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            GLOSSARY AND PRONUNCIATION OF ANCIENT OTHERWORLD GAELIC

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Athair - (ǎ-hair) - “father” - when capitalized, used as a formal title

        Bod - (bŭd) -  “penis, dick” - slang word

        Cac - (cock) - “shit” –  slang word

        Danu - (dă-new) - “Mother goddess” - ancient Celtic goddess of fertility

        Duana - (dō-a-na) “dark and swarthy” - Duncan Fitzpatrick’s secret code name

        Gancanagh - (ghan-kan-ah) - “love talker” - Celtic incubus

        Iasc Dearg - (yesk dearg) - “Red Fish”- a sport fish found in the streams of the Otherworld

        I Idir - (ē  ēdar) “In Between”- the Fae kingdom in the Otherworld ruled by

        The Morrigan, Queen Maeve, as its monarch.

        Mac- (mc)- “son of”- a title given to an eldest son and heir of a Ruling House

        Mag Turied - (măd twired) - “Plains of the Pillar” - a mythical battle in which King Nuada lost his arm and had it replaced with a silver one

        Mathair - (mǎ-hair) - “mother” - when capitalized, used as a formal title.

        Mo Mhuirnin - (a whar-hean) - “my darlin” or “my sweetheart” - the name of Declan’s horse in the Beltane Stiopal competition

        Mo Shiorghra - (mō hear-gra) - “My Eternal Love” - a soulmate in magical Fae tradition

        Nasctha - (nŏs-ka) - “bonded”- refers to “fated mates” in magical Fae tradition

        Nuada - (new-a-da) - the name of an ancient Celtic king who possessed a silver arm; a major House from that bloodline within I Idir’s Ruling Council 

        Ridre Dubh - (rid-ada dōv) - “Black Knight” - the “Hand of Justice in I Idir” and The Morrigan’s right-hand counsel; a position currently held by the 27th Merlin, Theodore H. Beckett (Myrdynn)

        Sidhe - (Shē) - the term used for the Fae race in Celtic mythology, as well as the forts and mounds they once lived in during ancient times.

        Siobhan - (Shiv-awn) - a Celtic female name meaning “gracious gift”

        Stiopal - (Stē-ōval) - “Steeple” - a equestrian race of skill held in I Idir during Beltane

        Tir na Fathach - (tear na fa-ha) - “Land of the Giants” - mountainous property on the border between the Otherworld kingdoms of I Idir and Avalon, and currently under the care of House Nuada

        Tuatha de Danann - (two-ha de dan-an) “The Shining Ones”- a race of ancient, magically gifted Fae with royal bloodlines. They currently compose I Idir’s ruling council under the Monarchy of The Morrigan, Queen Maeve

        Ysbaddaden - (yes-badaden) - “Chief of the Giants”- a foreboding giant character from ancient Celtic mythology
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        Mr. Snuggles

      

      

      

      It was all the cat’s fault. Mr. Snuggles was the reason I found myself hiding under the plastic canopy bed in a Calico Critter’s Country Cottage while that tabby demon swatted at me with scratching post sharpened claws. Nowhere in my orders was there even a mention that the house at 1628 Hollyhock Lane was under the protection of a Felis Catus. Assignments with this type of hazard were always assigned to Extractors at Molar level or higher. I was still a mere Deciduous Cadet, a snatch and grab kind of Extractor. Taking on a sneaky, evil feline was not part of my job description. Worst of all, despite a thorough examination of every nook and cranny under the kid’s pillow, there was no sign of any baby tooth.

      Mr. Snuggles had managed to push the tiny bed away from the wall and was now batting it back and forth across the vinyl floor, obviously trying to knock it over and retrieve the meaty fairy nugget hanging on underneath it for dear life. I was at the point of having no other choice but to push the panic button on my locket. It would mean yet another write-up, but in the whole scheme of things, it was still better than ending up as a Fairy Fancy Feast.

      Seconds later, a laser pointer light appeared in the far corner of the child’s bedroom. Mr. Snuggles was on it in an instant, leaving me free to crawl out from under the bed. Erik Ashton, Molar Extractor Extraordinaire, joined me in the Calico Critter Cottage. Just peachy. It would have to be Erik on call this evening.

      “Again, Parker?” Erik moved the laser around the room, keeping Mr. Snuggles far away from the two of us. “Isn’t this like the third time this month?”

      Just about every female in the Corps, and several males as well, lusted after Erik, and he had slept with most of them. In his Mundane life, he was a social media influencer, a pretty internet face with all the right words and the ability to start trends on a whim. Yet, there was no denying his skill within the Corps. Ashton was willing to go anywhere, handle any situation, no matter how hazardous, to retrieve that precious baby tooth. He was a legend, and in my opinion, the meanest sonofabitch I’d ever met.

      He looked at me, the usual disgust noticeable in his sneer. “I’m getting tired of rescuing your fat ass, Parker. You know I gotta write you up again. I hope you at least retrieved the tooth before you started playing dollhouse?”

      “Yeah, about that…I checked everywhere under that pillow, Erik. There’s no tooth.”

      He tisked and waved the laser pointer around in circles, making Mr. Snuggles run around until he began to trip and stumble, obviously dizzy. I was starting to feel sorry for the damn cat. I knew firsthand how it felt to be under Erik’s thumb. 

      “God damn it, Parker. Can’t you do anything right? Now I’ll have to look for myself.” The cat had collapsed in an exhausted heap, allowing Erik easy access to the child’s pillow. He slithered under it without the slightest notice from the sleeping occupant but was back in less than a minute, scowling.

      “Let me see your orders, Parker.” He pulled out a tiny flashlight from the pocket of his leather pants. I let myself gloat for a mere instant. It wasn’t my fault. Someone at dispatch had screwed up this time.

      I watched as he pointed the flashlight at the paper then held it up with the flashlight behind it. “What’s the address here?” he snarled.

      “1628 Hollyhock Lane. Just like it says, Erik.” I tried to sound innocent but wasn’t working too hard to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

      “Well, it appears you’re both a slob and a moron, Parker! That’s a 3, not an 8. You’re supposed to be at 1623. There’s some kind of stain on this paper, right over the address. Looks like coffee. Do you always use your Corps Orders as a coaster?” He shoved the paper and the flashlight at me, but I didn’t take them from him. I didn’t need to look for myself. I knew he probably was right. I remembered putting my mug down on a stack of papers.

      “Sorry, Erik. I’ll head over to 1623 and handle the extraction.”

      “Do it pronto, Cadet. Daylight is in less than an hour. This better be the last time I have to save your sorry ass, otherwise you’ll be polishing bicuspids from now until you’re ninety.” He turned to leave but then added, “And Parker…see about requesting a bigger uniform. You look like a sausage in that one.”

      On that pleasant note he was gone. I gathered up my tools and prepared to leave before Mr. Snuggles got a second wind. Erik was right about me needing to move my ass. I had less than forty minutes to get to 1623 and retrieve the tooth. My ability to move magically in the Mundane World as a member of the Tooth Fairy Corps disappears with the rising of the sun. I’d have a hard time explaining why Rosalinda Parker, D.D.S. was found standing in a strange kid’s bedroom wearing too tight black leather pants and a pink satin shirt with a giant tooth on the back. No excuse would ever cover that. Not in Salem, Massachusetts where residents already are touchy about anything odd or supernatural.

      I’d never asked for this job. It’s supposed to go to the eldest child of a current Extractor, but when testing showed that my older sister Claire didn’t possess one iota of Fae DNA, a one in a million genetic role of the dice, the responsibility shifted entirely to me. Even then, I thought I had years before I had to worry about it. My Mother, Wisdom Extractor #4762, wasn’t due to retire for at least another seventy years. That was before the cancer took her. It was common Fae knowledge that cancer diagnoses, especially blood cancers, were not all that uncommon among preternaturals who traveled frequently between the dimensions. Studies on the subject had picked up speed in the last five years, thanks in no small way to researchers like Dr. Robin Brannigan, but not in enough time to help my mom. So I’m Deciduous Cadet #4763, whether I wanted the position or not.

      I didn’t need this Tooth Fairy shit. I was plenty happy in my Mundane job. Happy to be just Dr. Rosie to my pint-sized patients. My practice had grown so much in the past three years that I had to hire two new hygienists and even needed to knock out a side wall to enlarge my waiting room. If my practice left me with little time for the social niceties other women my age enjoyed, it was worth the price. I loved working in pediatric dentistry. What I didn’t like was the expectation that I should feel privileged to help the common good of the Fae Otherworld as one of thousands of low level Sidhe destined to carry out the work of the tooth fairy.

      I blinked over to the house at 1623, retrieved the tooth without any issues, and slipped it into my satin bag. Once I got back home, I planned to deposit it with the others in my home safe. I knew that I really needed to take a few days off and make time for a deposit drop in I Idir, my Otherworld hometown. My safe at home held double the number of teeth that regulations suggest we store in the Mundane World.

      Normal people have the wrong idea about the whole tooth fairy legend. Parents in the Mundane World regard it as a cute little folk tale created to encourage good dental hygiene, but it’s a hell of a lot more complex than that. Since the beginning of time, teeth have been a greatly desired commodity in the Fae Otherworld, a necessary ingredient for a whole list of dark arts and magical spells. Lately, something more sinister has become a huge problematic issue.

      The root of the tooth contains a decent amount of DNA, some of it magical in mixed blood children. Certain agencies in the Mundane World are experimenting with this DNA in an effort to extract components that would make it possible for non-preternaturals to cross over into the Otherworld dimension without the immediate physical side effects they usually suffer. The crisis this would cause by the Mundanes in the Fae Otherworld makes me shudder. The Morrigan and her special Corps of assets have been doing what they can to keep this from happening, but for how long it will last is the real question.

      Gathering up the tooth bag, I close my eyes and wish myself home. I open one eye and then the other. Yup. I’m in the right place. Normal sized and safe and sound at home, the smell of those overripe bananas I keep forgetting to throw away an olfactory reminder I made it back safely. I use Fae magic so infrequently that I’m still nervous it won’t work like it is supposed to. I peel off the sweaty uniform and throw it into a corner. Erik was right. I need the next size up, but requesting leather pants in size 2x turns my stomach. Two cows would have to sacrifice themselves for trousers that size.

      That thought should have sent me straight for the Low Fat-High Protein Kale Smoothie I promised myself I’d have for breakfast. It didn’t. My screw-up and Erik’s nasty comments called for something yummy to fill the dark empty spot that’s now wormed its way inside of me. I break two eggs in a bowl, add some vanilla and a half cup of heavy cream and whip it all together. Ten minutes later, I sit down, alone, to brioche French toast with fresh strawberries, a Cafe Au Lait, heavy on the milk, and a side chaser of insecure discontent.
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        Blowing Out a Match

      

      

      

      Thursday is my “late day.” I normally don’t start seeing patients until 1:00 PM, which makes for a late evening but keeps me off the Extraction Schedule for that particular day. The Tooth Fairy Corps normally frowns upon life in the Mundane World taking precedence over Extraction duties, but my professional life in dentistry, especially in pediatrics, gives me easy access to lost teeth that otherwise might wind up in the wrong hands, so I’m allowed a bit more leeway than your average Cadet. It also leaves my mornings free for the hobby that is the true passion in my life.

      I have been fascinated by tiny things for as long as I can remember. My mother always was convinced it was due to my Fae DNA, my soul’s longing to live in the Otherworld where my size wouldn’t matter. What she really meant was that I secretly wished I wasn’t the chubby little Fatso the world saw me as. Although my sister hadn’t inherited any of my Mom’s Tooth Fairy DNA, she was blessed by the Universe with her lithe, willowy build. Mom was able to wear junior brand clothes in size 4 well into her fifties, even after two babies and a long-celebrated career as Salem’s most sought-after pastry chef. My sister, Claire, obviously was cut from the same cloth, minus the Fae shit. She just gave birth to fully human twins, my nephews, Daniel and Jamison, a little over five weeks ago and she already is able to wear all of her super chic and tiny pre-pregnancy attire. It’s more than a little annoying. The least she could do is to have a little bit of muffin top hanging over the waistband of her skinniest jeans.

      Except for my handful of nuisance preternatural genes, I apparently take after my dad in the DNA Wheel of Fortune. Dad, along with every person in his family, is as round as he is tall, the progeny of hearty peasant stock from eastern Europe with appetites better suited for heavy labor, not the sedate desk jobs most currently have. I’m pretty sure I was born fat, two weeks past my due date and a whopping nine pounds. Every photo from my childhood shows me chubby-cheeked and standing on thick ankles. Not much has changed over the years, except that now I regularly get to wear a white lab coat that gives me an all-over “Stay-Puff Marshmallow” look.

      So maybe Ma was right after all. I’m obsessed with these dollhouse miniatures because they are little and cute, something I definitely am not. In my mind though, I reason that it’s more about creating a story, a back-history, for every room I make. All my houses have imaginary characters living in them, and I plan, build and decorate according to the stories I’ve invented in my head. It lets me be creative on a level that my real life, with its schedules, rules and routines, doesn’t allow. My dollhouse world is a perfect world that I can control with a touch of paint or a carefully placed chair, and it belongs to me and me alone.

      Thursday mornings are devoted entirely to my hobby. Today, my plans include staining shingles for my newest addition, a bungalow cottage I’ve imagined is located somewhere on Cape Cod’s shoreline, and then prepping the walls in the foyer of my three-story Victorian for a coat of buttermilk colored paint I hope to put on later this evening. Being able to shrink down on command from sunset to sunrise is my secret weapon to achieve near perfection with my houses. Using full-sized hands is nearly impossible to get into those tight spaces around corners and windows but when you yourself are in 1/12 scale, it’s a piece of cake to get a more professional look. Most evenings when I’m on Extraction duty I come home either too late or too exhausted to stay small and work inside my dollhouses. But on those occasional nights when I can squeeze in an hour or two of puttering around, I like to have stuff ready so I can take full advantage of that opportunity.

      This is why I ignore the first text from Mel. And then the second. My hands are full of “Mocha” wood stain, and if I don’t pull these shingles out fast enough, they’ll end up much darker than weathered shingles should look. I love Mel. She’s the best personal assistant any dentist could have. She’s also a really good friend. But seriously, she’s a chronic, over-the-top worrier. Everything is a priority for her, even if it’s really not. Don’t get me wrong. I’m pretty sure that without Melmy practice wouldn’t have grown like it has. She keeps the place running smoothly, does the hiring, orders the supplies, and generally keeps me somewhat on a schedule. Plus, she’s my shoulder to cry on and the ear I vent to when things get crazy. Mel is also Sidhe, so she understands my conflicted feelings on the subject. We met at a festival in the Otherworld’s Kingdom of I Idir, from where our Fae families hail. Since that first weekend, we’ve been fast friends and top-notch co-workers. I just wish she’d ease up a little on her need to get me “organized.” I do just fine. And if my office is a bit “cluttered” or I’m a little behind on paperwork, the world surely will not stop spinning on its axis… in either of its dimensions.

      After the third unanswered text Mel actually calls me. I think about ignoring the call, but she’ll take it as a personal snub and everyone in the office will spend the rest of the day suffering under her bitchy mood. It isn’t worth it. When Mel isn’t happy, no one at the practice has a good day. I wipe my hands on a rag and answer on the fourth ring. “Hey, Mel, what’s up?”

      The voice on the other end is high-pitched and annoyed. “Rosie, I’ve been trying to reach you for over an hour. Why the hell haven’t you been answering?”

      “Sorry, Mel. I had my hands in stain, and it's hard to stop in the middle of a project. What’s so important?”

      “Buttons to banjos, Rosie!” This is as close to cussing as Mel gets. Being Fae, she understands the power of words and is extremely careful in their use. “I know you love those dollhouses, Girlfriend, but you’re a grown woman, a professional one at that! It’s high time you consider getting a real social life, either here or in I Idir. I just happen to know a few single mermen from my aqua aerobics class. Nice fellows and not too hard on the eyes, if you can get over the whole fishtail thing. You should come to class with me so I can introduce you. At least they would understand about the whole tooth fairy gig.”

      I hold back a snort. I know Mel means well, but the thought of me squeezing my fat ass into a swimsuit to meet some bug-eyed, merman leaves me queasy. She’s right about it being easier to stick to preternatural guys, though. No secrets to keep, no lies to tell. Unfortunately, I take after my mom in that sense. She freely admitted to being attracted only to fully human guys, like my dad, who aren’t into the lying and cheating so common among the Fae male population. I’m the same way. Maybe we’re drawn to the novelty of someone having zero magic. It’s like they’re some kind of magical virgin. Or maybe it has something to do with the “naughtiness” of mingling with the “other kind.” I’m not sure of the how and why of my human kink, and it’s not a conversation I’m ready to have with Mel, even if she’s the closest thing I have to a BFF. “Thanks for the offer, Mel, but you know I’m not much of a water person. I can’t even swim. It doesn’t make sense for me to start thinking about dating someone with gills.”

      Mel produces the snort I previously had held back out of politeness. “Well, you darn well need to start thinking about dating someone, Rosalinda. You don’t want to end up an old maid. Maybe you should consider a Matchmaker in I Idir. I’ve heard Madame Tisma has the best handfast numbers. You should look her up the next time you’re in I Idir.”

      I see the can of stain thickening up and developing a film over its open top; I need to get back to my project, and this stupid conversation is keeping me from it. “Did you have some other reason for calling me besides a dose of matchmaking?”

      A full minute of silence ensues. I obviously have offended her, and now everyone’s day is screwed. The voice on the phone is clipped. “Well, excuse me for caring about the welfare of my good friend. From now on, I’ll keep my social invitations off the table, Dr. Parker. I’m just calling to remind you that you have a 4:00 appointment with the tax accountant and that you need to bring your paperwork with you to the office today.”

      Fuck. I’d forgotten all about that. I haven’t even begun to look for those papers. “Oh. Is that today?”

      “Yes, Dr. Parker,” Mel answers. “Today is June 7th. You made this appointment over three weeks ago. Mr. Fitzpatrick is the best enrolled tax agent in all of Salem, and Cockles to Clarinets, Rose, you need the absolute best to help you get out of the huge mess you’ve created for yourself.”

      “It’s just some back taxes, Mel,” I counter. “It’ll all be fine. You’ll see.”

      “Five years of non-payment is not ‘just some back taxes,’ Dr. Parker! People can go to jail for not filing and paying their personal and business taxes,” my friend scolds. “Everyone in this town knows you’re the most remarkable kid’s dentist ever to practice here. Your patients and their parents love you to pieces, and you have a freakin’ waiting list a mile long of kids wanting to see, of all things, the dentist! But Rosie, outside of the office, you’re a hot mess.”

      It is my turn to have hurt feelings. “Thanks so much for that, Mel. It’s just what I want to hear from a good friend.”

      Mel’s voice has a tremble in it when she answers. “It’s precisely because I’m such a good friend, Rosie, that I can say it. You’re 33 years old and a medical professional. You’re also Fae, whether you like it or not. It’s time to get your shit together. You need to stop living in your make-believe dollhouse world and join us in the real one.”
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        MR. TAX MAN

      

      

      

      Holy Hell. I’m late for my “late day.” Again. This time around, I’d gotten involved with my roof staining project and completely lost track of time, leaving myself only 40 minutes to shower, dress and drive to the office before my first appointment at 1:00 PM. My practice is on the first level of the Witch City Mall, located on Church Street next to the Peabody Essex Museum. I realized when I first decided to rent there that I would take an abundance of grief over my “participation in the commercialization of Salem’s sordid history,” but the rent was controlled and remarkably low for a premium spot in that pricey section of town, and I was promised that if the travel agency next door ever moved-out I’d be able to expand into their space, which I’ve recently been able to do.

      The fact that so many “know-it-all” types ignore the magical history of Salem proves just how little the Mundane World knows about its preternatural neighbors. An ancient ley line runs directly through Salem and nearby Swampscott, Massachusetts, making this a visitor hot-spot for a variety of Otherworldly guests and probably also is the reason the area has received its infamous reputation. Historically, whenever unaware humans and Otherworldly types mixed it up, the outcome generally was not positive.

      Still, I have been living comfortably here all my life, and I’ve never thought much about the advantages of the magical power boost the ley lines provide. Except for my work with the Tooth Corps and the advantage my tiny size lends to my hobby, magic prowess is just something I have learned to live with, like psoriasis or IBS. It’s there in my life and I’ve learned to cope.

      Now it’s early June and tourist season is in high gear. Traffic is a snarled mess per usual this time of year, so I get to the office with only minutes to spare before my first patient is set to arrive. The moment I see Mel scowling at me from the front desk, I realize that despite her reminder phone call earlier this morning she sees that I forgot to bring my tax paperwork. If she knew I hadn’t even bothered to gather it up, I would be facing far worse than a dirty look.

      I swing through my office’s front door, tote bag and purse in one hand, car keys and overly full Dunkin’ Doughnuts iced tea in the other. Without an extra set of hands, I push the heavy glass door open with my right hip, apparently misjudging the necessary force required to keep it open long enough to pass through. It swings back quickly, banging the arm holding the squishy cup. The lid pops off instantly, tea sloshing out all over my hand and down the front of my light gray pants, soaking me to my unmentionables. “Uhmmm…a little help here, if you please,” I cry out to anyone within hearing distance.

      Nancy, my newest hygienist, rushes from behind the reception counter to take my tote bag and half-empty teacup from my hands. “Would you like me to put these in your office, Dr. Parker? I can see if there’s an extra pair of scrubs in the back if you’d like to change your wet pants?”

      I hand my things to her. “That would be great, Nancy. If you find a pair you think will work for me, will you leave a pair in my office as well? Thank you.” As she scurries off to handle my request, I walk toward the reception area where my personal assistant is working on perfecting one of her infamous, long-suffering poses. I put my hand up to stop her before she even begins to scold me. “I don’t want to hear it, Mel. The day is already off to a horrible start, and I’m not in the mood for a lecture.”

      She sniffs and hands me a patient file. “Your impacted molar extraction will be here…” Mel pauses and looks up at the large wall clock behind her, “I expect in the next five minutes. Gretchen has you all set up in Exam Room # 4. I scheduled the usual forty-five minutes for that procedure. After that you have three regular check-ups and two patients needing fillings. Your meeting with Mr. Fitzpatrick is scheduled between those at 4:00 PM.”

      What I’m thinking isn’t pretty, and I cowardly wonder whether I can just send Mel a text from the safety of my office. She won’t be happy I forgot the paperwork. “Yeah…about that, Mel. Stuff came up at home and I completely forgot about bringing the paperwork with me to work. You’re gonna need to give that guy a call and cancel for today. Maybe set up another appointment for some time later this month, after the summer vacation rush. I’ll have more time then.” I turn and start walking toward my office, but Mel follows me in and shuts the door behind her.

      “Rosie…we’ve been friends for a long time. I love my job here, and I’d like to keep it. Unfortunately, you're starting to make that seem impossible. I’m doing my very best to keep you as professionally organized as I can, but your determination to undermine that goal every chance you get is becoming too much of a hassle. You and I both know this IRS thing could be really bad, not just for you, but for everyone here. We rely on our jobs to pay the bills. If the IRS shuts you down, even for a few weeks, it affects us all. And what about your patients? They depend on you as well! Trust you with their dental health! How is it going to look if they find out you committed tax fraud, even if it was done unwittingly? I think it’s incredibly selfish and irresponsible of you to take this as frivolously as you have been, Dr. Rosalinda Abigail Parker.”

      When Mel uses a person’s whole name, they know they’re in deep shit. I don’t want to lose her friendship or the important position she holds in my practice, so I swallow my pretend pride and do my best to grovel. “You’re right, Mel. One hundred percent correct. And I promise…I’ll try to get better organized. I really will.”

      She folds her arms in front of her chest, not so easily swayed. “You say that all the time, Rosie, but then you don’t bother to do anything about it. Do you realize how much trouble I went through to set up this meeting with Mr. Fitzpatrick? Normal people go to HIS office, Rosie. The fact that he’s coming to yours instead is a big favor. There’s no way I’m calling him this late in the day to cancel. At least meet with him and see what he has to say. Find out if you're in as much trouble as I think you are. You can always set up a future meeting for a later date to go over your paperwork. If he’s even willing to take you on as a client. He may meet with you and decide you’ve messed things up so much, he’s not even interested in helping you dig yourself out from under it.”

      I resent that my friend thinks I won’t be able to charm the mighty Declan Fitzpatrick. I may not be the most organized dentist around, but hot damn, people like me. One doesn’t have a waiting list of wanna-be-patients two pages long without being personable. I plan on giving old Mr. Tax Guy my best ‘Dr. Rosie, the Pied Piper of Teeth’ spiel. He’ll be begging to take my cheerful self on as his client. “I’m going to work really hard at convincing Fitzi the Tax guy to like me, Mel. This is all gonna work out. You’ll see.”

      My PA doesn’t look too convinced but shrugs her shoulders and says, “I hope you’re right, Rose. There’s a lot riding on this tax problem getting fixed.”

      We’re interrupted by Nancy, who has returned with some scrub pants for me to change in to. She hands me a purple pair printed with tiny images of winged tooth fairies, which, all things considered, is ridiculous irony. How the hell the Mundane World came up with the ridiculous notion that all Fae have wings is beyond me. It’s so species insensitive. Nancy is apologetic. “This is the best of the choices, Dr. Parker. I hope it’s okay?”

      What Nancy means is that this is the largest pair of scrubs we have on hand. I usually wear my regular clothes to work, with my lab coat over them, so no one has ever bothered to purchase pants in a size big enough to fit my ass. I have no choice now but to wear these, no matter how tight they’re going to be or how ridiculous they’ll look. The tea stain on my current pants makes it looks like I peed myself, so purple tooth fairy scrubs it is.

      The rest of the afternoon proceeds like any other typical Thursday. The extraction patient is a nine-year-old boy who, even on his best day, normally isn’t willing to go along with the program. Today however, he gags on the bite block and vomits his entire lunch. My lab coat bears the brunt of the eruption, but some of it leaks through to my blouse; even with a fresh lab coat and a good sponging off of my own clothes, I spend the rest of the day sporting the aroma of Eau De Puke. The regular check-ups are a breeze - sweet little kids happy to chat with Dr. Rosie about soccer, the Boston Red Sox, and the benefits of French braids; but by the time the last child and parent leaves, I’m running a good twenty minutes behind schedule. Mel comes to hurry me along, with the admonishment that my “pressing 4:00 PM appointment is waiting impatiently in my office.”

      I have a preconceived notion of what a tax accountant should look like, especially one with this guy’s long and star-studded reputation. I assume he’ll be well-seasoned, old, and balding, with scrunched up shoulders and a wrinkled forehead from years of scowling down at numbers; so, when I pull down my face mask to my chin and swing into my office with a cheerful, “I’m so sorry to keep you waiting…” the rest of the words stick in my throat at my first eyeful of D.P. Fitzpatrick.

      First off, he’s younger than I’d expected. A lot younger. How does one get to be an expert in their field in their early thirties? He stands up as I enter the room, all 6 foot 2 of him, suited out in what must be Brooks Brothers, his shoes so shiny I can see my double chin in them. He’s a ginger, like myself, and for a second I wonder whether he’s Fae but shake that thought off as nonsense. Most Fae are redheads, or strawberry blondes, but not every redhead in the Mundane World is Fae, although I have learned that there are a lot more of them than anyone knows. Yes, indeed. Mr. Declan P. Fitzpatrick is the whole damn, sexy, hot package, but it’s the eyes behind his tortoise shell glasses that have me mesmerized. They are the most unusual shade of green I’ve ever seen. Not the pale celery green one mostly sees, but a lush, mossy shade that brings to mind Spring mornings.

      Holy shit! Did I just actually think up that crazy notion? What the hell do I know about Spring mornings anyway? Better get your mind off your hootch, Rosie, and back to business. I stick my hand out to shake his but then let it conspicuously fall to my side when he doesn’t reciprocate. Tax Guy must sense my confusion. He stares at me and says, “People have given up hand shaking since the onset of Covid. It’s a social nicety that I’m happy to see banished, Dr. Parker. As a medical professional, I’m surprised you're still holding on to such an unnecessary and unsanitary gesture.”

      I don’t know how to respond to this statement. It’s not like what he’s saying isn’t true; it’s that his clipped, condescending tone, which seems to carry with it the very slightest bit of Old Country brogue, rubs me the wrong way. It sounds rude to my ears, and whatever initial impression I’d had about his good looks evaporates instantly. I match his tone. “As you wish, Mr. Fitzpatrick,” I say, as I coolly point to the chair on the other side of my desk and motion for him to have a seat. I see that Mel already tried to placate him with a cup of coffee, which sits untouched and probably cold on the corner of the desk. I have already made up my mind not to hire him. There’s something about him I instantly dislike, and the sooner we have our discussion the sooner Mel can show him the exit.

      My personal office is not much larger than any one of my standard exam rooms. With the file cabinets, the bookcase, and one of my completed dollhouses fighting for space along with my desk and chairs, maneuvering around in here is a tight squeeze. I edge my way around the desk, twisting as I wiggle through the tight spot, hoping not to crush the tiny landscaped bushes surrounding the miniature building with my right hip. True to form, I avoid smashing the mini landscaping, but my left hip bumps into the desk corner, knocking over the coffee cup and spilling its entire contents directly in the lap of D.P. Fitzpatrick, C.P.A.
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      Apparently, the coffee that spilled on Mr. Tax Man wasn’t quite as cold as I had thought it to be, if his hopping jig is any indication. He jumps from his chair as if there is a spring under his ass, grabbing his crotch and swearing in what I recognize as Gaelic, thus proving me correct regarding his heritage. I grab some paper towels from behind my desk and move to help wipe the liquid from his pants, but when I see where the bulk of it has landed, I stop dead in my tracks, pretty sure I don’t want to get that up close and personal with this stranger’s genitalia. I’m not at all sure what to do next, so I stick my head out the door and call to Mel to bring some ice. Mr. Fitzpatrick is doing his best to pull his pants’ fabric away from his skin, but wet wool doesn’t have much give to it, so it sticks like glue to…uhmm…every nook and cranny.

      Knowing that it was my fat ass that had knocked over the cup in the first place, and realizing that the man had a front row view of me doing it, is mortifying. I try to apologize, but my voice registers as a squeak, sounding several octaves higher than normal and far more breathy. “Mr. Fitzpatrick, I am so very sorry. I absolutely did not intend to cause you any bod…harm.” My breath catches at the exact moment I’m trying to say the word ‘bodily’ with the ‘ily’ part becoming lost in the high-pitched sound; it emerges as ‘bod’ instead. Tax Man looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind, and his cheeks flush bright pink. It takes me a couple of seconds to remember that the slang word ‘bod’ means ‘dick’ in Gaelic, and even though the mistake I’d just made had been entirely unintentional, my realization of it causes me to look down at the aforementioned appendage just before I turn around and clamp a hand over my mouth to reign in a nervous barrage of teenage giggles.

      Thank all of the goddesses in the Otherworld that Mel chooses this moment to walk in carrying a bag of ice and several clean cloth towels. She is polite and professional, whereas I quickly retreat to the ladies’ room, unable to control my silly giggling. By the time I pull myself together, splash some cold water on my face, and exit the bathroom Declan Fitzpatrick is on his way out of my office wearing a pair of light blue scrubs, carrying his damp suit pants over his arm. He walks past me without a word and marches straight through the front door. I know I should have tried to say something to him before he left, but I was completely distracted by the way the borrowed scrubs hugged his ass. My naughty girl self
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