
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


PRAISE FOR BRENT MCGREGOR

––––––––

[image: ]


“Blood Tide is brutal, bloody and tense...This book is one hell of a ride, and will keep you turning the page until you reach the end, out of breath and exhausted.”

Alister Hodge, Horror Writer

“I’m tired today because I had the pleasure of reading an advanced copy of Blood Tide, and it kept me up all night. If you’re looking for a murder/ mystery with a supernatural element, check this out.”  Pauline Yates, Horror Writer 

“This darkly compelling read lured me in and wouldn't let go. Ominous and grisly. In 'Blood Tide', McGregor pulls the monster out from under the bed, then flings it at you. And you'd better run. Because it's one vicious, unstoppable nightmare of a thing.”   Jeff Clulow, Horror Writer 
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“McGregor thoroughly introduces and defines his people and his worlds without losing pace or the readers focus.” (Not this book)  Scott R.S. Raphael, Horror Writer

“Extremely well written...A really enjoyable read of the weird and supernatural...” (Not this book)

Cheryl, Goodreads

“So gory and twisted with fantastic imagery. Still shuddering at the ending.” (Not this book)

A.M. Joseph, Horror Writer
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PROLOGUE
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Ron Dunlop pulled the lapels of his sailing jacket tight to shield himself from the lashing rain. He swayed as the boat rocked. Above him, high winds moaned like a banshee in the rigging.  

He studied the horizon with an intense stare, his craggy face and calloused hands evidence of the many miles he’d put under the keel. Some people considered him old for a mariner. Then again, some people didn’t know their ass from a hole in the ground. He was mentally sharp, in decent shape, and he would keep on sailing well into his seventies—if Margaret would let him.

They’d been holidaying in Martinique on board their sailing yacht, the Halcyon Daze, headed for Barbados, when, despite the morning’s forecast, the horizon became dark and ominous. A storm hit without warning, barring their way. So, they beat a hasty retreat to the island of St. Lucia, taking refuge in a sheltered lagoon somewhere along the rainforest-covered coastline. 

They’d dropped anchor and had stowed most of the gear below deck, when...

“Ron!” Margaret called.

“What’s up, Hon?” He let go of the tripline. They’d been married for 42 years, and he could tell, from her tone, something was amiss.

She wore a sailing jacket like his and had a timeless, natural beauty. When he looked at her, he still saw the young twenty-something woman he fell in love with, all those years ago.

“There...on the beach.” She pointed. “I could’ve sworn I saw a man.”

He looked in the direction she pointed but saw nothing. 

“I don’t think so, hon,” he yelled over the wind. “This part of the coastline is remote. There’s not a town for miles.” 

“I know what I saw,” she yelled back. “There was a man. He waded into the water and hasn’t resurfaced.”

“Are you sure?” he said, looking again. 

“He could be drowning, Ron.”

“He could be a diver.”

She frowned. 

“Perhaps you imagined it—a mirage, or a trick of the light? Maybe it was an animal? 

“An animal, Ron? What kind of animal?” 

He shrugged. “A feral pig or goat.”

She gave him a look. 

“Heck, I don’t know. Your guess is as good as mine. Look, we’ve got to get below deck.”

By the time the storm rolled back around, they’d already bunked down for the night.

***
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Ron woke with a start. Margaret had him by the shoulders and was shaking him. The cabin was dimly lit, but he could still make out her frightened expression. 

“Are you okay?” he said, sitting up. 

She shushed him. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?” He rubbed his eyes. 

“That strange sound.” 

He tilted his head to listen, but all he could hear was the storm and the howl of the wind. “What sound?”

“I couldn’t tell you exactly. It was weird...like an animal or bird maybe...but loud.” 

He listened again. “I don’t h—”

The sound floated across the water, a bizarre intermittent hooting bark, high and musical. It started as a low whooping sound, then rose sharply in pitch.

“There it is again.” She clutched at his leg. “Did you hear it?”

“Y-yes, I did.” 

“Well, what do you think it is?”

They heard it again.

It made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. It was a peculiar, complex, and amorphous sound. He couldn’t put his finger on it. It could’ve been man-made, an animal, or perhaps even several animals chorusing. 

“It’s eerie, isn’t it?” she said.  

He nodded, becoming aware of his own heavy breathing and his quickening pulse. He’d never heard anything like it. It was pained, otherworldly. It came at regular intervals, each whoop followed by a long pause. 

They lay awake for hours, listening to the strange sound—and the storm, always the storm. 

***
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“Son of a sodding whore!” hissed Ron, shouting his rebuke at the rain while steering into the waves. It was before dawn, their progress had slowed to eight knots, they were deep downwind and running dark, but it was a risk he was prepared to take. He’d considered turning her about to the windward and heaving to, but decided against it. No, better to run. Better to get away. Away from it—whatever it was. 

That’s when he heard it again, that same curious, whooping call they’d heard during the night. It sent shivers down his spine.

Oh, Jesus. He breathed heavily, gripping the wheel with white-knuckled hands. Self-doubt threatened to set in. 

He tried the line again, but the sail simply refused to trim. The winch retorted with a sharp motorized squeal, while the storm jib fluttered in the gale.  

He ground his teeth. Of all the times and places to experience gear failure. Undone by a simple thing.  

He lashed the wheel and went aft to investigate. 

Testing the line, he quickly found the source of the problem: a cheap block with a faulty bushing.  

“Damn,” he said, and went to the cockpit to grab his tools. Difficult work under the circumstances, but he was able to jury-rig something—he kept one eye on the sea the whole time. Their run-in with the thing had given him the jitters. 

He didn’t fear the sea; he was accustomed to the elements. The sea could be a cruel mistress, but he was used to her cunning. Nor did he fear the storm so much as the unseen force that moved behind it. It was the presence in the darkness he couldn’t understand. He’d felt it nearly all his life, ebbing and flowing in the corners of the world—corrupt and conspiring, exerting its malicious will. It was there on the Mekong Delta, during the endless patrols and firefights. It was there when his buddy, Rallo, was hit, and the tide ran crimson with his blood.

No, I’ll be damned if I let it get me.  

He finished jury-rigging the storm jib and line, went aft, and unlashed the wheel. 

He’d worked through the trauma. His memory of the years in Nam was the splinter his mind couldn’t expel.  He left Wyoming a nineteen-year-old kid, but came back an animal. He was wired and scared to death of everything. His nerves were all shot to shit, and he jumped at every sound. 

Trying the winch again, he trimmed the sail, this time, with ease. 

Margaret had been the one to save him. She’d brought him back from the abyss and taught him there was something worth living for. 

But now, he recollected, Margaret was below deck, on the master berth, bleeding into their white linen. He’d carried her there. She’d been breathing shallowly; her face was deathly pale, and she vomited blood. 

He knew she needed medical attention, and fast, or she wasn’t going to make it ‘til morning. He’d tried to put pressure on the wound, to stem the bleeding, but the blood had seeped from between his fingers. She might already be—

He froze. He heard it again: a high-pitched whoop from out of the dark. 

“Go to hell!” he screamed into the eye of the storm. It must’ve been following us all this time.

The whooping came again, only this time it seemed closer. 

It’s back. He hated it with every fibre of his being. 

There came a—thunk—from the side of the boat. Ron squinted. He thought he saw movement, but he couldn’t be sure. 

He lashed the wheel again and went forward, this time brandishing the claw hammer from the toolbox. 

Edging closer, he tried to discern the shape in the dark. Is it there, or is it my imagination? The thing rose to its full height, a great, looming, hulking mass.

Ron opened his mouth in slack-jawed horror. 

He swung the hammer, but the thing was too quick for him. He felt surprise and pain as the thing punctured his belly. His muscles clenched, and the veins stood out on his neck. It lifted him until his feet were off the deck—the whole while he was bleeding and screaming. The shrill sound, foreign to his ears. It found me, he thought before he lapsed unconscious. It found me....
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Dr. Martin Buchinsky’s office was in Downtown Fort Lauderdale. As therapists go, he was only middle-of-the-road expensive, although you wouldn’t know it from looking at his office. Dani removed her scarf and glanced around the room. It was generously appointed with a Persian rug, wood panelling, and open shelving, with rows of books on display. It smelled of cedar and leather upholstery. 

Buchinsky sat behind his desk, looking over the top of his glasses at her, his impeccably groomed beard giving him the air of a Greek philosopher. 

“I like the fishing boat,” Dani said, pointing at the decorative embossing on Buchinsky’s antique desk organizer.

He raised an eyebrow, leaning forward to examine it. He chuckled. “Y’know, I never noticed that before? The stylist picked it.” He sat back. “But I don’t think you’ve come here to talk about antiques, have you? You’ve been dancing around the subject for ten minutes. Would you like to tell me what’s bothering you?”

Dani fidgeted, wringing her hands and scarf. Her mousy blonde hair framed a pretty face. “I haven’t been sleeping.”

“More nightmares?”

She nodded.

“Want to walk me through it?”

She looked away.

“I understand it’s painful, but it will help to talk about it,” he said, removing his eyeglasses. 

She bit her lip and sighed. “They start the same way they always do: it’s late at night and it’s raining. My parents and I are in the car, returning from a family friend’s. I’m in the back, dressed in my pajamas, nodding off from listening to the windscreen wipers.” 

“And how old are you in these dreams?”

She thought for a moment. “Eight.”

“I see. Go on.” He scribbled a note. 

“Mom is wearing this oversized sweater. No makeup, though. She never wore makeup. Dad is smiling. He had a great smile.” A tear ran down her face.  

Buchinsky offered her a Kleenex from the box on his desk.  

She dabbed at her tears. “As I was saying, Mom and Dad were smiling. We started playing the Picnic Game.” 

“The Picnic Game?” Buchinsky asked.

“You know, it’s a car game: one person starts by saying ‘I’m going on a picnic, and I’m bringing...’ the second person fills in the blank.”

Buchinsky nodded. 

“Anyways, it’s a windy, coastal road, and the surface is slick. Outside, the sea is black and specked with whitecaps. Then we get to the bridge...”

“That’s where it happened?” Buchinsky asked. 

She nodded. “We’re not even halfway across when the semitrailer, approaching us from the opposite direction, crosses the lane lines. Dad lets out a cry, gripping and turning the wheel—we manage to veer out of the way. The car skids, and we smash, careening through the guardrail barrier. For a moment, we are in a free fall, weightless. Then the car hits and we roll down the embankment into the water.”

Her hands trembled. 

“Dad is knocked unconscious on impact. Mom’s awake, although, moving slowly. Her hand goes to the cut on her forehead. She has this look of surprise. ‘Mom?’ I say, terrified by the water, even then.”

She paused.

“We float for a while before the car starts to sink. More and more water flows in. It’s cold. It’s jarring. I’m trapped, panicked. The water has risen past our waists. I try to move, but I’m held in place by my seat belt.”

“And what do you do?” Buchinsky asked. 

“I yell for Mom, but the water is past our necks. She looks at me with this expression I’ll never forget. I take one last, long breath, then, we’re fully submerged. I finally undo my seat belt, turning around so I face the door. I try to force it, but can’t manage due to the pressure from the other side. I try kicking at the window, but it doesn’t break. It’s no good—not with the soft-soled sneakers I’m wearing.  My lungs feel ready to burst. Every ounce of me wants to breathe, but if I open my mouth, my lungs will fill with seawater.  How long can I hold on? I think, before everything goes to black.”

“So, how did you escape the car?” he asked.

“Well, that’s the big mystery,” Dani said. “I don’t know how. I’ve drawn a blank on this over the years. I woke on a pebbled beach, wet and ragged. Some passers-by found me and called the police, and the police called the coast guard. Divers found my parents’ car, upside down, about 20 feet below the surface. And weirdly, the right rear passenger-side door was torn from its hinges.”

Buchinsky mused. “And your parents?”

“Drowned,” Dani said. “There was an investigation. I went through years of counselling. I stayed with my aunt and uncle.”

He took his glasses, put the notebook down, and picked up a stack of envelope-sized cards. “I’m going to show you some images now, and I want you to tell me how they make you feel, okay?”

“Okay,” she said, crossing her arms. 

“What do you think when you see this one?” He held up the first card. 

It was a fairly innocuous picture of a child in a swimming pool, wearing a pair of pastel-colored floaties.

Dani cleared her throat. Her heart beat faster and she broke out in a sweat. “I know I shouldn’t feel this way, but I do. It’s an odd sensation, chilling.”

“Uh-huh. And what about this one?” he said, showing her another card.

It was a picture of several women sunbathing on a beach.

“How does it make you feel?” 

Dani hyperventilated, and the room spun.

“Okay, let’s stop there. “Let’s bring it back. Take a breath.” He put away the cards. 

Dani did her best to collect herself.

He went and poured her a glass of water from the pitcher on the side table. “Here,” he said, handing it to her. “Take as much time as you need.”

“Thanks,” she said, taking a few careful sips. “Is that what you expected to happen?” 

“Not exactly,” he said. “This was instructive, nonetheless.”

“Instructive?” 

He nodded and sat back down. “I want to talk now about the incident from the other day. What happened? I want to hear it back again, if you don’t mind? So, I can get the details.”

Dani sighed.

“You were driving home from the mall?” he said, prompting her.  

She nodded. “I was in heavy traffic, with the shopping on the back seat. It was a hot day, and I was worried the heat might spoil the groceries. I had the a/c all the way up.”

“You said you had some kind of reaction?”

“I came to a bridge on Sunrise Blvd, caught sight of the beach, and started shaking.”

“When you saw the ocean?”

“Uh-huh—I mean, what the fuck is that?”

He shifted in his chair. “It sounds like you had a panic attack.”

She frowned. 

“Did you try the breathing exercise like we talked about: breathe in deep through the nose, count to ten, then exhale for another count of ten?”

“It didn’t work.”

“You have to give it a chance, Dani,” he said. “You tried it, and that’s the first step—so good for you. You are going to get through this okay. It’s a process. Thalassophobia is no laughing matter.”

Dani rubbed the back of her neck.

“It’s not uncommon for people to fear the sea,” he said. “We should all have a healthy respect for the sea. It’s a normal ancestral trait. We are programmed through evolution to fear: extreme heights, snakes, and...deep water. It’s a primal fear. Humans are land mammals and, therefore, unsuited to harsh marine environments. We all fear the dark in some form or another. It just so happens you fear the ocean.”

“I mean...I live near water,” she said. “Our house backs onto the bay. It was never a problem until now.”

“Until the nightmares?”

She nodded. 

“So, the question is—what are you truly afraid of? What do you think is going to happen?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I can’t seem to shake this feeling of impending doom.”

He maintained steady eye contact. “A lot of people fear the ocean, Dani, but your fear is an irrational fear, and this is what we need to address in these sessions. Thalassophobia can be connected to a traumatic event in the past: the loss of your parents, in your case.”

She rubbed at her eyes, trying to hide the redness. 

“And how is your husband through all of this?

“Chip?” she said. “I haven’t told him.”

“Why not?”

She coughed. “I don’t think he’ll be supportive. It’s just...I don’t want to worry him.”

“I think you should tell him, don’t you?”

She shrugged. “Are you going to give me some pills for this, Doc?”

Buchinsky opened his drawer, retrieving what looked like a small writing pad. “I’m going to give you a prescription for Prozac? It’s proven to be effective in the treatment of anxiety. It should help you to sleep.” He tore off the page and handed it to her, his hand brushing hers. 

“Thanks, Doc,” she said.

“You’ll need to take it twice daily. The directions are on there. 

She got up to go. 

“And how’s the painting?” he asked. 

“Good. Very relaxing.”

“Well, keep it up.” He hugged her. “A painting of the sea, a walk on the beach, it all counts as exposure therapy to help you deal with your phobia. It’s a process, okay? We’ll get you there.”
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It was a mild and sunny morning. Detective Sgt. Frank Hagen stepped out of an unmarked patrol car, donned his shades, and crossed the street. He walked with a slight limp, with his hands in his pockets, and head down. He sipped on coffee from a takeaway cup. His gun and badge were visible around the folds of his suit jacket. He stopped and waited for a couple of cars to pass before stepping onto the curb. The Blue Jay nightclub was a popular nightspot on Broward Boulevard. However, in the daytime, the neon sign, mounted high on the dark brick wall above the club, looked strange and out of place.  

He shifted his focus to the alley next to the club. Police had cordoned off a section of the sidewalk. The forensics van was already there.  

Frank ducked under the police tape. A uniformed officer looked like he was about to say something, but Frank flashed his badge, and the way parted like the Red Sea for Moses. 

The alley was strewn with crinkled trash bags and food scraps from the restaurant next door. The back door and windows of the club were barred. Wooden pallets and a moldy-old-mattress were stacked against a metal fire-escape. 

Crime scene investigators wearing forensic gloves picked through rubbish, looking for evidence, making sure to leave markers if they found anything. The crime scene photographer took photos—click, click, click. Meanwhile, the victim was sprawled out, dead, next to the dumpster. 

Frank thought it was an animal carcass at first—it was so badly mutilated. The woman had large crescent-shaped bloody marks on her neck and arms, and her face was all torn up. He saw her yellow dress, stained with blood, and his gut tightened. A kaleidoscope of images flashed through his mind, and a part of him snapped free, drifting back, back to a year earlier... 

You’re breathing heavily while running up the stairs to a house in the middle of nowhere. There’s been a radio call. A drug dealer lives here—a stone-cold killer by the name of Ramírez. You get to the door, and your heart is pounding. Adrenaline pumping. All colors seem bright, details stark and brilliant. 

“Police. Open up!” you say. 

No answer. 

You’ve already radioed for backup, but you can’t wait. He’s abducted a girl. It’ll take too long you decide, so, with gun drawn, you kick in the door. 

Moving rapidly down the hall, you scan and clear each of the rooms of danger, like you were trained. All your senses are heightened. In the living room and kitchen, there’s broken crockery on the floor. There’s a trail of blood, and you think, ‘how strange,’ as there are peas and carrots all through the carpet. 

“Police!” you say again. “Come out where I can see you.”

You’re moving quicker now, up the stairs to the bedrooms. You check each room, but when you get to the final room, you smell a coppery smell, like coins. It’s the girl’s blood. She’s pale and her stomach’s been cut open, its contents spilled on the floor. She’s wearing a blood-splattered yellow dress. You start to hyperventilate. The windows aren’t open. Bile rises in your throat. You hear a sound. BANG! A gunshot. An explosion of pain in your leg, as—

“Frank? Earth to Frank. Are you okay?”

“Huh,” Frank said, snapping back to the present. A familiar figure stood before him. “Oh, hey, Manny.”

Emmanuel Dusola was a homicide detective, and a darn good one. Not as good as Frank, of course, but damn near close. 

“Are you okay, mi amigo? You looked out of it for a second.”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” He rubbed his eyes, then sipped his coffee. Frank knelt beside the body. He grunted, ignoring the dull ache in his thigh. “Sweet Jesus. What have we got here?” He scrunched his tie and held it over his nose. The body had started to decompose, and flies were buzzing. 

“Some Jane Doe. No ID. The manager of the club called it in,” Manny said.  “One of the servers found her here, next to the dumpster, this morning, when they put out the trash. 24 hours, do you think?”

“At least,” Frank said. “What happened to her face?” 

“Bite marks,” Manny said.

“Damn. That’s the second one this month.”

“Con~o,” Manny said, the frustration evident in his voice. “That’s ri-ight, there was that jogger, too. What was her name again?”

“Mandy James, 31. She was stabbed and bitten at Esplanade Park.”

“If you ask me, hoss—given her proximity to the club—this is probably an overdose. Maybe a stray dog or dumpster rats had a chew postmortem, y’know?”

“Maybe. A little farfetched, don’t you think?”

Manny shrugged. 

“Heck of a way to go, though. Nobody deserves to go like this.” Frank took a pen from his lapel pocket and used it to gently lift and examine the gold necklace around the victim’s lacerated neck. The necklace was intricate, with pearl inlays.  It was unlike anything he’d seen before. “With a piece of bling like that we can rule out robbery. What do you think?” 

Manny whistled in appreciation. 

“Have you spoken to the Manager? Do we know if the girl was a customer?” Frank asked.

“Si, señor,” Manny said sarcastically. “He can’t recognize her.”

“What about camera footage? They must have CCTV?” 

“Nada. Their security is pretty lax. Their cameras are out of order—due for an upgrade next week.”

Frank rolled his eyes. 

“He gave us the name and phone number for the bouncer,” Manny said, “who was on duty the last couple of nights. There’s a good chance that if she were a customer, this guy would remember.”

“Sounds like a lead.”

“I’ve been calling, but no answer. You know what these nightshift guys are like. He’s probably asleep.”

“Well, let me know if you get hold of him. Maybe we’ll catch a break. He might’ve seen her come in with somebody.”

Frank looked at the bite marks on the victim’s face again and swore under his breath. “—the fuck?”

“You’re telling me, hoss.”
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“Hey, Albert,” Dani said, as she entered the diner. 

Albert beamed. “Dani!” He stood by the espresso machine, tapping out the used coffee grounds. “Just the employee I wanted to see.” 

There was a murmur of voices, laughter, and the clinking of spoons. A queue of customers stood by waiting for their orders. The Sunrise Diner was your typical waterside Fort Lauderdale café, frequented by a mix of both locals and tourists.

Albert used the milk frother, with a squeal and a scrape of metal. As the proprietor, he liked being where the action was, up front and talking to the customers.  

“Why, what’s up?” She gave him a peck on the cheek. He was a burly guy with a beak-like nose and a goofy expression.

“It’s Friday. Which means it’s busy.” 

“Uh-huh,” Dani said, still feeling the lingering effects after her therapy session. Albert continued talking as she ducked around the corner to a storage closet, which had a row of shelves that doubled as staff lockers. She stowed her handbag and went to remove her scarf, but it wasn’t there. Dammit. She took a blister pack of pills from her handbag—the ones that Buchinsky prescribed—and swallowed one down.

She returned to the serving area while putting on an apron. Beth had arrived and was sitting at one of the bar stools. She was medium height, with freckles, and wavy brown hair.

Dani smiled.

Beth removed her baker boy hat and gave her hair a tussle. 

A waiter passed them and tripped—Whoah!—and Beth coolly sidestepped, narrowly getting missed by projectile food and drinks. 

SMASH!

“Godammit,” Albert said. “Can someone please clean that?” 

Dani looked at Beth with wide eyes. “Honestly, I don’t know how you do that.” 

Beth shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess,” touching cheeks.

They had been friends for as long as Dani could remember. Beth was down-to-earth and loyal to a fault. She was a regular fixture at the diner, seeing she worked around the corner at BCE Bank.

“D’ya hear what I said?” Albert interjected.  

“Oh, sorry, hon. “You said it was busy?”

Albert rolled his eyes. “No, after that.” He tapped out another lot of coffee grounds. “Mindy’s called in sick, and I need someone to cover her tables.”

Dani mused. “I can do it.”

Albert raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure? It’s outside. Remember what happened the last time?”

“I’ll be fine,” Dani said. 

“Great! At least that’s sorted,” Albert said. “Say, did I tell you a customer complimented your paintings today?” 

“Really?” Dani said. She’d been doing artwork on the side and aspired to become a full-time artist. Albert couldn’t have been more supportive and encouraged her to hang them in the diner. 

The kitchen doors swung open, and the chef set down a tray with several plates. 

“You’re up,” Albert said. “Can you take care of that order?”

Dani saluted and made her way outside. 

The outdoor area overlooked the waters of the bay; its reflective surface shimmering, as a catamaran glided past, sailing along with the outflowing tide. 

What am I afraid of?

A family sat at one of the tables: a mother, father, and their young son.  

“Who ordered the crispy chicken burger?” Dani asked. She could feel beads of sweat forming on her brow. She imagined herself floating, sinking.

“I did,” said the kid. 

Dani set the plate down. 

“And the shrimp salad?” 

Dani looked again, mesmerized by the catamaran. She thought of the bay and the city’s arterial system of canals, all flowing to the Atlantic. ‘It’s not uncommon for people to fear the sea,’ she remembered Buchinsky saying. ‘We all fear the dark in some form or another.’

Suddenly, she felt dizzy and had difficulty breathing. 

“Everything okay, Miss?” the Dad asked. 

She saw stars in front of her eyes and felt herself collapsing. A moment later, there was a loud—CRASH—and everything faded to dark. 

––––––––
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When Dani regained consciousness, she was sprawled on the tiles amid a mess of broken crockery and French fries. Beth and Albert wore worried expressions—Albert’s usual goofy expression was replaced with a genuine look of concern.

A small crowd had gathered. The other customers in the diner watched on curiously. A pugnacious-looking man, who sat at the table closest, leered. 

“Help you?” Beth said, indignantly.

He harrumphed and went back to eating his breakfast burrito.

“Beth squeezed Dani’s shoulders.

Dani blinked. “Wh-what happened?”

“You blacked out.” 

She sat up.  “Sorry, I-I don’t know what—” 

“You okay?” Albert asked. “Can you stand?”

Dani stood, shakily. 

“Woah—easy now.” Beth supported her by the elbow. The crowd had dispersed.

“Sorry, Albert, that’s twice today,” referring to the broken plates.

“Don’t worry. I’m sorry I suggested it when you weren’t ready. Do you need to take the day?”

Dani shook her head.

Albert looked at her askance. “Well, take a breather at least? Let me know if you need anything,” leaving Dani and Beth alone.

They sat at an inside table, a short while later. Dani shut her eyes and counted down, slowly, before saying, “Jeez, that was embarrassing.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Beth said. “They probably see shit like that all the time.”

“You think so?”

“No,” chortled Beth. “What was that, epilepsy?”

“I’ll tell you, but you have to promise not to laugh.”

Beth frowned.

Dani considered. “I have a phobia of water. It’s called thalassophobia.”

“You’ve never said anything about it before?”

“I didn’t have it before. I sort of developed it.”

“But you live in Lauderdale.” 

Dani shrugged. “The fainting and anxiety attacks don’t happen often. Albert’s been pretty good about it, considering. He lets me cover the inside tables.”

“So, what does that mean, you can’t go to the beach or swimming?”

“Nope. All of that’s off bounds for a while.”

Beth looked down. “Have you seen a therapist?”

“I have...I mean...I am. He says it stems from the accident, when I was a kid, y’know?”

“Of course.” Beth frowned. “Jeez, I’m sorry, Dani.”

“What for? You didn’t have anything to do with it.”

Beth put her hand on Dani’s. “Are you getting enough sleep? You look tired.”

“It’s the humidity plus these bad dreams I’ve been having.”

“Dreams?”

Dani nodded. “Last night, I dreamed I was back in that car again, drowning. It felt real.”

“It’s understandable considering what you’ve been through,” Beth said. “I have bad dreams all the time. Not quite what you’re talking about, though. I have one where my teeth fall out.”

Dani gave a meek smile. 

“Hey, what’s your star sign?” Beth said, changing the subject. She took a newspaper from the adjacent table. 

“Gemini. Why?”

“I’m guessing you haven’t had your horoscope read in a while?”

Dani shook her head.

Beth flicked through the pages till she found the relevant section. (reading) “Gemini...You’ve been feeling restless, but you’re finally getting the chance to discern what matters most...Mercury is in retrograde.” (skipping ahead) “Ah-ha—here now this is interesting.  Watch out for the unexpected. Romance abounds.” She waggled her eyebrows. 

Beth’s eyes darted from side to side, presumably as she read her own horoscope. “I prefer yours,” she said, putting the paper down. 

“By the way, you’re not going to believe who I saw yesterday?” Beth said, changing the subject again. 

“Who?”

“Hannah MacGuire.” 

“God. Really?”

“She’s had work done and looks like a human parade float.”

They laughed.

Albert came to the table with a couple of blueberry muffins. “Here you are.  On the house!”

“Naw—thank you,” Beth said, in a hokey singsong voice.

Albert retreated to the espresso bar.

“That was nice,” Dani said, tearing off a piece. 

Beth chuckled. “He’s probably worried you’re going to sue him for the fall.”

Dani rolled her eyes. “He’s not like that.” 

“How’s Nate?” Dani asked. 

“Oh, that fucktrumpet,” Beth said, rolling her eyes. “We broke up.”

“That’s sad. I kinda liked Nate.”

“Yeah, well. I’m seeing a new guy now: Matteo. He’s in a band. And you? How’s Chip?” Beth asked. 

“Don’t even ask.” 

“That bad, huh?”

“He’s got a problem. He spends all his time on betting apps—when he’s not at the gym, staring at his own reflection.”

Beth snorted. 

“He’s been playing poker and losing. When I confront him about the missing funds, he gets angry. It’s affecting our relationship.”

“Gambling’s an addiction, babe—as bad as heroin or any other drug.” 

“He’s talking about going to Miami with his friends.”

“Are you worried he’s going to cheat on you?”

Dani’s eyes filled with tears. “Well, I wasn’t until now.” 

Beth put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Have you thought of staging an intervention? He could go to Gam-anon?” 

“Are you kidding? He’d pitch a fit.”
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“Hey, Dani, there’s a guy who wants to buy one of your paintings?” Albert said.

“Oh, really? Which one?” Dani said, setting down a plate of key lime pie—once Beth had left, she’d settled into the rhythms of a typical workday.

“I don’t sell them, I just hang them,” Albert grinned. “Go talk to him.” 

She looked in that direction. The man sat at one of the tables with his laptop open. 

The stranger was tall, handsome, about thirty-five years old, with slicked-back hair, dressed in jeans and a sports jacket. 

“So, you’re the painter?” he said, speaking with a low, resonant voice. He took a sip from a glass of water on the table.  

“That’s right,” she said. He had dark, deep brown eyes. They were black, the color of onyx—the kind you could get lost in for days. Her heart skipped a beat; a strange feeling of excitement and unease crept over her. 

He looked at the wall where several of her paintings were hanging. He had high cheekbones, a strong jaw, and the most exquisite eyebrows Dani had ever seen. “They’re good. You’ve got talent,” nodding appreciatively.

“You flatter me,” she said, “Mister—?”

“Gilman. Eric Gilman.” He offered his hand.
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