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      “This is a fun zany romantic Hamptons fantasy with the lead couple (Willy and Grant) heating up the sheets with enough energy to keep Long Island warm in the winter.”

      
        
        —Midwest Book Review

      

      

      “Willow Tate is back with another crazy adventure. You’ll love her feisty attitude as she tries to stick to her ‘no men’ creed with her newest partner. Laugh-out-loud funny! Readers will be in stitches.”

      
        
        —RTBook Reviews (RT top pick)

      

      

      “This is a fresh new take on the fantasy world mingling with our own, with a bit of supervillains and true love thrown in. For someone who likes paranormal, but wants a new twist, this is the perfect read.”

      
        
        —Parkersburg News and Sentinel

      

      

      This light-hearted urban fantasy series, which is what used to be known as the Unknown style of fantasy adventure, stood out for me with the very first book and the third is the best yet. Willow Tate is an illustrator who can bring magical creatures into our world by drawing them, in both senses of the word. Her latest is a fire wizard, which leads to a series of magical mishaps involving fire, until the secretive organization that deals with these things sends a man whose presence suppresses fire. But that leads to all sorts of new complications. There’s a bunch of quirky subsidiary characters, amusing plot twists, and Keystone Kops type mayhem. This is definitely not a series you want to lump in with the majority of recent urban fantasy, and it’s guaranteed to bring a smile to your face.”

      
        
        —Critical Mass

      

      

      “The world-building is the best part of Trolls. The people and places come alive; the fantastical back-story is unusual and fascinating; and the whole of it is definitely something new and extraordinary, and a welcome break from vampires and werecreatures.”

      
        
        —Errant Dreams

      

      

      “In fine, small-town mystery fashion, Paumanok Harbor is full of quirky people, many with odd little magic talents…. It’s a fun adventure; Willow’s an engaging character…charming series.”

      
        
        —Locus

      

      

      “This is a well-written, cute series that is on the very lightest side of the urban fantasy genre—almost chick-lit light, really (but without the shoe shopping). The author definitely captures the sense of place in both Manhattan and the Hamptons. This is an entertaining and amusing series that would make a perfect beach read.”

      
        
        —Fang-tastic Fiction

      

      

      

      
        
        Turn to the back of this book for a preview of the next novel in the Willow Tate series, Sand Witches in the Hamptons.
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      Crazy things kept happening in the Hamptons. I had nothing whatsoever to do with any of them. I swear.

      The new nutso stuff wasn’t my kind of crazy, like ten-foot trolls and telepathic horses and pyrotechnic lightning bugs from a secret parallel universe. The latest events weren’t the usual East End insanity either, with billionaires claiming they owned the beach so no one could walk along the ocean, or some do-gooder causing a riot by throwing surfcasters’ striped bass back in the water, or the government allowing people to rebuild houses on land destroyed by hurricanes and storms, when they’d only fall in the ocean at the next big blow. Those were irrational, but not unusual.

      Nope, what they now had on the South Fork of Long Island was a surprising off-season crime spree: a bank robbery in Southampton, another in Wainscott; jewelry store heists in Sag Harbor and East Hampton; stickups at the American Legion Hall in Amagansett during a fund-raising dance and at a pub quiz in Springs. No one could remember so much crime in the area in so short a time, especially in mid-September. Even the dumbest thief had to know how effective roadblocks could be, with only two roads, Montauk Highway and the Sunrise Highway, leading across the Shinnecock Canal and a clean escape off the Island. What made it odder was how no witnesses saw getaway cars. No one recognized the robbers’ voices or accents, or could identify their clothes, only the black ski masks they wore. The people whose watches and wallets were taken couldn’t say how many thieves, how tall, what sex.

      Mass amnesia? I loved it, especially since no one in Paumanok Harbor could blame me the way they usually did. I sat cozily in my New York City apartment, minding my own business of writing and illustrating graphic novels for young adults, getting updates from family and friends.

      They’d made the six o’clock news tonight, though, after the latest natural disasters. This time a million dollars went missing from the bank account of East Hampton Township, in which the Harbor was the smallest village. Cyber-embezzlement, they said, and called in the FBI. When my book characters—totally products of my imagination, I used to believe— suddenly sprang from my computer to life here on Earth, I had to call in the guys from DUE, the Department of Unexplained Events. Their agents created more chaos in my life and my head and my heart than any five trolls or felons.

      Not this time.

      My hero stayed on the page, hot and honor-bound, while men in suits and shades chased up and down Route 27 looking for bandits. Spenser Matthews was too busy hiding his real, otherworld identity and fighting evil to care about a crime spree on Long Island. Hell, if he were real, no beaches would be coated with oil.

      The pod of dolphins that swam near East Hampton last week herding the late summer swimmers back to shore had nothing to do with him. Or with me. So what if my super-powered Spenser’s alter ego was the sea god M’ma, protector of oceans and nurturer of his symbiotic minions? M’ma’s buddies were magical lantern beetles, not ordinary bottlenose dolphins. Okay, not so ordinary when they swam east and wrecked the fall surfing contest in Montauk yesterday by upending every board until the surfers gave up and got out of the water.

      Odd, but not my problem. Neither were the first-ever tornado in Watermill, the purple pumpkins in Bridgehampton, or the new tick disease found only on the East End, to say nothing of the earthquakes and volcanic eruptions across the globe. Finding a companion for Spenser Matthews, in the tradition of Batman’s Robin or Superman’s Lois Lane, was my problem. I refused to think about who the real Matt Spenser—the veterinarian who’d won naming rights by being the highest bidder at a benefit auction over Labor Day—was spending his time with. I’d given up men again. Or still.

      I had my own sidekick, a six-pound, three-legged, attitudinal Pomeranian named Little Red. He didn’t like being in the city, on a leash, smuggled in and out of my rent-controlled, no-pets apartment like a take-out meal in a tote bag.

      Too bad. I lived in Manhattan, not Paumanok Harbor. I only went to the country when my mother needed someone to take care of her elderly rescue dogs. With the summer season over, my cousin Susan cooked fewer hours at her uncle’s restaurant, so she could watch them. Of course I missed the clean salt air, the bay beaches a couple of blocks away, the quiet nights with no sirens or horns blowing. And Matt.

      “We’ll go back when I finish the first draft,” I told the dog, who was licking his toes. “The weather will still be nice enough for long walks—” Little Red got carried, mostly, “—and there’ll be less traffic, too.” And maybe by then Matt Spenser wouldn’t look at me as if I had two heads or spoke in tongues. I couldn’t blame him, not after the night he saw the real M’ma, a being from the hidden world called Unity, not my imagination. M’ma broke a million sacred rules to trespass here, and broke a million of our physical laws to metamorphose from a lump of decaying whale-like blubber into a fiery winged god that threw me a kiss good-bye before diving into the bay.

      Neither Matt nor I, nor anyone else who happened to be out in the salt marshes that night, could ever forget the scene. Only a handful of spectators could actually understand it. No one would let me tell Matt about forbidden contact with the otherworld, not when he was no kind of esper, and an outsider in Paumanok Harbor besides. The agents from DUE wanted to wipe his memory clean, or worse.

      He was our veterinarian, I shouted at them. And he swore not to tell anyone what he’d seen. I trusted him. They should, too. Who’d believe his absurd account anyway? No one.

      They weren’t convinced. Protecting Paumanok Harbor and its secrets had priority over one untalented, unpsychic, unimportant individual. Surprising them and myself with my emotional reaction, I started screaming.

      “He is important! He saved my dog. He helped me protect M’ma when the rest of you were too busy putting out fires. He believed me!”

      I threatened to tell the world about the Royce-Harmon Institute for Psionic Research myself if they stole Matt’s memory or harmed him in any way. They let him go, but it was too late. I knew Matt worried about his sanity. Or maybe he just believed I was the crazy one. I worried about that, too.

      So I left.

      Leaving Paumanok Harbor with its small-town gossip, its oddball inhabitants, and my guilt about Matt took a weight off my shoulders. Unfortunately, most of the weight settled around my butt and belly. Yeck. That was another reason I stayed away from the Harbor: my cousin’s four-star cooking and the leftovers she brought home from the restaurant, plus the jams and fresh bread from my grandmother’s farm stand. Not that Manhattan didn’t offer every kind of takeout and food truck, but I could be more disciplined here.

      So I ate another Oreo and went back to work looking for a sidekick.

      The real Matt Spenser was an animal doctor. My Spenser Matthews owned a pet shop, maybe in Massachusetts or New Jersey, somewhere on the ocean, of course, so he’d be close to his alternative environment. He’d carry birds and fish and little furry creatures and a couple of slimy ones, too, but only adoptable dogs and cats from the local shelters. If he had puppy mill dogs for sale, my animal-rights crusading mother would kill me.

      I sketched Matt—that is, Spenser—with a parrot on his shoulder. Too piratical. A ferret? Adorable but smelly, and where would it go when he transformed into the sea god? A fish? He couldn’t very well carry a bowl around with him, and no hunky guy talked to goldfish. A lizard? People would think he sold insurance.

      Frustrated, I put on the ten o’clock news. The Hamptons made the headlines again. This time two restaurants in Noyac got hit, the tills emptied along with the patrons’ pockets. No one saw anything but ski masks. The dolphins were back in the news, too. This time with video. They’d left the surfing beach at Ditch Plains and headed east to the Montauk Lighthouse. They knocked surf casters there off the rocks and pushed them to shore, then they went after the spearfishing scuba divers, in teams. One grabbed the spears, another disconnected the air hoses, while two more grabbed the guys by the flippers and towed them in backward.

      “I guess the dolphins are tired of sharing their suppers and their territory,” the newscaster said with a nervous laugh. “But people are being warned to stay out of the ocean. These animals are big, and getting more aggressive, although they have not harmed anyone yet. Furthermore, the oceanographers remind us that they are a protected species. Injuring or harassing one of the sea mammals is a federal crime and the laws will be enforced. Scientists from NOAA, the Riverhead Foundation for Marine Research and Preservation, and the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution in Cape Cod are all monitoring the pod and its unusual behavior.”

      He flipped a page on his desk. “Speaking of unusual, there’s still a reason to go out to the Hamptons, despite the no-swimming ban and the crime wave. An extremely rare, endangered shore bird has been spotted in tiny Paumanok Harbor, on the north side of the South Fork of

      Long Island. The pink-toed Patagonian oiaca is so rare and reclusive we don’t have a clear picture to show you, but several experts have identified the species.”

      I turned off the TV. “We’re not going back there any time soon,” I told Little Red, “so you better get used to your wee-wee pads. Traffic will be at a standstill and the whole town will be filled with telescope-toting birdwatchers. At least the restaurants and delis will do good business.”

      Red didn’t care about rare birds, traffic, or tourists. He wanted to go o-u-t. Like on a leash, downstairs, in the dark, with plastic poop bags, where people yelled at you if your dog pissed on the straggly petunias around the pollution-stunted trees in their tiny squares of dirt.

      Maybe Paumanok Harbor had its good points, like Mom’s fenced-in yard and floodlights, with my relatives living across the street and down the block. Except one of my relatives was a witch, and I wasn’t altogether sure about the rest of them.

      “All right, all right. I’ll take you out. Stop barking before we get reported to the tenants’ association.”

      By the time I’d put on shoes and combed my hair, taken the Pomeranian in his tote down the three flights of stairs, around the corner where none of the neighbors could see him, then waited for him to find the perfect spot so I could clean up the filthy gutter, then do the whole trip in reverse, it was too late to get back to work.

      “Come on, we’re going to bed. I’ll get more done tomorrow after a good night’s sleep.”

      Except I didn’t get a good night’s sleep. Something kept nagging at me. Not the pink-toed Patagonian oiaca that I couldn’t find on the Internet or in my bird books, not the search for a likable cartoon companion, not even Little Red’s snoring. I rolled over again.

      The dolphins and the robberies were someone else’s responsibility, I reminded my weary self, not mine. Susan assured me the old dogs at my mother’s house were doing well. Why not, on Susan’s leftovers? I untwisted my nightshirt.

      I had time on my deadline and money in the bank. I threw off the covers.

      Dad in Florida had a new girlfriend, and Mom said she’d found homes for most of her retired greyhounds. Little Red snarled when I shoved my extra pillow away and threw myself facedown on the mattress.

      What the hell was bugging me?

      Frigging chiggers, that’s what.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      I now harbored the most obnoxious, disgusting blood-sucking parasites—and I am not talking about my former boyfriend Arlen. City people might have bedbugs, but eastern Long Islanders had chiggers. The repulsive, maddening monsters hung out in tall grass and weeds, in places only an idiot would go, or someone trying to save a lost sea soul. I’d spent days sitting in bramble trying to comfort what I thought was a dying creature. Now I felt like I’d been on the wrong end of the autopsy.

      You couldn’t see the little bastards, only feel them. They burrowed under your skin, causing the worst burning itch of your life. they usually started at your ankles, filled up on your blood and moved on, anywhere warm, like in your socks, beneath the elastic bands of your underwear, or your crotch, the perverted pestilences. Hot showers raised up more burning, tormenting welts and if you scratched them, ichor dripped out. I wanted to rip my skin off and send it to the dry cleaner. Or the fumigator.

      I needed help.

      My cousin Susan worked late and partied later. She’d still be sleeping.

      I called her mother instead. Aunt Jasmine had lived her whole life in Paumanok Harbor. Her husband helped Grandma Eve run the farm. Surely Aunt Jas would know what to do. Besides, she dealt with hysterical people in crisis all the time. She taught school.

      “Your grandmother makes up a lotion that gets rid of them,” she told me.

      “I’m never coming back to that godforsaken, infested place,” I told her. Nor was I about to use any of Grandma Eve’s grimoire formulas. Not after a gang of cabbage-smashing kids all ended up with genital warts last year. “What can I do, here in the civilized world?”

      She laughed. “You call dodging messenger bikes and breathing bus exhaust civilized?”

      “I need help here. Aunt Jas, not a country mouse/city mouse spiel. I’m scratching myself bloody.”

      “Okay, first you have to wash your sheets and towels and pajamas in hot water. As hot as you can make it. Otherwise you’ll keep breeding the nasty little devils and getting reinfested. Then get some anti-itch ointment. Any drugstore will have it.”

      So I took my laundry and everything I’d brought back on the bus from Paumanok Harbor downstairs to the basement laundry room. I filled every washing machine, which didn’t earn me any points with the first-floor pregnant tenant who had to wait. As soon as I shoveled the sodden stuff into the driers, I raced up the three flights, fetched Little Red and my credit card, and hustled to the nearest drugstore. The dog didn’t get much walking, sniffing, or marking done, but I bought three different kinds of ointments for bites, bums, and scrapes. By now I had them all.

      The creams worked for about half an hour. Then the itching started again, worse, in new places where my sneakers had rubbed or the top of my jeans. Susan had to be up by now. My younger cousin had been born in the desolate east-of-everything and never missed a beach party, private picnic in the dunes, or a good-looking surfer dude. It was a miracle she didn’t have STDs, much less parasites. She had cancer last year, though, so I should stop complaining. But, hell, I itched.

      “Yeah, chiggers are a bitch, but they don’t carry diseases like ticks.”

      “So what can I do about them? I’m going crazy.”

      “Grandma—”

      “No.”

      “A doctor? They have prescription meds that kill the bugs.”

      I had a dentist and a gynecologist and a walk-in clinic that took my insurance for flu shots. I never saw the same doctor twice. No way was I showing my pox-covered ass to a stranger. “What else?”

      “I heard you could try putting clear nail polish on the bites. Suffocate the bastards.”

      I only had red polish, but so what? So now I looked like a leper.

      And I still itched, except where I’d drawn blood. I guess the blood flushed the venom out. I scratched harder.

      I blamed my mother, of course. I wouldn’t have gone to Paumanok Harbor in the first place if not for her and her dogs and her well-rehearsed guilt sermon. I wouldn’t have encountered M’ma, or the troll, or Grant whom I almost married. I wouldn’t have gotten involved with the paranormal or the parasites.

      I called her cell. Heaven knew where she was.

      “I’ll be home soon,” she said. “We’ve shut down another dog fighting operation, and have one more breeder to investigate.”

      “I need help now. Mom! I’ll be a bloody mess by the time you get here, with permanent scars.”

      She sniffed in disapproval. “You always enjoyed melodrama, Willy. The bites’ll go away in a day or two. Maybe a week. Or two.”

      She must have heard me gasp. “You could always try flea powder. That kills almost anything. Of course I never use those horrible chemicals on any of my dogs when I can avoid it.”

      “But it’s okay for your only daughter?”

      Snort. “There you go, finding fault and acting like an abused child. You’re thirty-five, Willy, so stop whining.”

      “I’m not whining.” Or sniffing in deviated septum scorn. I wasn’t surprised either. My mother always put her animals ahead of her family, which made sense for one of the world’s best dog whisperers.

      She never claimed to be the world’s best parent. “Just like your father, taking yourself so seriously and never listening to what I say. You asked me, I told you.”

      She was right. So I called Dad in Florida.

      “That’s what I always hated about the summer place,” he said when I explained my problem. “Poison this, stinging that. Undertow here, sharks there. And your mother—”

      “Dad! I called about chiggers, not about your divorce.” Which occurred almost two decades ago. Neither one ever got over it. Mom had gone to Florida, where I am certain they have fire ants and snakes and alligators, to help Dad after his bypass surgery in the spring. He survived the surgery better than he survived the visit. Mom discovered the plight of racing greyhounds and hadn’t come home to Paumanok Harbor since.

      My father didn’t have any advice about the bites. “The old bat will have the solution,” he said, referring to my grandmother. “But don’t let her read your tea leaves. She makes up that fortune-telling crap anyway.”

      Considering that my father was a precog himself, I never knew who or what to believe. “Any danger in sight?”

      “I don’t think anyone’s ever died from chiggers. Blood poisoning, maybe. But now that I think of it, I did have a glimpse of something foreboding last night.”

      “What, one of your lady friends trying to pin you down to a long-term commitment?” My father’d had a long string of widows and divorcees since he moved to Florida after the divorce. Maybe before, according to my mother.

      “Stu.”

      “What, she’s a lousy cook?”

      “Not cooked stew, I sense, but S-t-u.”

      “Oh, she has a jealous husband. Find another ch—” My mother called Dad’s women chippies. “Charmer. You don’t want to break up a marriage.”

      Oops. That’s what caused the divorce, I guess. “I mean there’s a lot of women in Florida.”

      “We’re talking about you, not me, baby girl. You know

      I only get bad feelings if someone I love is in danger. All I know about the threat is its name is Stu. Be careful. Watch out. You know how I worry.”

      “Sure, Dad.” That may have been another reason for the divorce: my father’s constant fretting and half-assed presentiments. What they lacked in sense, they made up for in sincerity. “I’ll avoid any man named Stu, and stewed prunes and stewardesses, just to be safe. Love you.”

      By now I’d peeled the nail polish off, slathered on all three anti-itch creams again, and took an allergy pill for good measure. But every time I sat down I felt a new bite. Chances were I’d already contaminated my clean laundry, too, and I’d forgotten to buy clear nail polish at the drugstore. Tough. I used the red again. I was tired and cranky and I hated this day. It wasn’t even lunchtime yet. I’d never make it for a week.

      So I knocked on Mrs. Abbottini’s door. She and I shared the third floor of the old brownstone. I had the front unit, my parents’ old apartment where I’d lived most of my life. My front windows overlooked the street. Mrs. Abbottini’s apartment faced the sooty back of the building behind us. She resented that. Still, she and my mother were good friends. The old lady visited Mom at Paumanok Harbor every summer after my parents split. Maybe she knew about chiggers.

      “They gave your father a heart attack, your mother says.”

      “Chiggers,” I shouted, “not chippies.”

      “Chicago? Never been there.”

      I turned down the TV so she could hear me yell “chiggers.” Now the whole building knew I had bugs.

      Her false teeth clacked. “What were you doing, rolling around in the grass with one of your lovers? Your mother told me all about you and your carrying on this summer.”

      Okay, I’d spent time with a couple of different guys recently. I was thirty-five and unattached. My personal affairs—not that I’d call them affairs, of course—were no one’s business but mine. Besides, I dared any female, pushing Mrs. Abbottini’s eighty or not, to resist Agent Grant from DUE and the British peerage, or Ty Farraday, the famous equestrian rodeo star, or Piet Doom, the intrepid firefighter. All three were secret superheroes, with supernatural talents, and super sexy. And nice. I don’t regret being close to any of them or loving each of them in his own way. What I do regret is how we all lived such different lives that nothing could come from the relationships but a summer romance.

      “Bug bites, Mrs. A. Not my love life.”

      More clacking and cackling. “Too bad. If you married that Englishman and moved to his castle, I could have had the front rooms.”

      “Maybe I’ll die of cooties.” I headed for the door. “You can always hope.”

      “Oh, sit down. I’ll go get my razor.”

      Holy shit. “It’s not that bad! Sorry I bothered you.”

      “Maybe you ought to do it yourself anyway. My eyesight isn’t what it used to be.”

      Neither was my heart rate. I was halfway across the hall before she shouted directions. “You shave the bites really close to open the hard crust.”

      I was nauseous already.

      “Then you pour in peroxide to kill the buggers. Or is it alcohol? Maybe vinegar. I’d go with scotch.” She licked her thin lips. “Hmm. I think I will.”

      I went home and tried to work, but nothing came to me except a fierce itch where I’d been sitting. I took a long walk down Third Avenue so I’d be tired enough to sleep, but couldn’t. I started to read a book, but got bored and put on the Yankees. They lost. That’s how things were going.

      I didn’t sleep all night. The bastards liked the dark. Now I had welts up and down my legs, my thighs, my stomach.

      Little Red didn’t even ask to sleep on my bed. He curled up on the sofa and licked his toes.

      I gave up, conceded defeat, and called my grandmother. I loved her. I knew she loved me. We just couldn’t get along. She knew what was best for everyone and told them so, often and loudly. She thought every child born in the bloody, bewitched Harbor should be tested for psychic ability by the people at the Royce Institute. Then they should marry according to some genetic pattern, like breeding horses for stamina or cows for better milk. I wasn’t a freaking labradoodle. I wasn’t a freak.

      Half of Paumanok Harbor was terrified of her after that incident with the cabbages. The other half relished her fresh vegetables and tea readings. I didn’t want to know the future she had in mind for me.

      I guess she had a point about studying with the espers at Royce, though. I’d had to learn in a hurry about Royce, DUE, Unity and the rest, and still had no idea what a Visualizer like me was supposed to do half the time. Not that any of the so-called experts did either. But this was chiggers, nothing arcane or out of the ordinary.

      “Of course I know how to get rid of chiggers.”

      “It doesn’t involve a razor, does it?”

      “No. They’re bad this year. I have to make up a new batch of ointment, but I am too busy right now. You have heard about the Patagonian oiaca, haven’t you?”

      “Yeah. It’s got pink toes.”

      “It’s wrecking my fields.”

      Grandma Eve had experimental gardens tucked all over the working farm, growing exotics, illegals, and heaven knew what. Some had government approval; Eve Garland was such a renowned herbalist. Most witches were.

      “I thought it was a small bird. How much could it eat?”

      “It’s not the bird. It’s the jackasses come to gawk at the poor thing.”

      I almost asked if any of them were named Stu, but she was on a rant. “They’re trampling everything in sight, showing no respect for private property or ripening crops. I’ve had to hire extra workers just to guard the perimeters and put up more fences. The bird can’t survive here, anyway, not with winter coming. It has no mate, either.”

      Either? People could survive without a mate. People like me. Grandma Eve never missed a cheap shot to remind me of my unmarried state, or my lack of propagating the species of paranormals. We’d ridden this merry-go-round enough times that I ignored the dig. “Why don’t they catch it and take it home to South America?”

      “The ornithologists think it escaped from some private contraband collection. They can’t bring it back to its original habitat in case it picked up a disease that could wipe out the last of the species found in some obscure bit of forest. Now the high muckety-mucks in charge are trying to decide where to take it. If they can find it. The dratted thing keeps flitting around, hiding in the shrubs. One faction fears they’ll hurt it worse by capturing the bird. Another says let nature take its course. I say they’re already traumatizing the creature with all the hubbub.”

      “Is anyone worried about a hawk or an owl or a feral cat carrying it off?”

      “They’re not sure that hasn’t already happened. No one has seen the oiaca in two days. You should be here.”

      “Why, to look for pink toes something spit out?”

      “No, Willow, you should be here to stand by your family in time of need. That’s what we do.”

      No, what we did was more complicated than that. Grandma Eve brewed herbs and incantations. My mother talked to dogs, my father predicted doom. Susan’s cooking could change moods, her father read dirt, and her mother wrangled schoolkids. Before she died, my other grandmother talked to invisible people who answered her back. Some family, huh?

      As for me, sometimes I imagined magical beings that actually appeared, but mostly I wrote books. I tried, anyway, after hanging up the phone to cut off my grandmother’s usual disappointment in me.

      My hero still had no sidekick and I had a wastepaper basket filled with wasted paper. After that I spent another night wrestling with the sheets and the scratching before I took a Tylenol PM. Little Red woke me up before dawn with a loud, constant slurping at his toes.

      “Damn it, Red, go back to sleep.”

      He didn’t.

      I put on the light so I could yell louder. Then I looked at him. He had wet, raw wounds on both his front feet where he kept frantically licking, pulling the hair out. He didn’t stop to look at me, and snarled when I tried to nudge his mouth away from the ugly sores.

      Oh, shit. My dog had chiggers, too.
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      Midweek, midmorning, mid-September, the Hampton Jitney was middling filled. Little Red got a seat of his own, out of his carrying case, without my having to pay for an extra ticket or hold him on my lap for over two hours. He got the window seat so he could look out, which kept the Pom too excited to gnaw at his toes. I’d put some of the anti-itch cream on his feet, then wrapped them in gauze and taped them so he wouldn’t lick off the salve. That was the best I could do until we got to the only vet I’d trust with the snarky, snappy little dog I’d come to love. Abused and abandoned, he couldn’t be blamed for being insecure and unsociable. We were working on it. Right now, for better or worse, we were going home to Paumanok Harbor, to Matt.

      Whose life I may have ruined.

      I wasn’t quite as excited as Little Red to be headed east.

      Before the bus had reached us at its last pickup spot on East 40th Street, between Third and Lex, some of the passengers—the ones whose thumbs or ears or mouths were not connected to one electronic device or another—chatted about the latest news from the Hamptons.

      More robberies had occurred last night, this time at the new 7-Eleven in Montauk, then the East Hampton Cinema’s box office. Ski masks, no arrests, no IDs. The bus passengers credited the thieves with great skills and savvy. They blamed the local police for great stupidity and sloth. I had my doubts about both, an uncomfortable feeling that something was not right about the crime scenes. Not that I’d ever written detective stories or researched police investigations.

      I made a mental note to pass on my father’s vague warning about someone named Stu to Uncle Henry in case there was a connection to the break-ins. Uncle Henry Haversmith was Paumanok Harbor’s police chief and not really my uncle, just an old friend of the family. He knew about my father’s forecasts and might take them seriously.

      Sure, and traffic might go the speed limit on the Long Island Expressway. No one gave credence to Dad’s premonitions except me, when I could figure them out.

      One woman on the waiting line said she’d left all her jewelry home as a precaution. Another said she had her cash and credit cards stuffed in her bra. A tourist couple visiting their daughter in Hampton Bays worried about going out to dinner. The gang had already targeted a couple of the more expensive restaurants. A man in a last-summer’s fashion fedora thought they’d be safe eating in small, cheaper places where the cash register didn’t hold so much and the patrons’ wallets weren’t as fat.

      Two older men toting huge telescopes in well-padded cases thought the crime spree, which would be business as usual anywhere else in the country, was being hyped as part of a conspiracy to keep people out of the Hamptons, to keep the Patagonian prize avian for themselves.

      According to a blond young man with a ponytail, who heard from the girl he was going to visit in Montauk, the belligerent dolphins had turned the corner around the lighthouse. Last seen, they’d hassled a handful of paddle-boarders readying for a race to Block Island. I couldn’t imagine how anyone could stand up on a surfboard, much less paddle it all the miles across open waters. Or why they’d want to. Block Island was in a whole nother state.

      Now they couldn’t hold the race, due to the dolphins who stole the paddles and pushed the boards back to Gin Beach, the paddlers on top, willing or not. No one got hurt, but, boy, did the race organizers get pissed when they had to return the entry fees. Half the paddlers got mad, too, but the rest of them were thrilled with the chance to meet another sentient species face-to-face. If not for the Coast Guard and marine mammal stranding officials keeping boats away from the pod, and the beach patrol keeping more boardsmen out of the water, every dude with a board and a paddle might have jumped in to play

      The ponytailed guy said he didn’t bother bringing his wet suit with him. The beaches were closed along the whole coast.

      He shrugged. “Guess I’ll have to spend more time with my girl.”

      Experts thought the pod intended to head around Plum Gut and down to Long Island Sound along the North Fork. They frequently chased schools of baitfish there, occasionally getting trapped in tiny harbors when the tide went out. Worse, dolphins sometimes tried to navigate the clogged East River past Manhattan. The Coast Guard stood by, ready to try herding them to safety.

      Other experts believed the dolphins might turn back toward Montauk and head for the open ocean. No one knew their goals, or the reason for their sudden antipathy to anyone in the water.

      Another conspiracy theory claimed they’d secretly been trained and sent by the Jersey shore, the major competitor for big surfing events in the east. A lady in a lavender jogging suit suggested the dolphins were getting even with us for polluting the ocean.

      The marine science people had plans to dart one of the animals with a tracking device. Another boatload of specialists were on their way with underwater sound equipment. They hoped to record the dolphins’ vocalizations for comparisons and interpretations. Meanwhile, swimming, surfing, and kayaking were prohibited in the area. Which, I was sure, did not stop kids from sneaking out to get a look and maybe a ride back to the beach.

      On another front, a worried-looking man in a rumpled suit told us that the personal data of every employee of the town of East Hampton—as opposed to East Hampton village—had been hacked. Someone posted social security numbers, salaries, and home addresses online for every cop, clerk, and town board member. Judges, secretaries, department heads, all had their bank accounts locked down to prevent cyber-piracy. Now over three hundred people couldn’t pay their bills or buy groceries. The man was bringing a new ATM card for his wife. And cash, I guessed, from the way he kept checking his wallet and his inside jacket pocket. The town budget director feared the tax rolls were next.

      I feared a lot of things. Okay, I was a complete chicken-shit coward, and not just about the usual culprits. Thunder and heights and tunnels and bridges and guns and little boats and big boats and snakes and spiders—I shook at them all. Add in taxi drivers with eye patches, choking on chicken bones, going crazy or getting Alzheimer’s, dying alone and unloved, and I was a basket case. The last shrink I’d been to, years ago, blamed my anxieties on my parents’ divorce, like Little Red’s foibles. He said it didn’t matter, though, because I didn’t let my fears rule my life. I coped.

      If I’d ever told him that my father made doom-filled prophecies, my uncle recognized if someone told a lie, and my grandmother was a witch, to say nothing of the family friend who controlled the weather or the librarian who always knew what book I wanted to read, the shrink would have me locked up in a second. Instead, he wanted to prescribe drugs, which made me worry I’d lose my creative instincts. I stopped going.

      But right now I didn’t have a single qualm about anything except Little Red and Matt. And the chiggers, of course. I tried not to scratch where anyone could see.

      Maybe I had to close my eyes when the bus went through the seemingly endless Midtown Tunnel, which was far underground, with dark, cold water on every side. But the goings-on in the Hamptons didn’t faze me a bit. After what I’d seen and been through recently, simple robberies were child’s play. I didn’t have enough cash to worry about, or an account in Paumanok Harbor in case the bank there got hit. My name wasn’t entered in any database with the local government. Identity theft? That could happen any time. I took as many precautions as I could and left the rest to fate. Pushy dolphins? They should meet my mother. Like everyone else, I wondered about their odd behavior, and I suppose I’d like to touch a dolphin once—maybe at Sea World in Florida—but I never, ever swam in the ocean’s strong currents. Besides, it was September. I’d put my bathing suits away with my white capris. I was safe.

      I did have one piece of treasured jewelry, though, that I never took off. My mother gave me the pendant she’d had made from her wedding band, with the diamond from her engagement ring set into the gold strip. According to people who should know, the inscription on the back is in an ancient language from an ancient world, when true love lasted forever. It gave me hope. It gave me courage. I tucked it under my shirt.

      The trip went quickly, with no long traffic snarls. The hostess passed out juice boxes or water bottles and the New York Times. I did the puzzle, in ink. Little Red got tired of standing up on his one rear leg to look out the window, so he curled in my lap like a little fox, his plumy tail tucked around him. I forgave him for peeing on my shoe after I bandaged his feet.

      When people got off at the various stops, the driver called, “Good luck, stay safe,” instead of the usual “Have a nice trip,” or “Thank you for coming.” By the time we got to Amagansett, the last stop before Montauk, only a handful of passengers were left.

      The bus didn’t run to Paumanok Harbor, so I got off in Amagansett, across from the railroad station. The birdwatchers got off after me, then a dark-haired man who’d been sitting toward the rear of the bus. We all had to wait for the driver to come around to open the cargo bay beneath the bus, for the rest of our luggage.

      “Are you nervous about the robberies?” I asked, just to make conversation.

      The birdwatchers clutched their telescopes closer, but the other man patted his pocket. “Bring them on,” he said. “I’ll take care of the hoodlums.”

      So now the populace went around with concealed weapons. I wondered if they’d be shooting the dolphins next, or if I should warn Grandma Eve.

      He got in a car and headed west, thank goodness, not toward Paumanok Harbor. The birdwatchers left in a taxi. Little Red and I waited for Susan on a nearby wooden bench. She showed up almost on time, before Red pulled the tape and gauze away from his feet.

      I hadn’t seen my cousin in a week, and I swear she had another hoop in her eyebrow and new magenta streaks in her sandy blonde hair. Her nipples showed through the skimpy T-shirt; her stomach showed above her jeans. She cooed over Little Red, though, so I guess it didn’t matter that she looked like a hooker. I didn’t comment on her looks and she, for once, didn’t give me the what-have-you-done-now stink eye. My twenty-six-year-old baby cousin always knew when I was in trouble. She used to squeal to our parents, too.

      “Poor puppy, stuck in the big city with no one but a bookworm. What, did she forget your flea and tick drops?”

      “No, I did not. I think he got chiggers, too. That’s why I came back.”

      She smiled when she carried the Pomeranian back to her car—my mother’s old Outback—across the street. “I thought you came home to see Matt.”

      “I did. Red needs a vet.”

      Her smile turned into a grin. “Uh-huh. And they don’t have any vets in the big, bad city.”

      “So how’s the restaurant doing?” I asked, changing the subject to her favorite topic, after men. “Are people still eating out with all the robberies around?”

      “We’d be in deep shit except for the naturalists. Sitting on your ass behind a shrub all day works up an appetite, I guess. Would you believe they order the chicken and the game hen instead of going vegetarian? Go figure.” Susan made a U-tum right across Amagansett’s main street and barreled east to pick up Cranberry Hole Road and the Paumanok Harbor turnoff from Montauk Highway. I hung on to Little Red so he didn’t go flying at the corners.

      “You think you could go a little slower? I thought you didn’t have to be at work until late today.”

      “Yeah, but Grandma needs me at the farm until the high school kids get home to direct traffic.”

      “There are that many people here to see a bird?”

      “They say it’s a life bird. A once in a lifetime chance to put it on your list. Some of these people travel the world to spot a rare bird.”

      “Do they actually get to see it?”

      “A few of them might. But they can hear it sometimes, and they say that counts.”

      “Have you seen it?”

      “No, but the damn thing tweets all night near your house.” Where she was staying, to take care of the two old dogs my mother adopted, and to be away from her mother’s disapproval. “And no, it doesn’t use a Blackberry to tweet. The oiaca chirps, ‘Twee, twee.’ No one answers, of course, so it’s kind of sad. And annoying. It’s got a really loud, scratchy call. Distinctive, though, they say.”

      “It’s near my house now?”

      “Sometimes, but the naturalists don’t know that. Grandma makes the bird peepers leave at night.”

      Now I felt sorry for the poor pink-toed castaway. “Maybe it’ll leave soon when no mate answers its call.”

      “That’s what Grandma’s hoping. She’s really upset. For the bird and for the farm.”

      Eve Garland got scarier when she got upset. Maybe the oiaca heard about her, and that’s why it hung out at my house, rather than get changed into a toad.

      I could see what had my grandmother so aggravated. Cars littered the dirt road and all the way to the farm, parked in front of my house and on Susan’s mother’s lawn, blocking the farm stand. Who knew where the occupants were.

      “Can’t the police help?”

      “It’s a private road. If Grandma closes it to all traffic, there’s no business for the farm stand, only rotten vegetables, wasted food, and out-of-work pickers and cashiers. Mrs. Donohue won’t get her egg money, and the Berkmans can’t sell their breads. No one wants that.”

      “I thought she hired more help.”

      “Kids, mostly, and posthole diggers for more fences. She’s afraid to string electric wires because of all the children who come to pick pumpkins. And the bird. My father’s tearing his hair out trying to figure out a solution that keeps everyone happy.”

      “I’ll think about it. After I get Little Red fixed up.”

      “You still think he got chiggers from you?”

      I pulled up my pants leg to show her the red spots. Some were new bites, some nail polish. “Nothing’s working. Now Red’s itching himself hairless.”

      “Talk to Grandma.”

      I’d talk to Matt first.
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      “Paumanok Harbor Animal Hospital.”

      “Hello. This is—”

      “Please hold.”

      “Okay.”

      Click.

      “Okay.” So I listened to the veterinarian’s office hours and the phone number for the emergency clinic in Riverhead that was open twenty-four hours a day. Fine, except in a life-or-death emergency. Riverhead was almost an hour away. Then again, if you had a heart attack in Paumanok Harbor, the ambulance ride to the nearest hospital could be that long or longer, depending on the season. This wasn’t a great place to be sick.

      I wrote down the number for the emergency clinic while I waited, and checked to see it was in my mother’s address book. It was, with directions to find the place. I felt like I could be halfway there by the time the receptionist came back on the line.

      “Paumanok Harbor Animal Hospital. How may I help you?”

      Eck. The voice belonged to Matt’s snooty young niece. She hated me.

      “This is Willow Tate and I need to make an appointment.” I once came to the vet’s without an appointment and the girl—I don’t remember her name—acted like I was Michael Vick.

      “Dr. Spenser is all booked for today and tomorrow. He can see you on Friday. What is the dog’s name?”

      “It’s Little Red, but I cannot wait for two days. He’s licking his fur and biting his skin away in a frenzy.”

      “I can give you the number for the emergency veterinary clinic in—”

      “I already have it. Are you sure I cannot come in today?”

      “We can fit you in as an emergency, for a hundred-dollar fee.”

      “What? That’s ridiculous.”

      “Not when the staff might have to stay later, at overtime rates, and the doctor has to cancel his own plans. The policy is to discourage frivolous calls that destroy the office schedule and cause great inconvenience for the employees and for those patients with legitimate appointments.”

      “Having your dog hit by a car is pretty inconvenient, too.”

      “Was your dog run over?”

      “No, I think he has chiggers.”

      “And how long has he had them?”

      “A few days, I think.”

      “And you waited for now to call? It couldn’t have been much of an emergency, could it?”

      If I trusted Little Red to any other vet I’d hang up now. I didn’t. “Damn it. I’ll pay the hundred dollars, just tell me when I can come.”

      “That’s a hundred dollars plus the regular fee, of course.”

      “I understand already When?”

      “Oh, we put emergencies in as soon as they get here. But the hospital closes at six.”

      “Yeah, I heard that five times. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      I made it in ten. The waiting room was empty. The bitch pretended she didn’t know me.

      “Yes, can I help you?”

      Little Red was shaking so hard in fear I had him wrapped in a towel. That was more to protect my fingers

      than to keep him warm. He tended to turn his terror into aggression. I felt like snapping at someone, too: Melissa Kovick, according to the small sign on the front desk. I knew she’d graduated from junior college last May with a diploma in computer science. I guess they don’t teach people skills to technology students. Just read any online manual.

      Melissa had straight, swishable, satiny black hair, unlike my short, streaky curls that already frizzed from the ever-present damp sea humidity. Janie at the beauty salon thought I needed the yellow streaks to make me look young and hip. Melissa’s raised lip said I’d need botox and a boob job. At least I didn’t look like an anorexic Afghan hound that hated the smell of its own shit.

      “I called about my dog’s sores.”

      “Right, the emergency.”

      Someone should tell her that her lip might stay curled if she kept sneering. Someone should tell her to go back to school so she had more right to be so arrogant. Or maybe someone should just tell her to go to hell.

      I almost drew blood biting my tongue. The little snit was Matt’s niece, after all. “That’s us, the emergency. Red’s records should be here.”

      She tapped a folder, to prove her efficiency. And that she did know who I was. “Take a seat. The doctor will see you soon.”

      Only if she told him we were here, it seemed. After ten minutes of me trying to convince Little Red he wasn’t going to lose another body part, like he had lost his bad leg and his balls. Matt came into the waiting room. His fight brown hair needed a trim, but he looked good in khakis and a navy polo shirt with PHVH embroidered on the chest. The broad, well-muscled chest.

      He started to say, “We’re all done, Sissy. You might as well go—” Then he saw me. “Oh.”

      First he smiled. A really nice smile, as if he was glad to see me. Lots of even white teeth and crinkly lines around warm brown eyes. Then he remembered me, the weirdo who ruined his life, and the smile slipped away.

      “I, um, that is, Little Red has chiggers, I think. And sores from licking at the bites.”

      He led me back to an examining room. I unwrapped Red and set him on the high metal table, keeping hold of his harness to stop him from leaping down. “You might want to muzzle him.”

      Matt already had a length of black tubing with a noose clip in his hand. “I remember.”

      I petted Little Red so I didn’t have to look at Matt to see what else he remembered. Or what he’d been forced to forget.

      “So what makes you think he has chiggers?” Matt asked while he carefully unwrapped the gauze I’d put on Red’s front legs.

      “Because I have them and he was with me out in the salt marsh a couple of times. And he’s itching frantically, the same way I do, when I can.”

      Matt started to put his hand on Red to keep him where he was, but our hands met and he jerked his back. He hated me.

      Still, he stepped around the table so I could see his leg when he raised his pants hem. “You mean like these?” He had the same small red welts I did, only his didn’t look as angry.

      Crap, I’d given him parasites, too. At least mine were worse. I pulled my jeans up and my sock down.

      “Jeez, that’s horrible!” He cringed and went back to his side of the exam table and stroked Little Red.

      “No, some of it’s red nail polish. I forgot to buy clear. It doesn’t work anyway. But yours look almost healed. Did you use the dog flea and tick killer?”

      “No, I bought kids’ lice shampoo, Uke Walter at the pharmacy recommended. Put some on a cloth, wiped my legs, waited ten minutes and showered it all off. Changed the sheets, washed the towels, and done. No more itching.”

      “Damn, I wish someone had told me. I’ve got bites up and down my body.”

      Matt started wiping Red’s feet with a damp cloth to get rid of the cream I’d put on them. Without looking at me, he said, “I guess that means I should forget about getting in your pants for a couple of days.”

      My cheeks felt as hot and red as a stewed tomato. For sure my brain was as mushy as one. “I, uh, um.” And I thought I could write books.

      “Come on, Willow. You knew there was something between us. I know you did. I’d hoped—”

      I shook my head, hoping an ounce of sense broke loose. “No, the circumstances made us—That is, made you think there was more than us working together. Unseen dangers, uncertain events. You know, the closeness of comrades in a foxhole. That’s all.”

      “You know it was more than that. You got rid of the fireman.”

      Piet was staying at my house, not in my bed, no matter what everyone thought and the matchmakers at the Royce Institute wished. And I told Piet to go without a minute’s doubt. Regret, yes, because he happened to be close to a knight in shining—or smoky firefighter’s—armor. Just not this maiden’s knight. “He wasn’t helping. He had to leave.”

      “You didn’t have to leave, though. I kept calling. I thought we had something special.”

      “I know. I saw the messages when I got here this afternoon.”

      “I didn’t have your cell or phone number in New York. I didn’t want to ask anyone here for them and start up a frenzy of speculation. I sent you an email. Why didn’t you reply, or call me?”

      Because I felt guilty. “Listen, I messed up. You weren’t supposed to see M’ma.” I remembered Melissa in the other room, most likely listening. “What we saw that night.”

      “You mean the fireworks on the beach?”

      That was safe, except the dazzling display wasn’t pyrotechnics, it was pyro-beetles lighting up the almost dead whalelike creature that helped hatch them, after he turned into a god. That didn’t make sense even to me, who was right there and ought to be used to such impossible occurrences when the otherworld got involved.

      How could Matt understand what he’d seen, or how much trouble he was in for witnessing it? I put him in jeopardy. Coward that I am, I couldn’t face that, or his rejection.

      “Did they hurt you? Threaten you? The, uh, town officials.”

      “They came to visit me and we had a talk. The mayor, the chief of police, Rick from the boatyard, the barber, your grandmother, some others. We chatted, your grandmother passed out muffins, they left.”

      “Oh, God. What was in the muffins?”

      “Blueberries. She said Susan baked them.”

      That was all right, then. Susan’s cooking could spread cheer or calm or patience when she chose. “But you shouldn’t have seen it. Maybe a firecracker or two, or when the harbor police set fire to the oil slick in the water. Everyone with a view saw that blaze. As for the rest, you must have thought we were all crazy. Me, especially.”

      He brought a lighted magnifying glass over to Red’s foot and stared at the sores, dabbing with the cloth. “Listen, I saw what I saw because you granted my wish to see.”

      “Not me. M’ma. That is, my neighbors.”

      “Half of them right there couldn’t see it. I asked. A lot of the others forgot everything but the fireworks.” That’s the mayor’s effect, when he remembers his duties to protect the village.

      Matt shook his head. “I saw what had been a maggot-covered creature rise up and fly—”

      I looked back toward the reception area. “Don’t say anything else, please. You must not.”

      “I know. I promised the town elders. And I know how much trouble you got into for letting me stay and watch. But you have to understand, that was the most amazing, earth-shaking experience I’d ever had. I might never understand what occurred, but I’ll cherish it for the rest of my life. Privately, I swear. Not that anyone would believe me if I did tell. I swore to the council to keep it quiet and they accepted my promise.”

      Of course they did. The police chief must have lined up every truth-seer in the village. And Grandma Eve might have threatened him some, too, or doctored Susan’s muffins. Paumanok Harbor did not take chances with exposure. “But they didn’t wipe your memory?”

      “No, although they led me to believe they could.”

      “They could. And they haven’t been mean to you? Ostracized you?”

      “Like the locals used to do to the newcomers to town, meaning anyone not born here or related to a native? No, if anything they’ve been friendlier than ever. My practice is so busy I’m thinking of taking on a partner.” I didn’t believe him. I knew this town and its attitude to outsiders, especially ones who threatened the old secrets. “There’s no one in the waiting room.”

      “I take Wednesday afternoons off usually, unless there’s surgery or an emergency.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry to bother you, then. But I was worried about Red. He’s so small, and he’s suffered so much already.”

      “It’s all right. I understand how these guys get to you. And they can’t tell you where it hurts.”

      Well, they could tell my mother, but I wasn’t pushing the issue. How much weirdness could one man absorb?

      He sprayed something on Red’s right leg. “He’ll need antibiotics for the sores, but it’s not chiggers. Dogs rarely get them, especially not ones on Frontline.”

      “At least you didn’t accuse me of neglecting my dog. I appreciate that. He gets the puppy size one every month. I’ve never seen a tick on him.”

      “I’ve seen you cry over a dying creature and I’ve seen you try to rescue injured fireflies. I’d never believe you could neglect an animal. I think that’s what made me lo— Anyway, a flea might have bitten Red before it died. Dogs can get allergic reactions. Or something else could have caused what’s commonly called hot spots. They’re a bacterial infection or moist dermatitis and drive dogs crazy. Sometimes stress can do it, too. Maybe he didn’t like being carted off to the city and apartment life.”

      Was that a hint that Matt didn’t like me leaving Paumanok Harbor? I told the dog how good he was behaving, only growling between his closed jaws.

      I told Matt, “He did fine in the city.” I lied.

      “I’ll give you some of this spray for the sores.”

      He sprayed Red’s other foot, but did not wrap the legs.

      “Won’t he lick it off?”

      “It’s made to taste bad. Dogs leave it alone. If not, we can put one of those plastic cones around his neck. I try to avoid them. Dogs hate them at first, and bump into things. The air is better for healing than bandages, anyway. I’ll also give you some drops to help him relax.”
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