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      I admit I love the feeling of family. My different series of novels stand alone, but they all have a familial connection. You can dive into and enjoy “Monsters of Jellyfish Beach” without having read any of my books. All references to Missy’s backstory are fully explained. However, if you want to learn more about Missy’s history, you can check out my earlier “Freaky Florida” series. Also, Missy pops up now and then visiting her cousin in the midlife paranormal “Memory Guild” series.

      

      Now, on to the main event. . .
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      I’m a witch, not a clairvoyant. I couldn’t tell if the nightmare I just experienced was a premonition or simply a reaction from Taco Tuesday. But when I awoke from it, there was none of that blessed relief you feel when you realize it was a just a bad dream before falling asleep again.

      No, I felt unsettled and full of dread. Like something wicked was coming.

      My old-fashioned clock radio said 2:34 a.m. Brenda and Bubba, my two gray tabbies, studied me from the other side of my bed in the faint glow from the clock. I must have awakened them by moaning or something.

      The dream had been about my mother. I had a relationship with her that could charitably be called difficult. I grew up with adoptive parents and didn’t even know my birth mother was alive until a few years ago.

      It turned out she was an evil sorceress.

      I know what you’re thinking: I’m a bitter daughter who calls her mother evil because I resent her.

      No, it’s because she’s evil. Really. Our paths first crossed when I fought back against her black magic. And she tried to kill me.

      Long story short, the Magic Guild in North Florida finally neutralized her, stripping her of her black-magic powers. Afterwards, we had an uneasy truce and remained distant. But at least she stopped trying to kill me. So, in that sense, you could say she was an absolutely wonderful mother.

      That’s why the dream I just had disturbed me. Because in the dream, she performed a ceremony with a demon. There was fire and blood, as well as sacrilegious acts I couldn’t remember.

      As if she had regained her black magic.

      If true, what would she do with it?

      Good thing I don’t have to see her for the holidays.
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            A Day at the Beach Ruined

          

        

      

    

    
      I had to face the truth: employers will be employers, and clients will be clients. They’re all slaves to their instincts and selfish needs. And if I spend my life catering to their demands, instead of my own, I’m going to get burned.

      Because in my job, I worked for and with monsters. Metaphorically and literally.

      It was time to consider a career change. And here I was, spending my precious day off at the beach obsessing about it.

      The beach was uncrowded, and atop my towel, I stood out like a tourist fresh off the plane from Siberia. Yes, despite living in Florida, I had the complexion of a corpse.

      Why? Funny you ask. I work the aptly named graveyard shift. I’m a home-health nurse for elderly retirees, and the bulk of my patients are vampires who were seniors when they were turned. As you know, seniors both living and undead must retire to southern climes like Florida.

      I’ve altered my life to fit into theirs. And I’m increasingly asking myself why.

      It was late afternoon, the sun was no longer blasting me, and my skin was cooled by a gentle breeze from the southeast. A flock of sanderlings picked at tiny shells at the edge of the surf, racing away from the last gasp of each incoming wave. Not having been to the beach in so long, I studied the crowd.

      There was a time when the only people you’d see on a day like this would be retirees, who lived in condos along the beach, and a few younger tourists. Only on the weekends would you see the folks who lived inland and worked at jobs managing the retirees’ money, fixing their plumbing, or selling the goods they consumed.

      Now, the crowd was more diverse in age. Jellyfish Beach had a new luxury hotel on the beach. More beachfront mansions were sprouting up, as were subdivisions on the mainland.

      Everyone was moving to Florida, even monsters. Though our state already had plenty of home-grown monsters, not even counting our politicians.

      My employer, Acceptance Home Care, was booming because they catered to the various species of supernatural creatures who hid their true identities. Despite their business doing so well, the company did not pay me well. I needed to work a part-time job at the Jellyfish Beach Mystical Mart and Botanica to help make ends meet. That’s why having last night and this afternoon off was a rarity for me.

      I became a home-health practitioner after years as an ICU charge nurse had burned me out. It seemed another burning out was just around the corner.

      “Well, Missy, aren’t you as pale as a vampire?” said a male voice above me.

      It was Matt, my friend, partner in crime, and potentially more. Matt was a reporter for the local newspaper and knew about the secret existence of the vampires, werewolves, and other monsters I cared for. He had sworn to me he would keep the secret in exchange for my giving him a rare glimpse into the supernatural world. His investigative skills have come in quite handy when I’ve needed to solve mysteries of various sorts in this murky, dangerous world.

      “You ready to go?” he asked.

      We had planned to grab late-afternoon drinks and an early dinner at a nearby restaurant before I was due to give a vampire her annual physical.

      “Don’t you want to hang out on the beach for a bit?” I asked, though he was wearing jeans and a nice shirt.

      “I was here at sunrise surf fishing. I’ve had enough sand for the day.”

      Matt used to arrive at the beach every morning before sunrise to fish until I told him the condo tower a mile away was filled with vampires. With that knowledge, he decided he’d wait until the sun crested the horizon.

      I threw on a coverup, and we crossed the street. In Jellyfish Beach, the coastal road was right at the edge of the beach, providing easy access for the public. Across the street was a block of ocean-facing restaurants and a swim-apparel shop. The cafe on the corner was where we normally met for breakfast when I finished my shift, and he was about to begin his. Today, we were going to Clammy’s, a boisterous beach bar we rarely had the chance to visit together.

      He grabbed my hand as we crossed the street. It was sweet but silly. I let him do it anyway.

      We found a table on the sidewalk facing the beach. Matt settled into a draft beer while I sipped a club soda. I would have preferred wine, but I had to work in a few hours.

      “So,” he said. “How’s your magic going?”

      While nursing is my profession, magic is my hobby. My passion, actually.

      “It’s barely going,” I replied. “I’ve been too busy with work to practice my regular spells, let alone learn any new ones.”

      “Sorry to hear that.” Matt had no interest in magic himself, but he appreciated it when my spells saved our butts from danger.

      We were silent for a while, enjoying our beverages. The people walking on the sidewalk along the beach were enough to entertain us.

      “Oh, give me a break,” Matt said. “That guy has no business walking around in nothing but a Speedo.”

      An enormous man with an enormous gut strutted proudly by. His bathing suit was so small as to be almost invisible among all his flesh.

      “He’s an ogre, actually,” I said.

      “What? Are you serious?”

      “Ogres can blend in among humans fairly well. You’d think he worked in construction or for the Mafia.”

      “I thought he was a former offensive lineman.”

      “The tip-off is where he missed with his spray-on tan. See the back of his legs?”

      “His skin is greenish.”

      “Yep. And look at his ears.”

      “They’re pointy. I didn’t notice at first.”

      “He’s probably wearing the skimpy bathing suit to distract people.”

      “Yeah, his face kind of looks like a caveman.”

      “That’s an ogre for you.”

      “Are there a lot of them around here?”

      “Not many,” I said. “It’s too hot here for them to live year-round. And they prefer Orlando for their vacations because they really love theme parks.”

      “Are there any other monsters walking by that my human eyes can’t detect?”

      “See that couple getting on the motorcycle?”

      “Yeah?”

      “The woman gives off the vibe that she’s a werewolf. It’s nothing in the way she looks—I just have a sixth sense for spotting supernatural creatures.”

      “It’s a survival mechanism,” Matt said.

      “Absolutely. Well, we won’t see any vampires at this hour. Trolls don’t go out in public much. There could be other creatures who have shifted into human form that I’m not picking up on.”

      “You make people-watching much more interesting, now that I know not all of them are people. Hey, see that guy there with the purple shorts and no shirt? Is he a werewolf?”

      “No. He’s a guy who needs to have his back waxed before he takes his shirt off in public again.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Wait, I think that’s a water sprite on the roof of the lifeguard stand.”

      “Where? There’s just a seagull.”

      “Watch the gull closely.”

      He stared for a while with a puzzled expression until a grin broke out.

      “Yes! I saw it, but only briefly.”

      “Sprites aren’t shifters,” I explained, “but they can cast magic to glamour human senses. It’s sort of like camouflage.”

      “Are there any creatures here at the beach that could eat us?”

      “Sharks.”

      “No,” Matt insisted. “Supernatural creatures.”

      “The ogre could eat you, but he wouldn’t do so in public. Same with the werewolf, of course. There are plenty of deadly creatures in Jellyfish Beach that would never come to the beach in daylight.”

      “That’s not exactly reassuring.”

      “Listen, monsters must remain hidden to survive in the modern world. They’re very discreet when it comes to eating people and do it rarely. Remember, a hundred and fifty years ago, when Florida was a wilderness, the pioneers were eaten by bears, alligators, panthers, and more. Face it, we, the apex predators, are sometimes prey. It’s a fact most of us go through our lives without ever thinking about. It’s better that way.”

      “Now, I can’t not think about it.”

      My phone buzzed. I cursed when I saw the text from Acceptance Home Care.

      “Speaking of monsters. Why are they bugging me? They know I have the afternoon off.”

      The text wanted to know if I was available for an emergency visit to Seaweed Manor. The condos were nearby, and I had several patients there. Reluctantly, I called the office.

      “Sorry to bother you, Missy,” said Brenda, the care coordinator. “It’s Mr. Roarke, the HOA president. He asked for you specifically.”

      I sighed. Harry Roarke was a patient of mine, and if we angered him, he could cancel the contract with our agency.

      “Okay.” I sighed. “What kind of emergency is it?”

      “He wouldn’t say. Only that it was embarrassing and needed immediate attention.”

      From the frown on Matt’s face, it was clear he knew what was going on.

      “You’re going to stand me up, right?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry. I need to change my clothes first, and after I see the Roarkes, there won’t be time to get back here to eat before my appointment with my vampire patient.”

      “I understand,” he said sourly.

      I’m afraid to say I’ve ditched Matt too many times before.

      “I’ll make it up to you.”

      “You need to make it up to yourself. You’ve been complaining about this job forever.”

      “I’m fond of most of my patients.”

      “I know you are. You’re not fond of your employer, though. This job is killing you.”

      Little did he know how prophetic his words would prove to be.
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      I ran home to change, then drove south on A1A, the coastal road that runs along the narrow strip of barrier island that separates the beaches from the mainland. In Jellyfish Beach, it was where you found condos and single-family homes facing the waterway to the west or the ocean to the east. Most were super expensive. The older condominium high-rises were slightly more affordable.

      Among these were Squid Tower and Seaweed Manor. The former was the secret home of a community of vampires I served. Turned late in life, they moved down here for the warmth, but not the sunshine. The other community was for shifters, mostly werewolves, who were also retired and long in the tooth.

      For all my patients, my biggest imperatives were to be discreet as well as compassionate. Monsters could be quite skilled at killing humans, but humans outnumbered them greatly and had plenty of weapons. Secrecy was the key rule of survival.

      That’s why I had my job. Monsters, even in human form, couldn’t go to a doctor’s office or a hospital without being found out. It would be difficult to hide the fact that you were undead from your primary-care physician. And even monsters with magical healing abilities needed healthcare from time to time.

      In case you’re wondering, the patient who had requested me, Harry Roarke, was a werewolf residing in Seaweed Manor. It was right next door to Squid Tower. The two communities did not get along.

      There was no inherent enmity between vampires and werewolves. However, the vampires here were very tidy and rather snobbish. The werewolves were a bunch of party animals, pun intended, and they were not meticulous in caring for their community. I reflected upon this after almost tripping over an empty beer bottle near the bocce courts.

      The Roarkes lived in A-714. Their hall was full of muffled rock music and the scent of weed. And I don’t mean seaweed. I usually saw patients in this community late in the afternoon, before my nightly vampire visits, or in the mornings just after sunrise. No matter the time of day I showed up, people were always partying here.

      “Thanks for coming by,” Harry said at the door. “We have tickets for the new production at the Jellyfish Beach Playhouse, but we can’t go with this, um, condition.”

      He led me into the living room. Cynthia waved hello from the couch but was too busy scratching herself to say anything.

      Harry scratched at his heavy mane of silver hair and his large white beard.

      “Is it a rash?” I asked.

      “Fleas,” Harry replied. He instinctively tried to scratch himself with his leg dog-style but grew self-conscious with me staring at him.

      “It’s terribly embarrassing,” Cynthia said. “We’ve had fleas before when in wolf form, but after you shift back to human and shower thoroughly, you can get rid of them. Not this time.”

      “We tried flea shampoo, but since it’s made for dogs, it irritates our skin. What should we do?”

      A flea jumped from his head to his shoulder, and I stepped back out of jumping range.

      “Baking soda can help,” I said.

      “Tried that,” Cynthia said. “Didn’t work.”

      “I’ve heard diluted apple cider vinegar will get rid of fleas.”

      “For a few hours. Then they came back,” said Harry. “We’ve tried every remedy we could find on the internet.”

      “You’re a witch,” Cynthia said. “Can’t magic help us?”

      Part of my passion for magic came from when I found ways to use it for healing patients. In my eyes, a benevolent purpose like this was the best possible use of magic.

      “I bet it could,” I replied. “I don’t know any specific spells off the top of my head. There’s a warding spell that will chase the fleas away, but they’ll come back. I need to develop a spell or amulet that will take them off and keep them off.”

      The challenge excited me. My life felt stuck in a rut lately—especially when called in during my afternoon off for something as lame as fleas. However, experimenting with magic to solve the problem was inspiring. Using magic to help people—well, monsters—felt like a higher calling.

      “In the meantime, can you try that warding spell?” Cynthia asked. “I don’t want to miss the play tonight. We can’t show up there scratching and having fleas jump onto other theatergoers.”

      “Gotcha. Let me draw a magic circle in your kitchen, and I’ll be done in no time.”

      “Um, we just had new tile installed in there,” Cynthia said.

      “No problem. I’ll use a dry-erase marker.”

      Yes, I carry them in a tote bag along with basic magic and medical supplies. I carry that tote bag with me wherever I go—even the beach.

      I guess I really am stuck in a rut.

      After I cast the warding spell, Cynthia and Harry each rushed to a different bathroom to shower while the fleas made their mass escapes.

      “I’ll work on a spell for a permanent cure,” I called out after them.

      I left their condo feeling a bit better about my career. Nothing against home-health nurses, but they basically manage your health. It’s the doctors who decide on the plans for healing.

      Magic, it seemed to me, was how I could climb to a higher level of healing than just managing symptoms. It was the key to giving my life more purpose.

      You can’t make a living at magic, though. I’m talking about real magic, not stage illusions. The only person I knew who made a full-time wage from magic was my mother when she performed black-magic sorcery for hire. In my dream last night, she was enthralled again to evil.

      One thing I can promise: I will never be like my mother.
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      After I finished with the Roarkes, it wasn’t long before sunset and my appointment with Mrs. Steinhauer in unit 608 of Squid Tower. With an immortal creature, annual physicals add up to a never-ending cash stream for my employer. All they did was set up the appointments and handle the billing.

      I had to do the dangerous work.

      “Hi, Missy, good to see ya,” Mrs. Steinhauer said as she opened her door. She was a stocky widow who lost her husband in World War I, when they were both human. Never marrying again, she worked office jobs until retiring in her sixties. She moved to Florida where, after leaving Bingo Night at the Senior Center one night, she was attacked by a vampire and turned.

      After that, she naturally moved to Squid Tower.

      “I’ve got a little present for you.” She giggled and handed me a small plastic cup with a green screw-on lid.

      Vampires pee only a couple of times a week. Fortunately, Mrs. Steinhauer was thoughtful enough to have this cup waiting for me in the fridge.

      “Thank you so much,” I said. “Let’s hope your creatine levels are normal this time.” For some bizarre biological reason, low creatine levels were a serious health risk for vampires. They could be as dangerous as a sharpened wooden stake.

      Next, once she was sitting comfortably in the living room, I wrapped the blood-pressure cuff around her beefy arm and inflated it. This is just like when a human gets her blood pressure tested, except for the numbers. Hers was thirty-five over twelve, healthy for her, though potentially fatal for a human. Her heart rate was five beats per minute. Not bad at all for an undead person.

      Now came the scary part—the blood draw. I mean, scary for me, not for her. The sight and smell of even their own blood can set off any vampire.

      I came prepared, of course. A vampire-repelling amulet hung around my neck. So did a crucifix, even though that worked only for ex-Catholic vampires. With vampires of other denominations and faiths, it was useless. I also had a spell designed to make my blood unappetizing.

      “Please squeeze the rubber ball,” I said. “And look away. Whatever you do, don’t look at the blood vial.”

      Vampire veins are notoriously difficult to find, but once I did, I inserted the needle and watched the dark—almost black—blood slowly ooze into the vial. Vampires required special needles, which were always in low supply.

      “It’s a beautiful night, isn’t it?” I’m so bad at small talk. Especially when drawing blood from a blood-sucking fiend.

      “It is. I have a shuffleboard match later tonight.”

      I didn’t like the way her voice sounded. It was huskier than normal.

      “Did the Blood Bus show up tonight?”

      Oops, maybe I shouldn’t have brought up the topic of feeding. I was simply hoping her appetite was sated for the evening. The Blood Bus was one of those blood-donation vehicles that show up at shopping centers and outdoor festivals. Except the blood that the donors expected would go to hospital patients was instead driven directly to Squid Tower in time for dinner, heated in a microwave, and served to residents who lined up as if it were a food truck.

      “We all promised we’d feed after the shuffleboard match,” Mrs. Steinhauer said, “so as not to give anyone a physical advantage.”

      Her voice sounded even huskier.

      “Almost done.” I willed her blood to ooze a little faster.

      Laughter came through her front door from the outer hallway. Instinctively, Mrs. Steinhauer glanced in that direction, probably recognizing the voice.

      As she turned away from the door, her eyes passed the vial filled with her black-tar blood.

      She growled.

      Oh, my. This was not good.

      “Please look away, Mrs. Steinhauer.”

      Instead, she looked me straight in the eyes. She was trying to mesmerize me.

      I yanked my eyes away. The blood vial needed to be put away safely before it was too late. I withdrew the needle, dropped it in a plastic disposal bin, and capped the vial.

      A bead of blood appeared at the puncture site. Unlike with humans, you rarely need to tape a cotton swab to a vampire’s arm.

      Before I could do so, her arm was against her lips as she licked the drop of blood.

      And she went from a prim and proper elderly lady to a voracious beast.

      The blow from her backhand sent me flying across the living room, landing on the dining-room table.

      Dinner was served.
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      Mrs. Steinhauer leaped toward me as I squirmed off the dining table. I grabbed a chair to fend her off like a lion tamer. She growled and lunged at me again, trying to catch my eyes and make me submissive.

      I thrust the chair into her while I frantically mouthed the words for a protection spell. I’m a traditional earth witch who prefers to use candles, pentagrams, and such when I cast spells. Doing it on the fly like this was not ideal. But I wanted to live.

      Why wasn’t the amulet working?

      She dove at me, and this time, grabbed hold of the chair.

      Yes, a vampire with a body age in her sixties was not as strong as a younger one. But she was still stronger than me. She easily tore the chair from my grasp.

      I finished the incantation for the protection spell. But it didn’t engage.

      Time to hightail it out the front door. I feinted toward the bedrooms, then darted to the door. But as I clicked the deadbolt open, she seized my hair and pulled me toward her.

      This had never happened with a patient before.

      I punched her in the head, but it was too late. Cold, burning pain hit my neck as her fangs plunged into my flesh at my jugular vein. The vampire saliva quickly ended the pain. It enables vampires to drink leisurely.

      Gray spots appeared in my vision, and I grew faint. I was done for.

      The sugary notes of “Tie a Yellow Ribbon ’Round the Old Oak Tree” came from her cellphone lying on the coffee table.

      The distraction interrupted her drinking.

      “That must be Phyllis,” she said.

      I landed hard on the faux-wood veneer flooring as she hurried to her phone.

      “Hello? Phyllis? Yes, I was. I’m just finishing up my medical appointment. Oh, really? Okay, I’ll meet you there before the match. And don’t forget to bring your needlepoint. Ciao.”

      Mrs. Steinhauer noticed me lying on the floor, and realization seeped into her eyes.

      “Lordy, I don’t know what came over me,” she said. “I’m so sorry, Missy. It must have been my blood that did it.”

      “Right.” I didn’t have the strength to get up yet.

      “I’m so sorry. This must happen to you all the time.”

      “No,” I said. “It doesn’t. If it did, I would have quit a long time ago. Maybe it’s time for me to retire.”

      “No, don’t say that. I would feel horrible if you quit because of me.”

      I sat up, as quickly as my dizziness would allow. “You fed on me.”

      “It was an honest mistake. A moment of weakness. I’m so sorry, dear.”

      Finally, I made it to my feet. “Mrs. Steinhauer, have a good evening and an enjoyable shuffleboard match. The service will call you if there’s anything unusual about your results.”

      “Thank you for coming. See you again next year.” She turned away and fiddled with her phone, already putting the incident behind her.

      I slung my tote bag over my shoulder and left the condo. My hands trembled. I was tempted to call my manager and quit on the spot, but I told myself not to do anything rash. Fortunately, a mere bite wouldn’t kill me, nor would it turn me into a vampire. Mrs. Steinhauer would need to drain me to death, then resurrect me with her own blood, to turn me.

      This was a risky job, and I knew it when I first took it. At the time, though, it had seemed tame compared to what I had been through working in the ICU at the hospital. But tonight’s incident had crossed the line.

      There was a bottle of hand sanitizer in my bag, so I applied the gel liberally to my bite wounds as I rode down the elevator. Vampire mouth germs. Yuck!

      I had no other patient appointments tonight, and I wanted to go home. But I had another commitment here at Squid Tower.
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      Thanks to having published a novel when I was younger, I had been pressured to lead a creative-writing critique group of vampires once a week. For my efforts, I was paid a paltry amount by the homeowners’ association that was under pressure to keep the activity calendar full. Every last nickel came in handy with the salary I made—at my no-good, rotten, home-health nursing job.

      I could text the group and tell them I was ill. The president of the association and adopted mother of the community, Agnes Geberich, would sympathize with my plight. But I didn’t want to let down the members of the group.

      When the elevator reached the lobby, I headed into the rear hallway that led to the community rooms. To my left, the larger room was filled with light and conversation. I walked in, and the ten vampires sitting in chairs arranged in a half circle looked up at me.

      Their faces registered surprise.

      “Missy, you poor girl! You’ve been bitten,” said Gladys.

      “Who did this to you?” Sol asked.

      “You can tell that easily?” I asked. “I thought my collar covered the puncture wounds.”

      “Dear, we can tell just by smelling you,” said Marjorie. “It’s an ability we have that prevents us from feeding on someone else’s prey. Vampires are very territorial.”

      “Thank you for your concern. A patient lost control while I was drawing blood.”

      “Tell me who it was,” Sol demanded. “There needs to be accountability.”

      “I don’t believe I can divulge that,” I said. “You know, the HIPAA laws protect patient privacy.”

      “You were assaulted during a patient visit,” Sol said. “HIPAA shouldn’t apply.”

      “I don’t want to get anyone in trouble.”

      “One of our bylaws says we’re forbidden to feed on prey anywhere on the property. Especially on someone who is providing a valuable service. I’m going to report this to Agnes.”

      I was grateful to Sol for doing this. I simply nodded, though.

      “Well, now that we have this all ironed out, would you guys like to hear part of my new short story?” Gladys asked.

      “Missy almost gets drained, and you want us to listen to your soft-core porn?” Sol asked.

      “It’s not porn. It’s erotic romance,” Gladys said.

      “I wasn’t almost drained,” I added. “I mean, I don’t think I was.”

      “Iron,” Doris said. “You need to consume lots of iron for your anemia.”

      “Anyway, it’s a beach romance,” Gladys said. “Beach romances are very popular nowadays. This one, though, takes place only at night.”

      “Let me guess,” Sol said. “The heroine is a retired vampire living in a condo tower resembling this one.”

      “No. This is where I got truly creative. It’s a guest visiting her vampire friend who lives in a condo tower resembling this one. And there’s a vampire pool boy and a vampire delivery boy who both take a fancy to them.”

      “I honestly believe all your stories have a pool boy or a sweaty landscaper boy in them,” Marjorie said.

      “Of course,” Gladys said. “Cold flesh, hot action!”

      “Hence the label ‘porn,’” Sol said.

      “Let’s let Gladys read her story,” I interjected.

      The vampire creative-writing group meetings were always like this. No future Nobel Literature Prize laureates in the making here.

      Many people take up writing when they retire. The folks here have
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