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            “DIDN’T YOU ADORE THOSE PEACE DOVES, AND THE FLYING FISH?”

          

        

      

    

    
      “What doves is she talking about?” Martin asked Ellen.

      Barry grumbled, “I never saw any fish, just those really annoying screaming meemies.”

      “What about the flowers? They were incredible.”

      No one said anything until Ellen laughed. “That’s why we teach science and you write books. You always did have the best imagination of anyone I ever knew. You’d look at a cloud and see a rhinoceros with a butterfly on its ear.”

      No birds, no fish, no flowers? I kept my mouth shut for the rest of the ride home. I dropped my passengers off at Martin’s house. He invited us all in for drinks and dessert, but I said I needed to check on the dogs. And my sanity. I’d print out the camera pictures to prove I wasn’t crazy or delusional. Ten minutes later I drove up Garland Drive. The road had no lights, but it was well lit by the moon tonight, I thought. Until I got to my own front yard.

      Flowers were blooming. That was nothing unusual for late August, but these were incandescent roses seven feet off the ground, on the lawn, where no rosebushes were planted. They waved and bobbed, as if welcoming me home. Then they separated into individual flames that danced close enough for me to see they were the same oversized fireflies that stung Barry. I kept my hands at my sides. My heart was in my throat.

      “Hello. You don’t really belong here, do you?”

      They didn’t answer. They didn’t show up on my digital camera, either.

      

      “The world-building is the best part… 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 were-creatures.”

      
        
        —Errant Dreams

      

      

      

      
        
        Turn to the back of this book for a preview of the next novel in the Willow Tate series, Life Guards in the Hamptons.
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      Where do you get your ideas? That’s the most common question people ask authors at book signings, writers’ conventions, and library talks. The stock answers are: the idea fairy, dreams, newspapers, in the shower, or the idea mall, where an author would shop all the time if she had better directions or a GPIS (Global Idea Positioning System.)

      But what if the writer’s ideas, especially those fantastical, off-the-wall ideas, actually come from another universe where magic abounds? Where trolls and elves and night mares and mental telepathy really exist? What if an author’s brilliant visions were nothing but presentiments of forbidden visitors from that unknown, alien universe trespassing on Earth?

      Then the world as we know it is going to hell in a handcart, and the author is getting walloped by the wagon as it races past.
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      I needed a man.

      Last time I had a girl, then a boy and a troll. Now I wanted a man, a strong, heroic type. For my new book, of course. I’d sworn off real men for life, or until I finished my next book, whichever came first. After all. I’d known and loved two of the most wonderful, talented, intelligent, adventurous, gorgeous, and sexy men—who weren’t right for me. What was left? A dull-as-dirt accountant? Been there, done that. And so what if I was thirty-five? If I ever decided to make my mother ecstatic by giving her a grandkid or two, I could always adopt. That’s what she did, with dogs. I petted Mom’s crippled Pomeranian, who now appeared to be mine. He sniffed my hand for a biscuit. Dogs were a lot easier than men.

      Don’t get me wrong, I like having a man in my life. What I didn’t like was them taking over my life, or them leaving. Picking up the pieces was too painful, so now my career comes first.

      I write books, illustrated graphic novels for the young fantasy reader, under the pen name of Willy Tate instead of my too girly-sounding Willow Tate. Kids love them, reviewers love them, my publisher loves them. How cool is that, getting paid to do what I like best?

      I write better in my Manhattan apartment without the distractions of the beach and the relatives and the small-town calamities that seem to occur regularly in Paumanok Harbor at the edge of Long Island’s posh Hamptons. I might—just might—be responsible for some of the recent chaos, so the sooner I get back to the big city, the better for all of us. I’ll leave the week after Labor Day, when my houseguest goes back to teaching middle-level science at a private school in Greenwich, Connecticut. I am happy to have my old college roommate here for the week, but I can’t write with Ellen in the house. I have to show her around, see that she’s entertained and fed, keep her company on beach walks and bar hops. That’s what old friends are for, isn’t it?

      A few more days and we’ll both be back at our jobs and the real world. My cousin Susan can look after my mother’s other rescued shelter dogs if Mom doesn’t get back from saving a pack of greyhounds in the South, if she can’t shut down the tracks altogether. Susan is already living at my mother’s house, avoiding her own family’s disapproval of her wild ways. I don’t exactly approve of all the men she drags home either, but I am less than ten years older than Susan, and definitely not my cousin’s keeper.

      So nothing is going to keep me in this tiny, ingrown, backwater town past the end of the tourist season. I’ll take Ellen to the last big fireworks display in East Hampton on Labor Day weekend, then start packing. I want to see the fireworks, too, for the new story I am working on, or would be working on soon.

      The idea for the new book came from all the idiots setting off firecrackers on the beach near my mother’s house all summer long. Some were pretty, but most were just loud enough to wake the neighbors and scare the dogs. Inevitably, some kid burned his hand or lost a finger or set the dune grasses on fire. Just as inevitably, the slobs left beer bottles and trash and still-burning coals on the bay-side beaches. Paumanok Harbor’s small police force tried to stop them—the bigger, more dangerous ones at least—but the shore was long and dark, and no one wanted to ruin the Hamptons’ summer economy by chasing down and arresting tourists. Or their own neighbors’ kids.

      Illegal firecrackers were easy to come by. I’d seen them sold on street comers in Pennsylvania and Florida. Fools bought them—and recklessly transported them in their own cars!—even though everyone knew only a licensed pyrotechnician, a Grucci-type, could safely set off the really spectacular displays.

      That’s what I wanted. Not some gunpowder geek, or once-a-summer sparkler setter, but a fire wizard, a pyromage, a red-hot superhero. He’d shoot flames from his fingertips, encircle bad guys in blazes, fight evil with fire. He’d start backfires for forest rangers, and warm stranded mountain climbers until help arrived. A regular Lassie with a flare. Literally.

      And there he was, right in my living room when Ellen and I got back from breakfast in Amagansett, the next town over. A man I’d never seen before was fast asleep on the sofa. Tall enough that his feet hung over the end. Dark and handsome, he had an unshaved shadow on his strong jaw, a thick lock of sable hair fallen on his forehead, another sticking up in a boyish cowlick. He was nicely built from what I could see under Mom’s patchwork quilt and the black T-shirt he wore. Yup, my hero, except his mouth hung open, an empty beer bottle sat on the coffee table, and one of Mom’s old dogs whined next to the couch. The white-muzzled retriever wanted his quilt back.

      Ellen took a seat near the sofa and sighed at the stranger. “Oh, my. That’s better than the raspberry muffin I just ate. And not half as fattening.”

      The guy might be a good model for me to sketch, but he sure as hell wasn’t an invited guest. I stayed standing up, ready to reach for the fireplace poker or the heavy dog-breed book on the coffee table.

      “Quiet,” I whispered to Ellen, not ready to defend us from a waking trespasser. “I bet he’s one of Susan’s strays,” My mother brought home old, injured, or abandoned dogs. My cousin brought home men. With abandon.

      “Can I keep him?” Ellen asked. “Please.”

      “He belongs to Susan.”

      “He’s too old for Susan.”

      He did look more late thirties than mid-twenties, but age didn’t count, according to Susan. If a man was breathing, he was fair game. Everyone figured that my cousin’s collision with cancer changed her attitude. I never heard of chemo killing a person’s scruples, but I made allowances for her, which was why she lived in my house. Besides, she was a great cook.

      “He has dimples!”

      “Come on, El, we don’t even know if he’s housebroken.”

      “Any man this gorgeous has to be.”

      “Okay. We’ll get him a collar and you can take him back to Connecticut with you. Maybe you should buy a six-pack to win his loyalty away from Susan.”

      As if the name conjured her up, Susan shuffled into the room from the kitchen, a blue pottery mug—mine from one of the craft shows—in her hand. She was wearing an oversize Snoopy T-shirt—mine, too, damn it!—and her hair, pink this week, was in pigtails. She looked about sixteen instead of twenty-six. No one would guess she was head chef at our uncle’s restaurant. She was definitely too young for the Romeo in repose.

      At least she hadn’t put in all the eyebrow hoops. And the nose stud must have been too uncomfortable because I hadn’t seen it this week. Not that I missed it.

      “He’s not too old, and he’s not mine,” she said now, sitting on the edge of the coffee table sipping her tea. “But he does look cute sleeping like that.”

      “Yeah, as cuddly as a teddy bear. Get rid of him. You know I draw the line at finding your lovers in my living room.”

      “I told you, he’s not my lover. He stopped by the Breakaway for a late meal last night on his way back to the city from Montauk, but his car died in the parking lot. No one answered at Kelvin’s garage to come tow the car, and all the motels were booked with the Labor Day crowd. When the restaurant closed, I offered a ride and the couch. That’s all. What was I supposed to do, make him sleep in his car? We stopped off to admire the sunrise.”

      I’m sorry to admit I snorted at the unlikely tale. The sound wasn’t ladylike or mature, and showed a big lack of faith in my own cousin. Little Red, the three-legged Pomeranian, started barking at the sudden noise or when he finally realized yet another stranger had invaded his territory. The bark turned to a snarl when I tried to shush him. Red weighed six pounds but had a seven-pound mean streak. He’d been abused before he came to Paumanok Harbor, so we all made allowances for him, too.

      The stranger jerked awake. His eyes, a nice soft brown with yellow flecks, focused on the angry dog, the other dogs, Ellen, me, then finally Susan. You could see his relief at recognizing someone in the room. He gave her a tentative smile.

      “Barry, this is my cousin Willow and her friend Ellen. Ladies, this is Barry Jensen.” Susan sipped her tea again while the man blinked and brushed his hair back from his eyes. He was definitely cute, but now that he was sitting up I could tell he was older than I thought. The lack of sleep didn’t help, but the lines and wrinkles added character to his face, without taking away from the good looks. Clark Kent with a dash of maturity. I could go for that. For my book, of course.

      He looked at me. Not at Susan who every male found adorable, and not at Ellen, who was pretty in a wholesome, unfussy way and whose lush figure still made heads swivel when we walked through the village. I made myself pet Little Red instead of trying to hide the coffee drips on my ancient T-shirt, or finger-combing my windblown blonde hair, trying to cover the darker roots, wishing I’d had it colored last week. Wishing I hadn’t had a million-calorie muffin for breakfast, too.

      “I am so glad to meet you,” Barry said. “I’ve heard great things about you.”

      “Me?” Okay, I wasn’t great at conversation, either. “When Susan told me who lived here, I was floored.”

      “You must mean my mother. She’s famous. Too bad she’s still in Florida.”

      “Your mother’s the dog-lady, isn’t she?”

      I nodded, gesturing toward the canine collection. “That’s my mom, all right. She can do anything with a four-legged stray. Three legs if you count Little Red.” Barry ignored the animals. “But you, you’re Willy Tate! I’ve admired your work for years. I was at that convention where you won the YA graphic novel award. I’ve followed your career ever since.”

      So maybe he was a hero after all, instead of a marauder or a mooch. Dam few people outside of friends and family knew my name. “Thanks.”

      “I’ve met a bunch of authors in my day. I work freelance for a small-town news syndicate and website. I do the book page. And I’ve sold a couple of reviews and articles here and there. But to write and illustrate, both. Wow. And now here I am, on your couch. How’s that for luck?”

      Luckier than sleeping in a broken-down car, I supposed, or on the beach. “Would you like a cup of coffee? I could put some on. Or tea? I think we have orange juice.”

      “Nothing, thanks. I don’t want to impose.”

      Ellen went to get the coffee anyway and came back with a bowl of cereal, a creamer of milk, and a glass of OJ.

      Barry smiled his appreciation, but kept looking at me. “Damn, I wish I’d met you last week when I didn’t have to worry about getting back to Manhattan, or finding a place to stay until the car is repaired. I’d love to write an article about you. You know the kind of thing, how the author lives, a personal glimpse into the real world of a fantasy writer. I can see the picture now, you on the beach, dogs romping in the waves. It could be a winner.”

      Ellen leaned forward from her chair next to the sofa. “It would be great publicity, Willy.”

      “I bet Barry could sell an article like that to a bigger audience,” Susan added. “Or get it all over the web. I know you’re a big fish now, but your pond is kind of small. With the right PR, you could sell a lot more books. Maybe get a bigger advance on your next contract. At least you could get your expenses paid for the next ComicCon.”

      I refused to think of having to speak at another of those huge conventions. Instead, I admired Barry’s dimples and nice white teeth.

      The idea of free publicity won me over, not the dimples or the smile, I swear. “Why don’t I give you a ride to the garage? We could talk along the way. Then, if Kelvin says your car needs a lot of time for parts or whatever, maybe I could ask around town for a place where you can stay.”

      “That would be great! Maybe some of your talent will rub off by proximity. Or maybe I’ll learn enough just listening to you to start the novel I always wanted to write. You”—he politely gestured toward Susan and Ellen, after me—“can be my inspiration. Three beautiful women.”

      Red snapped at his moving hand. “And a ferocious watchdog.” He tossed Cheerios at all three dogs.

      Yeah, cute. And Mom always said you could judge a man by how he treats a dog. Besides, I needed to see more of him to develop a feel for my fire wizard, facial expressions, musculature, the way his body moved. Character development, you know, research. So I invited him to come watch the fireworks with us.
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      Barry Jensen was nice. Almost too nice, if that makes sense. He was too pleasant, too complimentary, too interested in me and Ae village. Or maybe I simply hadn’t gotten over the idea of him being one of Susan’s leftovers. On the other hand, I was flattered that he’d preferred my company to hers this morning. No one ever accused me of an abundance of logic.

      “I’ve never been to Paumanok Harbor, barely heard of the place,” he said when we stopped to get him an egg sandwich on the town’s main street.

      He didn’t seem to notice how Joanne at the deli had the sandwich ready and waiting for him. She winked at me while he looked around at the shops on either side of the wide village green that divided the town. New England style.

      “I used to come out to Sag Harbor, but this time I was visiting friends in Montauk. I only stopped off at the Breakaway because I’d read a rave review of your cousin’s cooking and wanted to try it for myself. The review didn’t do the place justice. Susan is an amazing cook.”

      Susan was generally a pain in the ass, but she was my baby cousin and I was proud of her. “She uses only the freshest local ingredients, a lot from my grandmother’s farm.” I didn’t say that Grandma Eve’s herbs and spices were exotic and possibly ensorcelled, or that Susan’s cooking was known to affect a diner’s mood. No way was I going to tell a stranger, no matter how nice he was, that I suspected my family of being witches. Actually, I firmly believed my grandmother could cast spells; the jury was still out on Susan.

      “It’s a cozy little town, isn’t it?” he was saying as we decided to walk the few blocks to Kelvin’s garage. The weather was perfect for a summer morning, not too hot yet, with a soft breeze and no humidity. “Sweet.”

      Sweet was one word for it. Bizarre was another, but I wouldn’t let that ruin my enjoyment of the day or the company.

      “While I was waiting for Susan at the bar last night, some guys were laughing about how Paumanok Harbor had more than its share of harmless characters and kooks, but bad stuff, too. Drug busts, kidnappings, murder, and mass—”

      “Hysteria.” I quickly interrupted him. “I know. Don’t you know better than to believe a bunch of drunks?” Who were telling the truth.

      He laughed. “Yeah, and so far I don’t see anything out of the ordinary.” He turned to smile at me. “Except a lot of sweetness.”

      I was too old to blush, wasn’t I? I pretended to help Little Red up a high curb—and almost got my fingers bitten. Barry’s flirting was as refreshing as the gentle breeze with the hint of honeysuckle in the air, but I couldn’t let him continue. That is, my ego could have listened to his silly flattery all day, but my rational mind couldn’t let him get too curious about Paumanok Harbor. We were part of the whole clandestine Royce-Harmon Institute for Psionic Research, with psychic Royce descendants settling the place centuries ago and inbreeding with witches, shamans, mystics, and nut jobs ever since. I knew our locale was a forbidden gateway between worlds. And I knew better than to discuss the Harbor or its inhabitants with anyone else. I changed the subject. “I bet the same people at the bar still believe mad scientists are conducting mind control experiments in the tunnels under Montauk.”

      He laughed again. “Yeah, I read some of those books about it. I even looked into the oddball theories about Montauk while I was there, and got lost in the retired air force base near the lighthouse. They’ve got bunkers and underground artillery batteries, but no tunnels as far as I could find out.”

      I murmured something about urban legends in the boondocks while I waved to old Mrs. Grissom, hoping she wouldn’t give me the latest insights from her husband Vem, who’d been dead for decades. Instead, I pointed out our new arts and recreation center, and the school where Susan’s mother was assistant principal. She’d made my friend Ellen a courtesy appointment with the science teacher there for ten o’clock, which is why I had Barry to myself this morning.

      Which the entire town noticed. Once again I’d be the topic of the day at the beauty salon and the supermarket and the bowling alley. My mother in Florida would hear I was parading around with a strange man in about an hour, I figured. I turned my cell phone off before she could call.

      Barry needed a few things at the drugstore. I waited outside with Little Red, praying the pharmacist wouldn’t stuff a few condoms in with Barry’s purchases the way Walter always did when he sensed they’d come in handy. I also hoped Bill at the hardware store didn’t set the loose nails to jingling an embarrassing tune like “Going to the Chapel.” And that no one spoke to Barry about the weather; Paumanok Harbor predictions were always accurate.

      “We better hurry,” I told him when he came back out to the sidewalk. “Uh, Kelvin might get too busy to look at your car if we wait too long.” I picked up Little Red so we could make better time before someone proved just how peculiar Paumanok Harbor could be.

      I wasn’t that fast, or that lucky, except the cranky Pomeranian was too tired to nip.

      Vinnie stood outside his barbershop. He smiled, but shook his head, no.

      Big Eddie, with his K-9 police dog, stopped marking tires in the two-hour parking zone to look at us and shake his head.

      Micky from the Fire Department shrugged and shook his head.

      “They’re all shaking their heads. Does that mean I’m trespassing?”

      I almost choked. Vinnie’s gesture meant Barry had no aura, no paranormal talent. He wasn’t one of us. The cop’s head shake meant he hadn’t smelled anything suspicious on Barry, no drugs, no weapons. Micky’s meant Barry wasn’t gay. Oh, boy.

      “Just the opposite. They’re most likely warning me not to mess up. They’re friendly, I promise.” I walked faster, cutting across the green to avoid as many people as I could. I rushed Barry past the tourists taking pictures in the bandstand and the kids playing ball on their last days before school. I couldn’t ignore the locals waving at me to stop and chat, though.

      “Have you heard when your mother’s coming back?”

      “Thanks for teaching my son at that free-your-mind workshop the arts center held. It got him away from his video games for a change.”

      “When do you think Bayview Ranch will be ready to move horses in, and when will they be hiring? With the crowds leaving, there’ll be a lot of folks without jobs.” Barry whistled. “Wow, you know everyone.”

      I didn’t want to tell him they were all checking out the new man in town. Did I mention how everyone in the Harbor agreed with my mother—my divorced mother—that it was high time I got married? Skewed logic ran in the family, as well as eccentricity.

      Mom wanted grandchildren. The psychic crew wanted to find out what kind of kid I could produce, to propagate the species of paranormal oddities. That was another reason I was eager to go back to the city. No one there cared whether a woman was single or not, pregnant or not. Well, no one knew me that well, either. Maybe they didn’t care, but at least they didn’t nag.

      Barry didn’t pick up on the unspoken interest in him as a sperm donor. Thank goodness.

      “No wonder you like this place. It’s clean and open and the people are friendly. I bet you and your neighbors started those rumors about mad cow disease and magic tricks just so you wouldn’t be overrun like the rest of the Hamptons. I can see why you’ve kept your little comer of heaven a well-kept secret.”

      See? He didn’t see anything, not the sly looks, not the small-time surrealism. Which didn’t say much for a would-be writer’s powers of observation. Paumanok Harbor held more secrets than the CIA. If the CIA knew what we could do here, they’d have us flown to Guantanamo, or declare Paumanok Harbor a quarantine area and condemn it, with the inhabitants held captive inside barricades for experiments and government work. Talk about captive breeding programs, we’d belong to Uncle Sam. If we weren’t all burned at the stake.

      We? Funny how I couldn’t wait to leave, but still thought of myself as one of them, the oddball espers. I have almost come to accept that I am one of them, no matter how hard I’ve tried to avoid the fact.

      Kelvin reminded me.

      When Barry instantly agreed to the semi-exorbitant price he charged just for the tow, the mechanic grinned in approval. He liked the new guy. His eleven-year-old son, Kelvin Junior, also known as K2 for his size and appetite, liked the baby blue Mercedes convertible. He liked it so well he stepped back so his ice cream cone didn’t drip on the shiny paint job.

      Barry didn’t pay any attention to the kid or Little Red, who was licking the drips off K2’s bare toes. Yeck. “What do you think is wrong?” Barry asked Kelvin Senior.

      “Won’t start,” was all Kelvin said, wiping his hands on a rag. He thought he might have time to take a better look at it this afternoon. If he couldn’t get it going today, though, Barry might have to wait until Tuesday. This was Friday and no one delivered parts over Labor Day weekend.

      “Of course I could tow the car to the Mercedes dealer in Southampton, not that they’ll look at it until Tuesday either, by the time I can get it to them.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “Barry’s staying for the weekend. He wants to see the fireworks in East Hampton Sunday night. And he thinks I can help him with the novel he wants to write.”

      Kelvin bent down to scratch his big toe. K2 wiped his runny nose on his sleeve.

      Uh-oh. The supernatural strikes again. Kelvin was from the founders’ clan of human lie detectors. His itchy toe and K2’s congestion signaled that what I just said was a lie. I repeated my words in my head. Barry didn’t want to see the fireworks in East Hampton? He seemed excited when Ellen mentioned it, offering to bring marshmallows to the beach. He wasn’t going to write a novel? Almost everyone I met wanted to write one. He didn’t think I could help? Of course I could; I was a professional. So the two Kelvins must have reacted to my lie. Barry wasn’t staying for any of those reasons. He was staying for me, because I wanted him to, even if I didn’t want another man in my life. I wanted to do some sketches of him for my book, take some photos of him at the fireworks to paint later. Research, perfectly legitimate research. And a good thing neither Kelvin could read minds.

      We met Ellen at the school and listened to her rave about Mr. Martin Armbruster, the seventh-grade science teacher she’d just met. He was smart and funny and the kids adored him. He had students go on to win science fairs and get scholarships to MIT. He was well-read and well-conditioned for a middle-aged bachelor. He had a new honors project he was willing to share with Ellen. And he was coming with us to see the fireworks Sunday night. So now I didn’t have to feel bad about monopolizing Barry.

      While we were at the school, I stopped in to see my aunt Jasmine, Susan’s mother. She was willing to let Barry sleep in Susan’s old room for a couple of nights, if he’d come back for Career Day to tell the kids about book reviewing and writing for the Internet.

      So now my reputation was pulled out of the gossip muck, and Barry was still across the road from my mother’s house on the private drive leading to Grandma Eve’s home, farm, and produce stand.

      In return, he treated all of us—Ellen, Aunt Jas, and me—to lunch at the clam bar at Rick’s Marina. Susan met us there and he put the whole meal on his credit card. Nice, huh?

      By the time we got home, Susan had to leave for work. The restaurant was facing its busiest weekend of the summer and she had to prepare. Barry took his suitcase over to Aunt Jasmine’s, and Ellen went up to study Mr. Armbruster’s syllabus for seventh grade honors science.

      Knowing I couldn’t put it off any longer, I checked my phone messages. Yup, two from my mother on the landline, one on my cell. My father had called, too.

      I called him first. He was a half-assed clairvoyant, not a hard-wired matchmaker. He’d recently had a heart attack, so I didn’t want him to worry. “How are you feeling. Dad?”

      “All recovered from the bypass surgery,” he told me. “Not quite recovered from your mother’s visit.”

      “She worries about you.” That was my job, mediating. I’d had a lot of practice at it before they finally separated, to the relief of all of us. “You needed someone to take care of you when you got out of the hospital.”

      “I didn’t need her lecturing the condo board about allowing pets in the building. Or shouting at my neighbors for going to the dog track. Or—”

      “She’s on her way back north, isn’t she? I bet you miss having someone to fight with.”

      “Not as much as I miss you, baby girl. I don’t know what I ever saw in that woman, but I wouldn’t do anything different because I got you out of the deal.”

      “Aw, Dad, cut it out before I get weepy. I miss you, too.”

      “I don’t mean to make you cry, Willy. I just wanted to warn you about something.”

      Here it comes, another of my father’s inscrutable alerts. It wasn’t his fault, I knew. He got feelings of doom connected to those he loved, but the feelings didn’t come with names, times, or places, only vague clouds of foreboding. “What is it. Dad?”

      “Old tables. Don’t know what or why. Just watch out, baby girl.”

      If that was the worst of it, nothing would ruin my nice weekend. I wouldn’t lean on the rickety wicker table on the porch, or sit under the dining room table in an earthquake. “Got it. Dad. Thanks.”

      I took a deep breath and called my mother. “Yes, he’s handsome. Likes books. Must have money to judge by his car and buying lunch. Yes, he’s single. No, he’s not talented.”

      I hadn’t seen his writing yet, but we both knew those weren’t the kinds of talents I meant.

      Mother sniffed her disappointment. After all, I’d almost been engaged to a wealthy English lord who half ran the Department of Unexplained Events. “Does he like dogs?”

      “Little Red hasn’t bitten him yet.” He tried and missed, so that doesn’t count.

      “That’s a good sign. Put him on the phone.”

      Let my mother talk to a man I’d just met this morning? In her dreams. “Barry’s staying with Aunt Jas for the weekend. He’s over there now, unpacking.”

      “Not the newcomer. I want to talk to the dog.”

      I tried to be subtle, without being insulting. “Uh, Mom, Ellen is here.”

      Even my mother had her limits. “Oh. Well, be careful.”

      “I know. Old tables.”

      “Huh?”

      “Dad mentioned that. Danger in old tables.”

      “He’s an old patoot, your father. Don’t listen to him. He never makes any sense anyway. Have a good time. And ask your young man if he’ll adopt a retired greyhound.”

      “He’s not my—”

      She hung up. I should have let Little Red talk to her.
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      The science teacher called on Saturday and invited us to go out on his boat. Ellen was thrilled and begged me to come. I was not thrilled. Boats and I didn’t do well together. Some of my worst experiences have been on board something too flimsy to float. Hell, the one I was on a few months ago—not by my choice, either—caught on fire and sank. How could I admit to one of my oldest friends that I was uncomfortable, if not terrified, any time my feet were not on solid ground? That included boats, planes, skis, and elevators.

      “I get seasick.”

      “There’s not a breeze in the air, not a whitecap in sight. Not even you could get sick on a day like today. Besides, Martin said we’re following the shoreline, not going out into the Sound. You have no excuse except you’re still the same chickenshit you always were.”

      That was the trouble with longtime friends. They had long memories. “Don’t you want to spend time alone with your new friend?” They had a lot in common, chief of which was they were both single, living in areas without many opportunities to meet like-minded adults of the opposite sex. “Yes, but I don’t want to be so obvious about it. He said you could invite Barry, too. And Susan.”

      Susan refused. “Spend the day with my old science teacher? Ee-uw. ’Sides, I’d worry about calling him Party Marty to his face.”

      Ellen gasped. “You didn’t call him that, did you?”

      “Of course. Everyone did.”

      Ellen called to invite Barry before I could tell her not to. I didn’t want him to see me wretched, or retching. He agreed instantly, of course. “Perfect day for a sail.” A sailboat was ten times worse! They always rocked or got becalmed or heeled over or whatever you call the step before capsizing. “I need to work.”

      “I thought you said we were going to the beach today.” Ellen started packing a bag with sunscreen, bottled water, and binoculars. “You weren’t going to get a lot done anyway. The only difference is we’ll be on the water instead of in it.”

      I prayed we stayed that way.

      Martin had a converted lobster boat, not a sail in sight but only a single sputtering engine. The boat’s name, hand-painted on the back, was the She Crab. I wondered if that was the original name, or if Martin was a misogynist. The tub smelled like a dead fish anyway.

      It was low and narrow, with a shallow draft, according to Martin’s lecture about its history. Her history, he corrected me. The craft was a she. That’s what he thought. No female would tolerate a boat without a bathroom, only a bucket. A head, he said. There was a tiny three-sided protected cabin for the driver. The captain, Martin preferred. And benches installed along the low sides. Gunwales. There was a tiny deck up front. Fore. Where Martin thought I should sit to be lookout. Jackass.

      The She Crab contained one other furnishing: a stained and scarred wooden table bolted to the deck. An old table, like my father warned me about. I eyed it warily.

      Barry was so damn cheerful about leaving the dock I wanted to throw something at him, but I wasn’t about to touch the bucket. Okay, so he wasn’t a sensitive, but couldn’t he see my hands shaking, my knees knocking? I was wearing shorts, for Pete’s sake.

      I relaxed some when we got underway with no problem. Barry went forward for a better view, so I took out my sketch pad to capture him looking heroic in a black T-shirt and surfer baggies with the sea and the sky as background. If I concentrated on him enough, I wouldn’t notice the distance from shore, or the doom-laden table.

      About twenty minutes later, Marty announced we had to collect water and seaweed samples and whatever else we found in the shallows, for his students’ experiments. He turned the engine off, having more confidence than I did that it would start again. We were close enough to shore that I figured I could swim.

      The boat drifted while he leaned over the side with a long net, directing a suddenly giggly Ellen to lean next to him with a pail.

      Barry came back and started asking Martin about the shore and the village and the events of the summer.

      “Can you point out where the drugs were stored? How many people came to watch? Where did that yacht blow up, and how did they rescue the kid?”

      The She Crab was drifting sideways, rolling with the tide, roiling my stomach. Memories of those awful events weren’t helping. Nor were Martin’s answers. He wasn’t there, wasn’t a sensitive, wasn’t aware of the otherworldly actions. What he was doing was feeding Barry’s curiosity.

      “Isn’t it time for lunch?” I chirped, although food was the last thing I wanted. They ate the sandwiches Martin had packed. I ate some crackers. Then they went back to filling bottles and plastic bags for the science lab while I sketched some more.

      “Hey, look at that,” Martin said, calling Ellen and Barry to where he leaned over the rail.

      Three passengers on one side? Were they crazy or just plain stupid? I held onto that old table as if my life depended on it. Maybe it did. They caught an eel.

      If there is anything in the world worse than a writhing snake with slime, it’s knowing what Barry wanted to do with it.

      “Why don’t we skin it, then slice it up for sushi?” While it was alive.

      I lost my lunch—and my hero. Barry Jensen looked a lot better on paper than he did in person.

      Being sick excused me from cleaning the boat and going out for beers and burgers after. What I did instead was go home, get the dogs, and head for a secluded, residents-only beach. The rocky shoreline kept it pretty empty, the way I liked it. We walked some, the big dogs played in the warm shallow water for a while, and Little Red barked at the seagulls. Then I spread an old blanket, set up an umbrella so the dogs didn’t get hot, and contemplated the waves and life.

      That’s what writers did: consider plots, characters, and the human condition.

      That’s what fearful introverted idiots did: retreat and worry. All my efforts led to one conclusion. Maybe I could never be as comfortable with any man as I was with my dogs.

      I still had to get through all day Sunday and the fireworks after dark.

      Barry moved in with his new best friend Martin, having found Aunt Jasmine and Uncle Roger not as welcoming as he wished, and not as forthcoming with information for his story. Martin had no problem telling everything he knew, which, as seemed usual, wasn’t as much as he thought he knew. Ellen thought I was being overcritical and old-maidish. I thought she was too eager.

      Either way, Barry learned more about Paumanok

      Harbor and me than was healthy. He tried to be attentive and caring, bringing coffee and buns for breakfast, telling me how amazing everyone thought I was, what joy he heard the town took in having a successful writer, a brave heroine as one of their own, how lucky he was to know me. What a great story he’d get out of this visit.

      My eyes saw his wide smile. My head saw that wriggling eel on the old table. I told him I changed my mind. I didn’t want that kind of publicity. Reviews of my books were one thing, excursions into my private life—and Paumanok Harbor’s—were another. He wouldn’t listen. Modesty, he told me, couldn’t help anyone climb the ladder of fame. So I gave up a little privacy. Every celebrity did.

      I replied that I had to help my grandmother at the farm.

      No matter what anyone told him about me or Paumanok Harbor, they had to mention my grandmother and the genital warts. No one messed with Eve Garland.
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      Explaining the fireworks was safe. Ragging on East Hampton Village was always fun for those of us who belonged to East Hampton Township but couldn’t use the village beaches, although they could use ours. We also had to pay sky-high school taxes to the village for our high schoolers, without any say in how our kids were educated. And their tourists were snobs, their main street stores were snooty. So we were glad when their Fourth of July celebration got screwed up.

      In what might be its most ordinary ritual, Paumanok Harbor always held its festivities on the Fourth, whatever day of the week it happened to be. We had a concert on the village green, then fireworks over the bay beaches. The weather always cooperated. With our resident weather dowsers, it had no choice.

      As for our other near neighbors? Southampton had a big parade on the Fourth. Sag Harbor’s fire department ran a carnival and a light show for three nights on the nearest weekend. Montauk, as ornery as a wild Western steer, to use my Texan-friendly Farraday’s expression, had to postpone their fireworks two years in a row due to rain, wind, or fog. So they moved July Fourth to Columbus Day weekend when the weather was still more uncertain and a lot colder, but the fireworks companies charged less. And their Chamber of Commerce, we all figured, decided the last town on the South Fork had enough tourists in early July, but not enough in mid-October. The Montauk Library did hold a huge book fair in the center of town on the Saturday of the long Independence weekend, which clogged up the roads back to Amagansett.

      But East Hampton, that beautiful elm-shaded village with its swan pond and windmills and proud colonial history, could not hold a traditional holiday celebration until Labor Day. A certain shore bird nested on the only beach deemed suitable, big enough for the masses of viewers, far enough away from the mansions. Any crowds at Main Beach could step on the hatchling piping plovers; the noise could frighten the parents into abandoning the chicks. And the endangered species regulations forbade endangering the small gray sandpipers until they were hatched, fledged, and on their way.

      It wasn’t the Boston Pops or a Macy’s Manhattan extravaganza, but East Hampton usually put on a nice show for the end of summer if you liked firecrackers, smoky beach fires, burned marshmallows, and parking miles away.

      On our way there, stuck in traffic, Barry wanted to chat about this summer’s horse show at the school’s playing field. Paumanok Harbor had hosted Ty Farraday, his Lipizzaner mare, and some other entertainers in a huge fund-raiser to purchase an abandoned ranch.

      “Martin said it was spectacular, but he couldn’t remember how it ended.”

      The equestrian show had ended with the mayor telling the audience of thousands to forget they’d seen a prancing line of riderless, iridescent white horses rise up in majestic synchronicity, then disappear into the night sky. It was awesome. And impossible.

      Mayor Applebaum often forgot to attend the board meetings and his lunch and his trousers, but when he ordered ordinary, un-para people to forget, a haze settled over their memories. The mayor’s real job was keeping Paumanok Harbor out of the news and off the Close Encounter radar.

      “The last act was classic dressage from the Spanish Riding School ending in Airs above the Ground,” I told Barry and Ellen.

      Martin nodded. He remembered that much. “It was amazing. But what about after?”

      “Afterward, the mayor asked everyone to leave quickly but in an orderly fashion because an electric storm threatened.”

      Martin said he didn’t remember Mayor Applebaum’s speech or the storm either.

      “I don’t think it ever materialized, but the police didn’t want to take a chance, not with such a big crowd and so many cars on the narrow roads.”

      Barry seemed to accept the explanation. Then he asked, “What about you and the rodeo rider?”

      I gave Martin a dirty look for gossiping about me. Then I gave Barry a dirty look for prying. “We’re friends, and it’s none of your—”

      “Oh, look.” Ellen tapped me on the shoulder. “There’s a parking space.”
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      My cousin had to work at the restaurant. My grandmother said she’d seen enough fireworks to last through the winter.

      I’d rather have more company, but we were on our own. I drove Mom’s Outback because it could hold the most.

      Ellen and I brought a blanket, two low beach chairs, sweaters, and a bag of Oreos.

      Barry brought a bottle of wine and four plastic glasses.

      Martin brought a large cooler, a shovel, one of those little shrink-wrapped bundles of firewood and kindling, a plastic garbage bag and a metal bucket for water to douse the fire and then carry home the hot embers. No absent-minded professor, Mr. Armbruster. No muscle man either. By the time we got all his stuff from the car to the beach, he was breathing so hard Ellen made him sit in her chair while she fussed about unpacking the heavy cooler. Barry spread the blanket and made a big show of opening the wine bottle.

      So it had a cork. Big deal. I didn’t drink wine; it gave me a headache whether it cost live dollars or fifty. I started digging the hole for the fire, figuring one of the men would relieve me shortly.

      “Deeper,” Martin ordered.

      Barry was going from group to group nearest us in the sand. He needed to borrow a corkscrew because the cheap one from the liquor store broke.

      I kept digging.

      Ellen cooed over the food she unpacked, enough for all the families Barry was chatting up. You’d think we’d skipped dinner a couple of hours ago the way she was exclaiming over hot dogs and potato salad and cheese and crackers and—

      If there was sushi in that ice chest, I was going home.

      Martin recovered his wind in time to stand over me and direct the placing of each freaking split log. He used a battery-operated lighter to catch the newspapers he wadded up. No super firepower for him, either.

      My chair, naturally, was downwind of our blaze so I couldn’t see anything past the tears in my eyes. If I moved across the pit I’d dug, my back would be to the fireworks, which was what I came to see. Not a cloud of smoke or a shrimp on a skewer.

      I moved to sit sideways on the blanket. Barry took my chair.

      Someone had a boom box going loud with patriotic tunes, so it almost felt like July Fourth, right down to the whiny “When is it going to start?” from a little boy on a near% blanket.

      “Not until dark,” Martin shouted across the sand. “Eight minutes, by my calculations.”

      “Isn’t he wonderful?” Ellen leaned over to whisper to me, a hot dog in one hand, a plastic wineglass in the other. Her second glass, but who was counting?

      Yeah, if you wanted a Boy Scout leader. I smiled as best I could. She couldn’t see in the near dark anyway.

      My supposed date was checking his watch by the firelight, as impatient as the kid next door. I could have told him the real show never started on time, but people up and down the shoreline had campfires and sparklers and small rockets. Some of the big houses along the shore had impressive, expensive, noisy fireworks we could see, hear, and smell from the beach. So there was plenty to watch if Barry bothered to look around. Kids had those glow stick things around their necks so that their parents could find them, and an armada of boats cruised out past the breakers, their running lights brightening the distance, their flares streaking across the sky. Stars started to show up, and the moon left silver ribbons on the ocean. Scenes like that could steal your breath.

      Barry had another glass of wine and complained he should have brought a six-pack. Martin and Ellen shared a burnt marshmallow, more wine, and a sticky kiss. Oh, boy. I made mental notes of the background for my story and how I’d draw it. I took some experimental pictures with my digital camera for future reference, but the private firecrackers didn’t stay up long enough for me to get what I needed. The official ones would, I knew. I wasn’t sure how I’d work the scene into my new book, but how could I have a fire wizard with no blazing stars in the dusky night? No dueling flamethrowers? No skyrockets?

      “Damn, we could have come an hour later,” Barry bitched. I was expecting him to start kvetching about needing a bathroom like the overtired, sugared-up kid at the next blanket. Instead, he wanted more information about how Paumanok Harbor’s fireworks never got rained out when Montauk’s did, eight miles away.

      “Luck of the draw,” I improvised. “And they’re on the ocean side. We’re on the Sound side. Block Island Sound, which meets up with the Long Island one that everyone knows. Sometimes there’s fog on one shore, bright sun on the other. Martin can explain it better.”

      And at great length. I tuned them all out and walked away to photograph the Coast Guard cruiser and its roving searchlight. They patrolled the water so no boat wandered into the marked-off area near the fireworks barge or where sparks could land, the same way the police drove three-wheeled beach buggies through the crowds. As it got darker, I wondered how they avoided all the children and dogs and entwined couples.

      Boom!

      I turned fast, but forgot to raise the camera. A brilliant red cluster rose high into the night.

      Ooh!

      White squiggles spun around the red with a high-pitched whistle.

      Aah!

      Finally, blue sparks shot through the falling screamers higher still.

      Everyone cheered. It was like the Fourth of July after all.

      After that, the show picked up speed, with one dazzling array of colors and shapes and heights after another. The smoke barely cleared from one cascading giant chrysanthemum than another erupted with a shimmering waterfall of multiple rockets. The burning colors swirled, circled, bled into each other time and again while the crowd clapped and cheered. I didn’t know if we were watching Catherine wheels, Roman candles, girandoles, or pinwheels. I’d have to look up technical names later. My favorites were the offshoot sizzlers that whistled as they raced around. My father used to say they were scurrying mice, chasing their tails.

      There was stuff I’d never seen before, and I’d seen some of the best. Give East Hampton credit; they did things up right when they did it.

      Barry thought Macy’s put on a better show. I wanted to tell him to shut up. Instead, I moved away, taking pictures, getting lost in the entirety of the night: the ground-shaking detonations, the acrid smell, the wispy smoke that drifted back across the moon, the happy chorus of oohs and aahs every time another rocket went up. I marveled at the different colors, different patterns, different durations before the embers burned out or fell safely to the ocean.

      I could almost see my hero stepping out of a ball of fire. He could make the stars spin, set the waves aflame, make day out of the darkest night.

      He could…make a bright yellow smiley face high overhead? With a glowing garden of iridescent flowers hung beneath it?

      The crowds roared their approval. I had to laugh. 1 guess he could, if he wanted. If the Gruccis could work this magic, think what a fire wizard could do.

      The next image was a multicolored peace sign. Not a great one because it listed to one side, but it was recognizable, as were the scores of white doves circling around it. The thousands of watchers along the shore were almost hoarse by now, their hands sore from clapping.

      They found the strength to cheer East Hampton’s emblem, a flaming windmill with its vanes spinning in different colors.

      More clusters soared up and opened out, with more squealing mice-rockets, vast flower shapes blooming across the sky, turning the night bright enough to see Barry tipping the wine bottle up to his lips to drain the last of it.

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” I asked.

      He shrugged.

      Ellen was sitting in Martin’s lap, making out. Couldn’t they have waited ten minutes? There were kids nearby, maybe Martin’s students. And they were missing the explosions of vibrant, moving colors. I snapped pictures, of them, of the watchers, of the amazing starbursts the technicians had created.
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