
call of a Jake who might have wandered too far from his parents.
Fiona looked at Riley. They burst out laughing until they cried,
covering their mouths so the turkeys wouldn’t hear them. No one
before or since Fiona had ever made Riley laugh so hard.
Feel so hard. Sharing the great outdoors with her inspired
not only humor, but observations on nature and friendship, most of
which Riley recorded in a journal. She usually left it home, but
that day it was stuffed in her backpack, its brown leather cover
embossed with her initials.

Fiona reached for it and ran a fingertip across the
letters. “R.E.D?”

“My initials.”

“Really? That’s so cool that they spell the word
red. What’s the E stand for?”

“I’m not telling.”

“Oh, come on. Tell me.”

“No. I hate it. And you’ll laugh.”

“I promise not to.”

Riley frowned and looked away. “Edith,” she
mumbled.

“What?”

“Edith. It’s Edith, okay?”

“For real? You don’t look—” Riley frowned as Fiona
tightened her lips, fighting to keep a straight face. “You don’t
look like…like a…” Fiona’s face puckered then, her body shaking
until she couldn’t hold back and laughed hysterically.

“Oh, you think that’s funny, huh? I’ll show you
what’s funny.” Riley lunged, throwing herself on top of Fiona, and
they began to wrestle. Riley was stronger, though, and it wasn’t
long before she had Fiona’s wrists pinned above her head with one
hand and was tickling her with the other.

“Stop!” Fiona writhed beneath her, shrieking with
laughter. “Riley, please. Stop! I can’t breathe.”

“Say you’re sorry for laughing.”

“I’m sorry,” Fiona squeaked.

“Sorry for what?”

“For laughing.”

Riley stopped and let Fiona catch her breath. She
lifted her weight off her then, shifting it to her elbows, and
looked down at her. “You promised you wouldn’t laugh.”

“Really, I’m sorry,” Fiona said, breathing hard
beneath her. “It’s just that you don’t look like an…an
Edith,” she managed to say without laughing this time. She
smiled up at Riley, pushing back the shoulder-length, sun-bleached
hair that hung down in her face. “Riley Edith Dawson…RED,” she
mused. “It’s a great nickname for someone who’s always traipsing
through the woods like Little Red Riding Hood. It fits you.” Fiona
ran her fingers through Riley’s hair again. “And you fit
me.” Her smile suddenly faded, replaced by something of more
urgent importance—like a secret that can no longer keep itself.

The riptide of Fiona’s ocean-blue eyes overwhelmed
Riley, creating all sorts of sensations, and she fought a strong
desire to kiss her.

Apparently, the same desire struck Fiona, but she
didn’t fight hers. Before Riley knew it, Fiona’s hands were leaving
her hair, pulling Riley’s mouth to her own.

That first kiss was a long one, sweet and tentative,
slow and exploratory. And when it was over, neither of them said a
word.

It wasn’t until they were heading home, walking
along the dirt path that led through the woods, that Riley got up
the nerve to say something. “Are you okay with…with what happened?”
She was afraid of Fiona’s answer, afraid that once the alcohol wore
off, Fiona would regain her senses and say their kiss had been a
mistake—a terrible sin. But she didn’t.

Fiona shot her a shy glance. “I’m more than okay.
How about you?”

“I’m more than okay, too.”

“Good.” Fiona let out a deep sigh. “I don’t like
guys at all, Red. I mean, you know…I like guys, but not that
way.”

“Me neither. But I like you that way. I always
have.” She reached for Fiona’s hand and slipped her fingers through
Fiona’s. “I’ve been wanting to kiss you since last summer.”

“I wish you had.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, like…really.”

Hearing Fiona’s admission made Riley’s heart swell,
and she suddenly felt weightless, as though she were floating on
air, until the toe of her sneaker caught the tip of a rock, and she
tripped forward.

Fiona tightened her grip and kept her from
face-planting. “Geez, Red! I think you’re falling for me.
Literally.”

“Ya think?” Riley grinned as she straightened her
backpack and lifted a branch overhanging the path and let Fiona
duck under it first.

“Let’s go somewhere tomorrow,” Fiona suggested. “How
about we take the canoe out, go on a picnic. Somewhere
private.”

Riley liked the implications of somewhere private.
And she liked her new moniker, Red. Especially the way it sounded
when Fiona said it. She couldn’t wait to kiss her again. “I’d like
that.”

They walked the rest of the way in blissful silence
until they reached Fiona’s house and parted ways.

The next day—the day the change came—they packed a
cooler and paddled to a secluded spot at the end of the lake. No
one ever went that far, except for old Mr. Mosley, who would row
his boat into the lily pads to compete with the egrets and herons
for fish. If he wasn’t out there fishing, he was either sleeping,
eating, or passing around the collection plate in Pastor Bell’s
church.

They dragged the canoe ashore, and in a shaded spot
beneath a canopy of trees, Fiona spread a blanket over a thick bed
of soft, sun-warmed pine needles. Quietly nervous over the assumed
intentions of this outing, Riley pretended to relax with lunch,
making small talk and complimenting Fiona on the sandwiches she’d
made for them. The promise of continuing that kiss from yesterday
had them both acting awkward, and Riley could tell Fiona was just
as nervous. She got up and grabbed a volleyball then, and Fiona
chased her into the lake. In waist-high water they volleyed and
splashed around for a while before tossing the ball into the canoe
and enjoying a swim.

Fiona was the first one out of the water and lying
on the blanket when Riley came running up in her bikini. “Whew!”
Riley took a soda from the cooler, popped open the can, and stood
there, appraising Fiona. After a few sips she passed the can to
her. “You all right?” she asked, hoping Fiona hadn’t rethought
their plans for more privacy.

“Never better…” Fiona’s sexy little smirk, the
unmistakable desire in her eyes, instantly aroused Riley.

She flopped down beside her and stretched out on her
back, trying to act nonchalant as she folded her hands behind her
head and looked up at the pine trees. “Ah…that was a good swim.”
Sunlight peeked through the evergreens, its light shifting and
making the branches shimmer. Fiona didn’t say a word. But it was
now or never. Labor Day was only a week away, and summer vacation
would soon end. “I don’t want to go back to the city,” Riley
lamented. “I hate living there…and I hate leaving you.”

“I was a mess when you left last summer,” Fiona
said. “I didn’t tell you when we talked on the phone, but…I cried
for days. And I don’t want to cry now, Red, so let’s not think
about it.” She turned on her side then, propping herself on an
elbow and resting a hand on Riley’s tanned stomach. “I’d rather
think about the house that I’m going to build for us one day.”

Riley turned her head and smiled. “Will it be in the
woods?”

“Of course, it’ll be in the woods. I’m going to
build us a gingerbread house.”

“Yeah?” Riley smiled wider. “Out of candy? Won’t the
wildlife eat us out of house and home?”

“Not out of candy, silly. Out of wood. I’m a
carpenter, remember? But it’ll look like candy. After the house is
built, I’ll cut out all the candy and trimmings from cedar, and
we’ll paint them to look like a real gingerbread house.”

“Sounds perfect…and cozy…and kind of permanent.”
Riley searched her eyes. “If we’re going to build a house and live
together, then I guess you’re planning on falling in love with me
and sticking around…like forever.”

“I’m already in love with you, Red. I think I’ve
always been.” Her eyes roamed Riley’s lean and muscular body, her
fingers playfully stirring the water droplets that beaded on her
stomach, before slowly trailing them down along the line of her
bikini bottom. “And I don’t know what to do about it.”

Fiona’s touch lit a fire in her belly that spread
between her thighs. “I know what I’d like to do about
it.”

“Then why don’t you show me…”

That was all Fiona needed to say, although her eyes
already said it all. And unlike the times Riley had avoided staring
into them for too long, this time she let herself fall into the
mesmerizing depths of their summoning blue sea. Side by side they
kissed—more confident, less self-conscious than yesterday—those
tender kisses becoming hard and hungry as they acknowledged an
appetite that had been growing, unnamed and unspoken, from the
moment they’d met.

Fiona’s lips never left hers as they struggled to
peel off their wet bathing suits. And when they were naked, Riley
settled on top of her, her body covering the length of Fiona’s.
Their skin was cool from swimming and smelled of the earthiness of
the water. But beneath the sweet scent of the lake was the unique
and personal smell of Fiona. Riley’s olfactory sense was as keen as
her hearing. Like a perfume chemist mixing a fragrance formula, she
inhaled deeply, taking those notes up through her nose and into her
brain, where they would be encoded, memorized forever.

And there in that private place, on a forest bed
beneath the shimmering canopies of sunlit trees, they learned the
art of lovemaking. Although inexperienced, and perhaps clumsy in
spots, they satisfied each other. Twice. And Riley knew then that
her heart would forever belong to Fiona, that this yearning, now
temporarily satisfied, would come back stronger and never go
away.

 


* * *

 


Later that night Riley began to feel strange as she
sat curled in a bowl-like Papasan chair, watching a horror movie
with her parents. Michael and Amelia Dawson were stretched out on
the couch opposite one another like Barbie and Ken dolls, he lying
there in shorts, massaging Amelia’s feet, which rested on his
stomach. He’d arrived from the city just in time to grill dinner,
as he usually did on Friday evenings. At forty-seven, Michael was
strikingly handsome, trim and fit from swimming and racquetball,
and although Amelia was a beautiful woman, Riley often wondered why
he loved her. Amelia was fond of entertaining, but she didn’t clean
or cook—those duties were delegated to a housekeeper they kept in
the city—and she wasn’t an especially affectionate woman. The two
enjoyed museums together, the theater and opera, but when it came
to outdoor activities, she avoided anything that might result in a
chipped nail and ruined manicure.

On occasion he’d talk her into skinny-dipping with
him after Riley went to bed, but she didn’t enjoy the outdoors much
and had never once accompanied Riley on a walk or in the canoe.
Amelia spent her afternoons volunteering with the arts council,
playing bridge, and attending concerts at Tanglewood. Come to think
of it, her parents had tickets to a play tomorrow night at
Shakespeare and Company. Riley had declined an invitation to join
them and was happy she did. It meant she’d be home alone tomorrow
night. Having Fiona over for a continuation of today in a real bed
was all she could think about. She stared at the television, seeing
only the movie projected in her head—a replay of sex with Fiona.
Beautiful, blue-eyed Fiona Bell, who just happened to be in love
with her. Imagine that! She still couldn’t believe they’d come out
to one another, professed their love…that they’d had sex. That
fact, combined with having a driver’s license, made her feel like a
full-fledged adult. And the thought that sex had been with the girl
of her dreams filled her with desire again. It made her hot. Really
hot. Oddly feverish, in fact. Sweat started beading on her
forehead, and suddenly she didn’t feel so good.

Her stomach began to churn and growl, and when it
felt like something might claw its way out of her gut, she climbed
out of the bowl-like chair. The muscles in her back felt awfully
tight, so tight it almost hurt to stand up straight—the aftermath
of the afternoon’s sexual acrobatics, she was sure. But the quiet
exhilaration she’d enjoyed since then was turning into the jitters.
She felt as if every nerve in her body were crawling beneath her
skin, millions of electrical threads trying to escape through her
pores. The sensation made her want to jump out of her own body. She
needed fresh air. Fast. Before she threw up.

The only light in the room came from the television,
and she was glad her parents couldn’t see her sweating, or her
hands shaking, or that she was a little hunched over. “Enjoy the
movie, guys,” she said, in as calm a voice as she could muster.

“Where’re you going?” her father asked.

“Down to the dock.”

“Swimming?”

“Maybe.”

“I don’t like you alone out there at night. It’s too
chilly,” her mother said.

“No, it’s not. The water’s warm.”

“Just make sure those floodlights are on,” her
father said as she walked across the room and pulled open the
curtains that covered the sliding-glass door. The full moon’s
smiling face was right there, as though it were waiting for her. It
loomed low in the sky, big and yellow, glistening on the lake and
bathing the dock and steep staircase leading down to it in its
light—a moonlight stranger and somehow brighter than any moon she’d
ever seen.

“Leave that door cracked so we can hear you,” her
father said. “Maybe I’ll join you for a swim when the movie’s
over.”

“Okay, Dad.” She flipped the light switch, left the
glass door open a few inches, and slid the screen panel closed
behind her.

“Where’s your bathing suit?” her mother called after
her.

Riley didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Going to her room
to shed her shorts and tank top would have taken too long. She
would have passed out if she’d stayed inside a minute longer.

The cool night felt wonderful. She bent over, hands
on her thighs, taking in lungfuls of air until the wave of nausea
passed. But a fever still burned inside. It was as if something was
elevating her temperature, fueling her, filling her with heat and a
nervous energy that made her want to take off, jump into the water,
swim clear across the lake. She stretched her back as much as she
could, held on to the railing, and trotted clumsily down the
staircase.

When she reached the dock, she walked to the edge
and surveyed the moonlit landscape. Fog rose like smoke from the
water, and through it she could see the black outline of bats
flickering about in a mosquito-feeding frenzy. Riley marveled at
the sudden clarity of the nocturnal world. Her vision seemed
sharper, the sounds of nature amplified. She cocked her head, oddly
able to locate and zero in on frogs hopping, mice running, even the
vibrations of swimming fish and the ripples of stealthy snapping
turtles hunting along the shore. She could hear it all: the life
force, the beating of her own heart, the thrumming of her
quickening pulse.

Amazing. Whether it was the surge of pubescent
hormones set off by Fiona, she didn’t know, but it seemed as though
someone had peeled back a dingy film that had been covering her
eyes her whole life, and now the whole world seemed incredibly
sharper, her vision almost magical. Maybe this was just what
falling in love did—heightened the senses, unveiled life’s deeper
beauty—and she wondered if Fiona was experiencing this same feeling
of exaltation tonight.

Coyotes yipped somewhere on the other side of the
lake, as they did in late summer. But tonight those voices spoke to
her, woke something dormant in her genes. Riley listened, then
turned her back to the water, struck by an irresistible compulsion
to run instead of swim. She knew with an instinctive and absolute
certainty that she could easily navigate the dark woods without a
flashlight or compass. She wasn’t sure how she knew this, but she
did.

Bursting with an irrepressible energy, Riley slipped
on the water shoes she’d left on the dock, but before she could
take off and run free, the change grabbed hold of her. Without
warning it stabbed her between the shoulder blades, a shooting pain
so excruciating, so crippling, she was sure her back had been
broken. It happened so fast she didn’t know who or what had
attacked from behind. It yanked her by the ankles, tore the shoes
from her feet, pulled her legs from underneath her so swiftly her
knees hit the dock.

A dozen panicked thoughts flashed through her mind,
the first being that some prehistoric lake monster had surfaced and
impaled her with a sword-like barb. Adrenaline coursed through her
veins, numbing any further pain as she fought for her life. She
struggled to crawl forward, to get herself off the dock and up the
steps to the safety of the house before this thing pulled her into
the water.

“Dad? Daddy!” Riley screamed, writhing on her
stomach, kicking, twisting from side to side to see what had her in
its death grip. But her arms and legs wouldn’t cooperate. The
messages her brain was sending weren’t reaching her extremities.
She flayed, half paralyzed, craning her neck to see what was behind
her.

Nothing. Nothing was there. Nothing at all. And at
that moment Riley realized she was being attacked from the inside.
A sickening panic gripped her, along with flashbacks to Dr.
Blacksberg’s long-ago conversation with her mother.

No
spina bifida? No tethered spinal cord? It’s a medical
miracle that your daughter isn’t disabled, deformed.

 


Riley cried out again. It was happening—some
congenital anomaly finally catching up with her. Perhaps the
amputation of her tail had delayed the onset, but now here it came,
some latent spinal deformity that would have her in a wheelchair
the rest of her life. Spasms coursed through her as she crawled
forward, extending her arms and finally managing to grip the edge
of the dock. But as she clung to it, slowly pulling herself
forward, her fingers began to shorten and lose their grip. She
watched in horror as her thumbs withered away into useless,
sickle-like dewclaws. “Help! Daddy, help me!”

Hair poked up all over the backs of her hands,
sprouting like seeded grass in the warm soil of spring. Within
seconds it covered her arms. She heard her jaw pop then, felt a
crunch in her occipital bones, and then something long jutted out,
blocking her vision. She went cross-eyed trying to see it, but it
wasn’t until it wriggled and twitched that Riley realized it was
her own nose. Her own snout.

A sharp pinch at the end of her spine made her jump.
And then came a thumping, a knocking sound against the wood behind
her. She heard it to the right, then to the left. Thump,
thump…thump, thump. Riley lifted her heavy head, managed to
raise her torso just enough to glance back. And there it was
working its way out of her waistband—her lost tail. Long, lean, and
muscular, it slapped the dock, thrashing back and forth like a
rudder to steady and steer her the way a dog uses its tail in the
water. Riley cried at the sight of it. Inside she cried, but the
tears couldn’t come. Her eyes were different now, superior but
tearless, her voice wordless.

With the help of her new appendage, she used her
elbows to turn herself in a clockwise circle until her face hung
over the dock. And there, mirrored in the moonlit water, was a
hideous fur-covered face, the weight of it held up by her
still-human neck. “Daddy, help!” she screamed again, drowning in
the tears that wouldn’t spill, but the words came out in garbled
syllables, sounding more like the wail of an injured animal than
the cry of a teenager.

Horrified, helpless, Riley flailed on her belly,
digging her claws into wood and pushing herself back around in a
half-circle until she was facing the house again. Raising her head
and lifting her suddenly deep chested torso a few inches, she
looked up at the glass doors of the house that stood high above the
dock. Light from the television still flickered, but the lamps had
been turned on, and there were her parents, silhouetted against the
glow. They stood side by side, staring down at her like two
mannequins in a store window. Unable to speak, Riley whimpered,
lifted one arm and reached out to them like a pathetic dog offering
its paw.

The shorter of the two outlined figures began
backing away from the window. The taller one remained frozen for
another moment before he, too, backed up and drew the curtains
closed.

Splayed on the dock, Riley waited, certain her
mother was calling an ambulance, that her father would dash out any
second to carry her up to the house. But no one came.

As the pain subsided, Riley kicked and pushed, using
her muscular tail to turn onto her side. That felt better. Looking
past her snout, she stared up at the moon, listened to the water
lapping the dock, and began to whine and howl her discontent.
Coyotes answered from across the lake. At least someone was
concerned enough to respond. Exhausted, dejected, petrified, she
rolled onto her side, curling into a fetal position. She felt the
tremors in her legs. They twitched uncontrollably, like a dreaming
dog running in its sleep. And then Riley did fall sleep.

How long she slept she couldn’t say, but it was
still night when she awoke. The first thing she saw were her fisted
hands. She sat up and took inventory of her anatomy. Her snout and
tail were gone. She was wholly human again.

Carefully, she got up and walked off the dock on two
legs, fumbling to find the steps. That visual clarity, that amazing
night vision was gone now, and she had trouble seeing in the dark.
She worried that she wouldn’t be welcome in the house, that her
father might have locked the door, but it slid open, and she
stepped through the curtains. A lamp was on, and in the hallway
across from the living room stood her father, holding a baseball
bat loosely at his side. Never mind the vampire movie they’d been
watching; their own daughter topped the evening’s creature-feature.
The smell of their fear saturated the room, and Riley knew her
father had been expecting a monster, some sort of werewolf to storm
in. And she knew then that he was prepared to knock her head off if
she’d come up here thinking to devour him and his wife.

Amelia was nowhere in sight. Riley suspected she’d
barricaded herself in the bedroom.

Riley’s mouth was dry, her jaw so stiff she could
hardly speak. “I’m sorry, Dad.” She slurred her words. “I don’t
know what’s wrong with—”

He held up a hand to silence her, examining her from
head to toe. “Are you…normal now?”

“I think so, but—”

He shut her up with a hand again. “I don’t know what
you are, Riley…but we won’t ever speak of this. Never, ever. Not to
anyone. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir.” Riley hung her head in shame like a
guilty teenager who’d defied parental authority, gotten caught in
the act of doing something forbidden.

Her father pointed to her bedroom door on the
opposite side of the cabin. Riley looked at him pleadingly, her lip
trembling as she opened her mouth to speak, but he jerked his
outstretched arm again. “In your room. Now.” He was angry. But for
what? For upsetting and frightening his darling Amelia?

Riley obeyed. She went to her room and, as she
closed her door, listened to her father softly knocking on his own
bedroom door. She heard it unlock from the other side, then shut
and lock again.

Riley stared at herself in the mirror of her tiny
bathroom. She brushed her teeth with a trembling hand, put on her
pajamas, and slipped under the covers. She was terrified over what
had happened to her, ashamed that her parents had watched it all,
furious that they hadn’t helped her. She began to sob. All she
wanted was to be with Fiona. Fiona would let her speak, help her
figure out what had happened. Or would she? Fiona probably wouldn’t
believe her. She’d think Riley was joking, or maybe going crazy.
And if she did believe, she’d probably be as horrified as Riley’s
parents.

Remember what you said about my spirit animal? Well,
I am that, Fiona…half that, at least. I’m some kind of monster. I
don’t know how or why. And I don’t know what to do…where to turn. I
only know that I love you.

Her parents knew what to do. By noon the next day
their personal belongings were packed, and they were headed back to
the city. Mr. and Mrs. Dawson evidently thought that taking Riley
out of the woods, away from the natural world, would keep the wolf
at bay. She expected to be shipped off to a boarding school for her
senior year of high school. The idea, she knew, had crossed their
minds, but they were still legally responsible for her. Sending her
to a residential school would have increased the odds of someone
witnessing that tailed monstrosity if it happened again. Better to
keep their wolf-daughter at home until she turned eighteen.

Riley never saw Fiona again. She called a few times
that week, prepared to make up a story about why her parents had
returned to the city so suddenly. The first two times she left
messages on the Bells’ answering machine, but neither call was
returned. The third time Fiona answered. Just the sound of her
voice made Riley choke up. “It’s me,” she said.

“Riley? What happened? Are you—”

It sounded like Fiona covered the receiver just
then. Riley heard a muffled argument, a scuffle, as though the
phone were being wrestled from Fiona’s hand, and then Mrs. Bell
came on the line. “Riley? This is Mrs. Bell,” she said in an
uncharacteristically cold and curt tone. “Fiona doesn’t want to
speak with you. She’s not like you, Riley, and asks that you not
contact her again.” Fiona began to scream and cry in the
background, begging to talk to her, but Mrs. Bell only spoke
louder. “School is starting, and Fiona is very busy with her
Bible studies and Christian youth group. You, too,
would do well to read the Bible. If you repent and ask the Lord to
come into your life, he will heal and make you normal.” After a
pause she said, “God bless you, Riley.”

That was it. Mrs. Bell hung up, leaving Riley
stunned and holding the phone. She sat on the edge of her bed in
shock. Mrs. Bell must have seen her on the dock that night. What
she was doing out so late in the evening, Riley didn’t know. Maybe
she had been bringing the Dawsons a pie, as she always did when the
peaches ripened and she started baking. Riley couldn’t say for
sure. She hadn’t been aware of anything but the pain and fright of
her own mangled body that night. But Fiona’s mother had witnessed
the transmutation. Of that Riley was now certain. It was the only
explanation. Mrs. Bell knew what she was—an abomination.

 


* * *

 


By October, realtors were calling, and her father
informed her over dinner one night that they’d put the lake house
on the market. Riley had expected that. After all, how could the
traumatized Amelia Dawson ever tolerate sitting on the dock where
she’d watched her perfect little girl turn into something
grotesquely subhuman? If given the chance, Amelia would have put
Riley on the market along with the house. They didn’t love her. Not
anymore. Or maybe they’d never loved her enough. Riley couldn’t
blame them, though. Poor Amelia was half out of her mind,
struggling to cope with it all. She’d been on Valium since
September, eating those pills like M&Ms to ward off the nervous
breakdown she’d probably already had.

For the remainder of her senior year, Riley was
treated like an unwanted guest. She wished her hearing hadn’t been
so acute because she would have preferred not to hear the
conversations coming through the wall that separated her bedroom
from the master suite.

“I don’t trust her, Michael. What if she changes
into that…that wolf thing and kills us one
night?”

“Riley wouldn’t hurt us,” he said, trying to offer
comfort. “She’s never shown any aggression, Amelia. She’s always
been a good kid.”

“A good kid?” Amelia whimpered. “We didn’t
adopt a kid. We adopted a werewolf—a werewolf! Oh,
Michael,” she lamented, her voice rising to a pitiful pitch. “How
can this be happening? How can it? I feel like I’m
insane…like we’ve all gone insane. All I ever wanted was a little
girl. A perfect little girl. Is that too much to ask for? Is it?”
And then she sobbed uncontrollably.

Michael hushed her. “Shh…shh-shh-shh.” Riley
imagined him gathering his trophy wife in his protective arms,
calming and soothing her. “Don’t worry, darling. She’ll be going
off to college in a few months. We’ll find another baby girl,” he
promised with the confidence of a high-powered businessman who had
the means of obtaining anything her heart desired: too many
diamonds, an unnecessary maid, an apartment on Fifth Avenue—and
another little girl, if that’s what she wanted. Of course, the
irony of Amelia wanting a perfect little girl was that she herself
was perfectly incapable of conceiving one on her own.

In retrospect, it was probably a good thing that
Riley had shape-shifted before she’d had a chance to come out to
them. Knowing they’d adopted not only a werewolf, but a lesbian
werewolf, would have pushed Amelia Dawson clear over the edge. But
really, Riley felt bad for her. She totally understood her mother
not wanting to live with her a moment longer than she had to. Riley
didn’t know how much longer she could live with herself.

The change started coming randomly and with
increased frequency, but it was less painful and the transformation
usually complete—even if it did leave her standing on two feet
sometimes. It was more comfortable to be bipedal, but when she
wanted to pick up speed, she could drop to all fours like a bear
and cover Central Park’s eight hundred acres in no time at all.

Thank God the change didn’t come during the day, in
the middle of class, on the soccer field, or at home while the
Dawsons entertained friends and business associates. And thank God
they lived on Fifth Avenue, directly across from the park, where
she could disappear, unseen and hidden from the world.

Riley had no desire for violent thrills or the
blood-thirsty killings of fictional werewolves. Canids, like
humans, were a social species. All she wanted to do in fur was romp
and play…to make friends and connect. And it was just when her
sense of isolation and alienation became unbearable that she met
the three coyotes in Central Park. Curious but wary, it took weeks
before they had anything to do with her. They would approach, then
retreat, clearly confused by the incongruous mix of human and canid
chemistry. But Riley persisted with a show of submissive gestures
and play solicitations. She’d roll on her back, act silly, drop to
the ground and wag her tail, until finally they came to trust her
and allowed her to run with them. That’s all she wanted—to have fun
in the woods like she used to have with Fiona, to be accepted and
have this terrible loneliness go away.

Riley named the three of them: Gadget, Fidget, and
Widget. Gadget was amazingly dexterous, using his paws like kitchen
utensils to dig and pull rodents from under roots. He must have
concluded that Riley couldn’t hunt, because one night he carried
over a freshly killed mouse and dropped it at her big hairy feet.
Riley pretended to be excited, but when he turned away, she kicked
it in the direction of the other two. Fidget snapped it up and
swallowed it whole. She was the hyper one, always wanting to play
and wrestle. And Widget, the clever navigator, found shortcuts
through the dense underbrush that helped them traverse the park in
secrecy. She showed Riley how to sneak through the shadows from
Central Park, up through Columbia University, and across to
Riverdale Park without ever being seen.

But one early December evening in the woods that
surrounded Bethesda Fountain, Riley heard a woman’s cry. She lifted
her nose, catching the mingled scent of fear overpowered by the
adrenaline-laced stench of evil, and responded instinctively.
Bolting, she reached a speed of what must have been a good thirty
miles an hour, before slamming into a man as he forced a woman onto
the ground. The impact knocked the air out of the assailant,
sending him flying several feet. He rolled, landing on his ass, and
looked up in disbelief, terrified eyes scanning the ground for the
shiny blade he’d dropped. As Riley watched him crawl to it, she got
a whiff of something awful. The guy had shit himself. On his knees,
he lunged for the knife, but Riley, embracing for the first time
this new and magnificent feeling of physical power, tore into his
neck. A little too deeply. A hot spray of blood filled her mouth
and she backed away, salivating, shaking her head and tongue to rid
her mouth of the vile taste.

The shocked woman, her cheek bleeding, was still on
the ground, paralyzed for the moment.

“Go! Get out of here,” Riley shouted, the words
leaving her mouth more like a garbled bark. The woman snapped to,
scrambling to pick up the spilled items from her purse, then
stepped into a shoe she’d lost in the struggle, clutched the front
of her coat, and took off running.

Saturday morning Riley awoke to breakfast and
breaking news on the television: a woman had been robbed at
knifepoint in Central Park last night. Her face had been slashed,
and she’d been fighting off a sexual assault when, what was
described as a wolf or large coyote, came to her rescue. The woman
claimed that the animal spoke to her.

No doubt the police attributed the talking-animal
part to the victim’s hysteria, and passersby interviewed were all
rooting for the coyote who had saved the woman and killed the bad
guy. One less evil person to worry about, right? But the New York
City Parks Department didn’t think so. Wolves hadn’t inhabited
Central Park since the 1800s, and vagrant coyotes—healthy
coyotes—would never attack people. The public was cautioned about
entering the park after dusk. According to the reporter, cage traps
were being set to catch the four-legged vigilante that, judging
from its unusual behavior, might be rabid.

Mrs. Dawson, who was sitting across the table from
Riley, eating scrambled eggs and reading The New York Times
when the news caught her attention, seemed instantly to lose both
her appetite and composure. She knew Riley had been out past her
curfew last night. Not that anyone enforced it. The less time Riley
spent in the apartment, the happier everyone was.

“Dear God, Riley! What have you done? What
have you done?” Amelia dropped her fork in her plate, and
with trembling hands patted her lips with a cloth napkin. Without
another word she stood, ran to her bedroom, and slammed the
door.

Riley shrugged and poked at her scrambled eggs. Why
were people being cautioned about an altruistic coyote? Why weren’t
they more concerned about psychopaths running loose in the park?
And why was she being chided for saving a life? Oh, stop with
the theatrics, she wanted to shout after her mother. Go take
another pill, Amelia. Get a grip! But Riley kept her mouth
shut. If she was learning anything about her lycanthropic
condition, it was that becoming too excited, angry, or sexually
aroused seemed to trigger the change.

Upsetting her mother didn’t matter anymore. Mrs.
Dawson had been living in a perpetual state of distress since
August. All Riley cared about were the coyotes.

She got to school extra early on Monday morning to
question her science teacher, Mr. Burg, about the attack in the
park and what would happen if they caught the coyote.

“They’ll sample brain tissue. Test for rabies,” he
said.

“And if it doesn’t have rabies…they’ll let it
go?”

He chortled, apparently amused by her naïveté. “Uh,
well, let’s see, Riley. They’ll have to remove the head to get to
the brain so…no, they won’t be releasing it. Except maybe to the
Department of Sanitation.”

Horrified, Riley suddenly found it hard to breathe.
She ran out of the science room, cut out of school, and spent the
day sitting in the park, thinking of how best to protect her three
buddies. She felt terrible remorse for what she’d done—not for
ripping the man’s throat out, but for leaving the coyotes to take
the blame. The thought that one might die for her heroism made her
sick to her stomach. For the next week, after school let out and
dusk blanketed the city in winter shadows, she frantically scoured
the woods for baited cages. In Central Park’s southeast corner, not
far from the Plaza Hotel, she discovered two such traps and tripped
them both. And in a final attempt to save the animals, she turned
on them in fur, claiming the area as her own and driving them
out.

Confused by her betrayal and sudden territorial
aggression, Fidget and Gadget reluctantly retreated. She chased
them up through the university and into Riverside Park, and they
didn’t return. But Gadget, the young, hardheaded male outcast from
his birth territory to establish his own, kept sneaking back. And
it wasn’t long before he was caught. The sight of him on the eleven
o’clock news, caged and cowering as he was loaded into a truck,
drove Riley to a state of despair. The image would haunt her the
rest of her life. How could she ever forgive herself for his
capture and inevitable demise? That night she vowed never to attack
a human again, lest an innocent animal be hunted down and forced to
pay the price of death for her crimes.

 


* * *

 


By late winter it was time to fill out college
applications. Her father pushed her to apply to Smith College in
Northampton, Massachusetts, about thirty miles from their old cabin
in the Berkshires. It was one of the Seven Sisters colleges, and
Riley was familiar with the town. Over the past few summers the
Dawsons had driven there to see exhibits at Smith’s impressive art
museum, or to catch dinner and a comedy show. Michael
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