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Thank you so much for all the knowledge, insight, and excitement that you share not only with me, but many other writers out there, and most especially, thank you for being a friend. (Cue Andrew Gold song!)


This book is also dedicated to James Herbert, and all the other writers out there from my childhood who entertained the crap out of me with their tales of animals running amok.




PROLOGUE


An Island in the South Pacific


Two Weeks Ago


The absence of birds crying in the trees and the incessant buzzing of insects on this tropical island told the scientist it had happened again. He could hear only the gentle whispering of the breeze and the distant crashing of waves on the beach behind him, and he knew that every bird, every bug, every warm- and cold-blooded thing that had called this island retreat home was dead.


He took a deep breath, steeling himself for what he would find, knowing it wouldn’t be pleasant, and began to follow his team toward the resort itself. Carefully he stepped over the dead birds and monkeys rotting in the newly risen sun, not wanting to disturb anything that could give him a clue as to what had happened here.


“Sir?” a female voice called out from somewhere up ahead.


He moved toward the sound, finding a set of wooden stairs that led up from the beach. The first human corpse, a middle-aged man, lay at the bottom of the steps on his stomach, arms reaching out, fingers dug deep into the sand as if attempting to drag himself toward the water.


The scientist knelt to examine the body. Even at first glance he could see similarities to the previous incidents, and a numbing chill ran down the length of his spine.


“Sir?” came the voice again, closer this time, and the scientist turned his gaze toward the woman standing at the top of the stairs.


“Just a second,” he called up to her. “I want to check something here.”


He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of blue rubber gloves. He tugged them on over his hands, then grasped the body by the shoulder and pushed, balancing the stiffened corpse on its side. The smell was horrible, but that wasn’t what caught his attention.


“Jesus,” the scientist said as he caught sight of seven Polynesian rats pushed into the sand, eyes wide in death. He guessed that they had been killed when the man fell on top of them, but that didn’t explain why they were gathered at the foot of the steps.


The scientist leaned in closer, examining the rodents’ teeth and claws.


“Anything interesting?” the woman asked.


He didn’t answer at first, gazing from the crushed rats to the front of the stiffened corpse. Then he gently lowered the body back to the ground.


“I suppose you want me to see what you’ve found,” he sighed, rising to his feet.


“Why should we be the only ones to have nightmares later?” the woman questioned sarcastically as the scientist climbed the wooden steps.


Heaven’s Breath was an exclusive, high-end resort on one of the smaller Polynesian islands in the South Pacific. It had catered to the wealthiest of businesspeople and their families looking to escape the day-to-day pressures of their hectic existences, but the scientist doubted that this was what they had expected for their three thousand dollars a day. What had been quite beautiful before the event was now just grotesque.


The stairs led up to a circular stone patio, in the center of which was a hot tub. A fully clothed woman’s body floated there, a tiny Yorkshire terrier still on its leash floating beside her. The water was a disturbing rust color.


“Do we know how many?” the scientist asked, counting at least nine bodies within sight of where he stood. One in particular caught his attention and held it in a steely grip—a young girl, his daughter’s age, arms and legs splayed, a cell phone just out of reach of fingers with chipped pink nail polish. He tried to imagine what it must have been like for her and felt his pulse quicken, his eyes begin to burn.


At the moment he wanted only to call his daughter, to hear her voice, and to tell her how much he loved her.


“The desk register said that there were twenty-five guests.” She gestured toward the main building where other members of the team were moving about. “We’re checking the rooms now, then we’ll move on to the surrounding jungle.”


“Anything different?” the scientist asked, noticing a shattered sliding glass door stained with drying blood.


“Not that we can see,” she answered. “So far, it’s pretty much the same as the others. Estimated time of death for the bodies we’ve already examined coincides with the typhoon.”


The scientist gazed at the corpses strewn about, trying to imagine the horrors that had driven them out into a raging tropical storm.


A sudden thump from nearby was as startling as a shotgun blast.


“What the hell was that?” the woman asked, her hand going to the firearm she wore in a holster on her hip.


The scientist was already moving toward the sound, his body tensed, prepared for almost anything.


“Dr. Sayid,” the woman cautioned, but he quickly raised his hand, silencing her.


There was another sound, muffled. . . .


His eyes quickly scanned the area, finally focusing upon a dark teak chest in front of what looked to be a maintenance shed. He glanced back at the woman and motioned for her to follow him. She did as he ordered, weapon at the ready.


They stopped before the chest, ears straining for a sound of life amid all of this death.


“Want me to open it?” the woman whispered, squinting down the barrel of her pistol.


“I’ll do it,” Sayid said. He reached out and grasped the handle. “Ready?” he asked the woman, who grunted her reply, her finger now twitching on her weapon’s trigger.


The scientist took a deep breath, then pulled open the lid. The chest was filled with supplies for the hot tub, plastic bottles of chemicals, a coiled hose, brushes, and a heavy green tarp.


The tarp moved.


Sayid tensed as the armed woman beside him bore down with her gun, ready to fire at the first sign of hostility.


And then they heard the sobbing, a soft cry filled with so much fear it was almost palpable. The scientist could not help himself. He reached down into the chest, pulling aside the rough green material to reveal the source of such immeasurable sadness.


She couldn’t have been any older than five; the My Little Pony T-shirt she wore was stained with spatters of blood. Her wide, brown eyes were filled with more fear than the scientist had ever seen.


“It’s all right,” he said in his kindest, gentlest voice. “Everything is going to be fine . . . we’re here to help.”


The woman had lowered her weapon and returned it to her holster. She stepped forward and reached for the child. “Let’s get you out of there,” she said.


But the little girl began to scream, grabbing hold of the tarp and attempting to bury herself beneath it. “No!” she screamed over and over again. “You can’t! We gotta hide. . . . Mama said we gotta hide or they’ll get us!” Her eyes were frantically darting around, and then her gaze turned toward the sky. Sayid didn’t think it was possible, but she looked even more scared.


He followed her gaze up and saw a pattern of dark clouds forming above; a low rumbling thunder from the swirling configuration implied another storm was inevitable.


“What is it, honey?” Sayid asked. “What do you see? Is it the storm?”


The child was frantic. “They’ll come again,” she wailed pathetically, her face a fiery red from emotion.


Her fear made him again think of his own child, when she was just a little girl, and he reached down into the chest to scoop the frightened girl up in his arms, whispering assurances to her.


“Shhhhhh, it’s going to be okay,” he said, but she fought him, arms flailing, legs kicking, her eyes fixed on the sky above.


“They’re gonna get us,” she cried as he tried to hold her tight. She was like a wild animal fighting to escape. “They come in the storm!”


Fighting for its life.


“They come in the storm!”




CHAPTER ONE



There must be a storm coming.


Sidney Moore opened her eyes to the morning and groaned, the beginnings of a sinus headache throbbing inside her skull.


Great, she thought as she lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling. For the briefest moment she felt a rush of panic that she might have overslept and that she was going to be late for school. But that was immediately followed by an incredible sense of relief when she remembered that school was over for the summer, never mind the fact that she had graduated. The pressures of high school were over and done, and the wonders of an unknown future were laid out before her eighteen-year-old self. But the thrill quickly soured, any potential this particular day might have in store for her dissolving as a knot of discomfort formed in her belly and she remembered the inescapable things that had lately been the source of her troubles.


The things that haunted and distracted her from the excitement of her future.


She rolled over with a heavy sigh and reached for her phone just as the large white head of a German shepherd loomed up from beside the bed and planted a wet kiss on her face. A kiss that smelled like the glue on an old envelope.


Lovely.


“Morning, Snowy girl,” she said, looking deep into the dog’s icy blue eyes. Snowy’s bushy tail began to wag wildly, and she pawed the bed for more attention.


“All right, all right,” Sidney exclaimed. “I’ll get you some breakfast in a minute.”


Snowy sat down, watching with eager, hungry eyes as Sidney checked her phone for messages.


“Unngh,” she groaned, seeing that one of the dreaded things that held back her anticipation had called while she slept.


Her boyfriend—ex-boyfriend—had left another message.


“Cody, why can’t you just leave me alone?” she whispered sadly as she threw back the covers and climbed from bed.


Snowy excitedly leaped to her feet.


“Yes, yes, go on.” Sidney motioned the dog from the room with the hand that still held the phone, and Snowy bounded down the hallway toward the kitchen.


Sidney knew what she should do—delete the message and forget that he’d even called. She would be better off, she was sure of it, although there was still a part of her that cared for him. But that was the part of her that obviously wasn’t dead set on leaving Benediction for college in Boston.


The part she was trying her damnedest to ignore.


The kitchen smelled deliciously of French roast, and half a pot sitting in the coffeemaker filled the air with the aroma that she’d always loved, even though she could barely stomach the taste. One of these days, she told herself as she picked up Snowy’s water dish from the place mat on the floor and proceeded to rinse it clean before filling it with fresh water. Sidney had taken to imagining herself in deep with her college studies, pulling all-nighters with cup after cup of steaming hot coffee to keep her awake. Developing a taste for the stuff was one of the many things she was going to have to do while getting used to being on her own.


She set Snowy’s dish down and went to the strainer by the sink for her food bowl. There was a plastic container in the corner beside the fridge that held the dog’s food, and Sidney unscrewed the lid and poured a measured cup into the bowl.


“Here ya go, girl,” Sidney said as she carried the dish across the kitchen. “Made it up fresh myself.”


Snowy wasn’t looking, so she did not know that Sidney was speaking to her. The dog was standing in front of the sliding glass doors, looking out onto the deck where Sidney’s dad was sitting, enjoying the early morning, as well as a smoke.


“Dammit,” Sidney cursed, bending to set Snowy’s food bowl down. Sidney stomped her foot on the floor to get the dog’s attention.


Feeling the vibration, the white shepherd turned to look at her.


“Here’s your chow,” Sidney said as the dog dashed to her meal. “That’s a good girl.” She patted her side lovingly, suddenly experiencing a strange wave of emotion over the idea that it wouldn’t be long before she was gone and wouldn’t be here to feed her special friend.


“I’m gonna miss you something fierce,” she said, continuing to stroke the dog’s gorgeous white coat. The two had had a special bond from the first day her father had brought her home from the mainland as a special birthday gift, the bond only intensifying when she learned of Snowy’s unique disability.


Her dog was deaf.


Snowy looked up from her bowl of dry food, chewing happily but empathically sensing the shift in Sidney’s mood.


“That’s all right,” she reassured the dog. “You keep eating.”


The shepherd did as she was told, digging her pointed snout into the bowl for the remaining kibble.


Sidney left the dog and went to the sliding doors, her mood shifting back to one of annoyance as she let herself out onto the deck.


“Hey, you’re up,” her father said.


“Yeah,” she agreed. “Watcha doing?”


“Enjoying what’s left of the summer,” he said, reaching with his left hand for his coffee mug. There wasn’t any sign of a cigarette, which meant that he’d already disposed of the evidence. He lifted his chin and looked across the expanse of backyard to a house that could just about be seen through a section of woods. “I think the crap in the Mosses’ yard is multiplying,” he said, and chuckled.


He was making reference to their neighbors across the way that they believed were hoarders. He knew that they always got a good chuckle talking about Caroline, her son Isaac, and the ever-increasing collection of stuff that piled up in their backyard. But she didn’t feel like chuckling at the moment.


“Can I get you another cup of coffee?” she asked.


He finished his sip and then offered her the cup. “That would be awesome.”


She took the cup from him and started for the door. “Would you like another cigarette, too?” she asked, standing in the doorway from the deck into the kitchen.


Her father didn’t answer.


“And I’ll bring the phone out to you too so that you can call nine-one-one when you finish.”


“When did you get to be so fresh?” her father asked. “I remember that well-behaved little girl who wouldn’t dream of disrespecting her father. Whatever happened to her?”


“She went away when her father almost died of a stroke from too much smoking and stress.”


“So who are you again?” he asked, trying to coax a smile from her.


“I’m the daughter that’ll be making your funeral arrangements if you keep doing this crap.”


“So I had a cigarette, big deal,” her father said, a touch of petulance in his tone.


“You know that’s not good for you.”


“Yeah, yeah,” he said, waving her off.


Snowy pushed past her out onto the deck and to her father’s side.


“There’s a good girl,” her dad said, patting the shepherd.


Sidney watched him with a wary eye, paying extra attention to his right-hand side and how he avoided the use of it. Though he had regained some use since the stroke, it still wasn’t all that strong.


“I should have her bite you,” Sidney said.


“She’d never do that. Would you, girl?” he asked the dog, staring lovingly into her focused gaze. “We’re the best of pals.”


“I’m sure she’d be as mad as I am if I told her that you were killing yourself.”


“I had one cigarette,” he said. “Don’t make such a big deal out of it.”


Snowy had brought him a ball, dropping it into the right side of the chair. He squirmed a bit, trying to grasp the ball with the hand on that side, but frustration won out, and he reached across with his left. He threw the ball and smiled as the dog bounded across the deck and leaped into the yard after it.


“You’ve only had one cigarette? Look me in the eye and tell me that.”


“Are you going to bring me that coffee or . . . ?”


“Thought so,” she said, going inside before she could say anything that might make the situation worse. Her mind raced as she stood at the kitchen counter. What can I do? Her father was a grown man and could do anything he wanted despite what she told him he could and couldn’t do.


Her memory flashed back to the horrible day when he’d had the stroke, and how the world had suddenly become a lot scarier than it ever had been before, and she was forced to look at life through more adult eyes. It had always been just the two of them, her mother having walked out before she was even five, but after her dad got sick, she had no choice but to grow up.


The doctors hadn’t been sure that he was even going to make it, but her father had surprised them, regaining his speech and most of his ability to walk. Sure he had to use a cane, but that was better than nothing. Better than being stuck in a bed.


But it wasn’t enough for him. Her father wanted to be back to the way he was before the stroke, and that was something that couldn’t be guaranteed. His recovery after getting out of the hospital had been slow, physical therapy only doing as much as the patient was willing to put into it. She couldn’t even begin to count the number of times that they’d talked about him working harder—lots of tears and yelling, followed by promises that he’d do better, and he would . . . for a time.


It was like he’d decided that if he couldn’t be 100 percent better, it wasn’t worth the effort. And if it was bad now, how awful was it going to get once she went off to school and couldn’t keep an eye on him? She imagined another phone call, and a ball of ice formed in her belly.


This was that other nagging concern preventing her from truly getting excited over her future plans. The other thing that held her back.


She heard the door sliding open behind her and the sound of her father’s efforts to come inside.


“Do you still want that coffee?” she asked, taking the carafe from the coffeemaker.


“Yeah, that would be good,” she heard him say.


She filled the cup and was turning around to bring it to the small kitchen table in the center of the room when she saw that he was having some difficulty getting his right leg in through the doorway.


“Wait a sec,” she said, not wanting to spill the drink as she carefully set it down.


“I got it,” her dad said, but she could hear the frustration already growing.


She turned to see Snowy outside on the deck, tennis ball clutched in her mouth, as her father continued to struggle.


“Dad . . .”


“I’m fine,” he barked, his anger providing him with enough fuel to actually haul the semiuseless leg up over the lip of the slide and get himself inside.


That was when Snowy decided she and her ball were coming inside as well, her large and quite powerful eighty-pound body pushing past Sidney’s father impatiently, throwing off his balance and sending him backward.


Sidney was on the move before her father hit the floor, reaching and grabbing at anything that might lessen the fall. Her father went down wedged into the corner of the kitchen, knocking some plants from the metal plant stand as his good arm flailed.


He swore as she got to him.


“It’s okay,” she said, not wanting to make a big deal out of it. “I’ve got you.”


His breathing had quickened, explosions of expletives leaving his mouth as he settled. She squatted down, put her hands beneath his arms, and attempted to haul him to his feet. Sidney didn’t consider herself weak by any means, but even though he had lost some weight since the stroke, her father was still pretty darn heavy, and not having the full use of his right side only made matters all the more difficult.


The first try was a failure, with her slipping to one side and him falling to the floor for a second time.


“Leave me here,” she heard her father say. The anger was gone now, replaced by something that sounded an awful lot like disgust.


“Yeah, right.” She tried again, getting a better hold beneath his arms, and managed to at least get him upright. “A little help here,” she said, chiding him. “That’s it. You got it.”


He was helping now, though she could tell that he was tired. This only made her think of the man that he used to be. The guy who would be out of the house and off to one of his contracting jobs at five in the morning, only to return later that day to do even more work around their own house. She hated to see him this way probably as much as he despised being it, but what choice was there? The alternative was not an option she cared to consider.


Though she was certain there were nights that her father had considered it.


The idea of him being gone—being dead—nearly took her strength away, and she was afraid that she would drop him again. Snowy, ball still clutched in her mouth, stood across the kitchen, watching cautiously, tail wagging ever so slightly, the look in her icy blue eyes asking if everything was all right.


Then, at that very moment, Sidney wanted the answer to be yes, yes, everything was going to be fine. Pushing all the sadness and concern aside, she managed to pull her father up to his feet and, balancing him against her shoulder, dragged one of the kitchen chairs over close enough that she was able to assist him in sitting down.


“No gym for me this morning,” she joked, feeling out of breath from the struggle. She could tell he was exhausted as well, sitting slumped, head back. Snowy had come to him with her ball, checking the situation out, making sure that everything was as it should be. He petted her silently, the action helping to calm him.


“You good?” she asked, rubbing his back.


He didn’t answer as she picked up his cane, leaning it up against the kitchen table. She then reached over and slid the mug of coffee closer to his reach.


“Here’s your refill.”


He just nodded, letting the good hand that was petting Snowy reach for the coffee.


Sidney had been planning on having a cup of tea and maybe something to eat before getting ready for work, but glancing at the clock on the microwave told her that wasn’t going to be possible if she didn’t want to be late.


“If you’re okay, I’ve got to get ready,” she told him.


He was mid-sip but finished and carefully brought the coffee mug down to the table. “I’m good,” he said as the mug landed without spilling a drop, and then he looked at her.


But in his eyes she could see how sad he was, and how tired.


And that he was lying.




CHAPTER TWO



Janice Berthold savored mornings like this.


They’d been coming to their home on Benediction Island during the summer months for as long as she’d been married, but there was still nothing better than when all was entirely quiet, and she was alone.


When he was gone.


It wouldn’t last for long, and she knew it but tried not to remind herself. She wanted to savor each and every minute—every second—of these precious moments of solitude.


Imagining how wonderful it would be without him. How every day would be just like this if he was no longer around.


She felt the muscles around her mouth contract and a smile begin to form. It felt strange.


Janice couldn’t remember the last time she had genuinely smiled, the misery of her days with him blocking any recollection of past joy.


And as quickly as it had come, the smile was replaced with an expression reflective of the grim reality in which she lived.


Her eyes slowly opened to the exquisite view from the sunroom window, but the undulating blue gray of the Atlantic could do nothing to recapture that so elusive bliss she had been experiencing.


Once again, he had ruined it.


She decided to try again, closing her eyes, feeling herself lulled by the natural sounds of the million-dollar summer home: the ticking of the grandfather clock in the library study, the humming of the refrigerator from the gourmet kitchen, all wrapped up in the muffled rhythmic ebb and flow of the ocean outside.


Yes, she was almost there . . . almost . . .


The sound of the door coming open and then slamming closed tore her from the embrace of peace and dropped her back into hellish reality.


She could already feel it happening, all brought on by the sounds of his arrival and the knowledge of his presence within the once-peaceful house. She could hear him moving about, the irritating thump of his footfalls, the clamor of his car keys carelessly being thrown upon the granite countertop in the kitchen, the refrigerator door pulled open, its contents rummaged through, before the heavy door was slammed close.


She could feel her panic setting in, wanting to run and hide herself away someplace where he could not find her—could not affect her with his poisonous being.


But he would always find her.


“Janice!” his voice bellowed, shattering what remained of her blessed silence like a brick thrown through plate glass.


He expected her to answer, but that would just be foolish as he would find her all the faster. She stood up from the couch, steeling herself for the inevitable. His steps were coming closer, and she could see his grotesque shape as he shambled down the short corridor somehow sensing and being drawn to the room she was in.


“Janice, where are you?”


His voice caused her flesh to tingle and itch as if covered with insects, the sound of her name coming from his mouth so sickening that it made her want to change it to something else entirely. But then he would eventually know it, and speak it, and it, too, would be corrupted by his foul mouth.


She could feel him there in the doorway behind her, the poison of his very presence radiating from his body.


“There you are,” her husband, Ronald Berthold, said, followed by the sloshing of water and the sound of him swallowing.


Though she would have preferred to look out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the undulating expanse of ocean, she braced herself and turned to look at him.


Her husband was drinking greedily from a bottle of water. He had been out for a morning run and still wore the sweat-stained T-shirt, running shorts, and sneakers upon his feet.


She could smell him now, smell his sweat, and almost became sick, breathing through her mouth to counter the nausea.


“Hey,” he said as he brought the bottle down from his mouth, screwing the cap back in place. “We should think about getting out of here sometime today. There’s a pretty big storm coming.”


She’d heard the weather report earlier but had been distracted from the news by the fact that her husband had been getting ready to leave for his run. That was all she could focus on at that moment, the sweetness of him not being there. She would have tolerated the most destructive of natural disasters if it meant he wouldn’t be there.


“I’ll start to pack,” she said, hating to speak to him because it would only lead to him talking to her more.


She sensed his movement and turned to see that he had left the entryway and was approaching her.


Oh God, she thought, feeling her revulsion rise. She turned to face him. The smell coming off his body was nearly too much, and she felt herself grow light-headed.


“I should probably get started if we want an early start” she was able to get out without gagging, trying to move past him, but he reached out and gently took hold of her arm.


The feeling of his hand on her flesh was beyond awful, and it took all that she could muster not to scream. And to think that at one time, so very long ago, when she was too young and naive, she had actually invited his touch.


She fired a withering glance at his hand upon her arm, and he released her as if laser beams had shot from her eyes to sear his flesh.


“Let me shower and I’ll go pick up Alfred from the vet,” he suggested.


“No, I’ll do it,” she said quickly, seeing it as a way to remove herself from his loathsome presence, if only for a time. Yes, she would have to spend some of the time with the dog, but at least Alfred was somewhat tolerable.


“Are you sure?” he asked, his voice like nails on a blackboard. “I can do it . . . just let me clean up a bit and—”


“No,” she said with finality, already on the move to get away from him. “I’ll do it. You stay here and get the house ready for the storm.”


She could feel his eyes following her as she was leaving the room.


“Okay,” he said. “See ya when you get back.”


Janice was already starting to feel better being away from him when she heard him call out from the sunroom, words that were like poison-dipped blades thrust into her flesh.


“Love you,” Ronald Berthold announced.


It was all she could do to keep from vomiting.




CHAPTER THREE



Sidney had hoped that a warm shower would have helped her headache, but that wasn’t the case. It felt as though she had a steel band wrapped around her forehead and somebody was slowly tightening it.


She sometimes had problems with sinus headaches, especially when the weather was going to get bad, so it didn’t surprise her one bit to hear that a pretty serious storm was on the way.


Before leaving the house, she’d taken two Advil, but it hadn’t done much of anything to cut the nausea-inducing pain, so she figured that maybe some caffeine might do the trick. At this stage in the game she would be willing to try just about anything. She wondered if it was entirely the weather’s fault for her nasty head pain, or if it also had to do with what had gone on earlier at the house with her father, and the message she still hadn’t listened to. Her eyes darted from the road to quickly glance at her phone on the passenger seat.


Snowy whined from the backseat of the Jeep, realizing where Sidney was going. Charter Street was unusually crowded for a week day, and it took her longer to find a parking spot. An SUV pulled out of a space directly across from the Sunny Side Up Diner, and she thought maybe there was the chance that today wasn’t going to be as bad as she’d originally thought.


The dog started to pace in the back of the Jeep, going from the window on one side to the other, whining the entire time. Sidney turned in the driver’s seat, motioning with her hand for Snowy to pay attention to her. She hadn’t intended on bringing Snowy to work with her today, but seeing as her father wasn’t having the best of days, she thought maybe it would be a good idea.


Sidney snapped her fingers, even though the dog could not hear, but the movement was enough to capture her attention.


“You be good for a minute, and I’ll bring you a corn muffin, all right?” Sidney said, giving the hand signal that informed the shepherd that she was leaving for a moment but would be right back.


The dog sat obediently, watching her with a steely gaze as Sidney got out of the Jeep and crossed the street to the diner.


Jillian, a classmate of hers since kindergarten, was working the to-go counter and greeted her with a smile, and immediately asked how she and Cody were doing. Sidney thought about just blowing it all off and saying they were fine, and leaving it like that, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do it, the words much harder to get out than she expected.


“We’re not together anymore.”


The expression on her friend’s face went from shock to sadness and sympathy.


“Oh my God, what happened?”


Sidney just didn’t want to get into it right now and attempted to simplify. “It was just one of those things. We’d grown apart, and with me leaving for school, we thought it would be best if . . .” Sidney paused, and Jillian accepted this as an invitation to put in her two cents.


“That really sucks; I’m so sorry. I didn’t think you two would ever break up.”


“Yeah, but . . . ,” Sidney said, eager to wrap the conversation up.


“I thought for sure that you two were like, permanent. I could totally see the two of you married and stuff, and . . .”


Sidney’s headache had grown much worse, and her stomach wasn’t doing too good at the moment either.


“Things change,” Sidney said firmly, but then managed to smile.


“Well I think it sucks,” Jillian added. “But who knows? Maybe you’ll get back together.”


Sidney wanted to tell her no, that they wouldn’t be getting back together, and the fact that they had been together for so long didn’t necessarily mean that they were going to be together for eternity. It was just over; things like this happened.


Instead she just smiled again, saying “Who knows,” and ordered up a large black tea to go, momentarily forgetting the corn muffin that she’d promised Snowy. But she quickly rectified the situation, putting the order in when Jillian brought her drink.


Waiting for the muffin, she distracted herself by watching the flat-screen televisions on the wall above the counter and the weather forecast that was predicting doom and gloom. From what she could see, the storm was going to make a direct hit on Benediction with some heavy rains and high winds and might even stay a hurricane instead of being downgraded to a tropical storm, which is what usually happened.


Great, Sidney thought, remembering the last bad summer storm and how they went without power for six and a half days, and that one had been downgraded.


Jillian returned with her muffin and said again how sorry she was. Sidney thanked her through gritted teeth, leaving the diner with a wave while sipping from the steaming cup of tea. She decided to leave the tea bag in the boiling hot water, wanting the tea to be as strong as it could be to help alleviate the pressure in her head.


She stopped on the sidewalk for an opening to cross, darting out when all was clear. Snowy was patiently waiting, eyes fixed on her as she approached the Jeep. Sidney could see that her tail was wagging like crazy, somehow knowing that a special treat would soon be hers.


“Were you a good girl?” Sidney asked as she slid into the driver’s seat.


Snowy didn’t wait for an invitation, climbing from the back into the passenger’s seat, snout having already found the bag that contained the muffin.


“All right, you gotta sit,” Sidney said while making the hand gesture that the dog was quite familiar with. Snowy sat, trickles of drool already leaking from the sides of her mouth in anticipation.


The dog watched as Sidney rummaged in the bag, first breaking off a piece of muffin for herself, and then another for the dog, which was gently plucked from Sidney’s fingers. It wasn’t long before the corn muffin had completely disappeared, most of it making its way into Snowy’s belly. She didn’t give the German shepherd people food all that often, but every once in a while Sidney liked to give her special pup a treat.


“There,” she said, crumpling up the bag. “How’s that?” She rubbed the dog’s head and pointed ears affectionately, then signaled for Snowy to return to the back before they could go.


Sidney turned the key in the ignition, starting the Jeep up, but before putting it in drive, she unconsciously reached for her phone, checking for new messages.


The message from Cody was still there, begging to be listened to.


She thought she was stronger than that, strong enough to put the phone away—maybe even delete the message—before heading on to work, but in a moment of weakness she called up the voice mail to listen.


“Hey, it’s me,” Cody’s voice began. “I know you said that you didn’t want to talk anymore about . . . about us . . . but I think we should—”


Sidney gasped, startled as somebody rapped a knuckle against the driver’s-side window. Lowering the phone, she saw an all too familiar smiling face at the window, motioning for her to put the window down.


“Hey, gorgeous,” Rich Stanmore said cheerfully. He leaned into the car, reaching back to pet Snowy. “And how’s my Snowy girl?”


“She’s good,” Sidney answered. “What are you doing here? I thought you went back to Boston.”


“I did, but I’m back,” he said. He was holding a coffee from Sunny Side Up and took a swig. “My folks left during the week. Dad had to head back for some meetings, so they asked me to come this weekend to close the place up.” He had some more coffee.


“Just in time for the storm.”


“Mmmm,” he hummed, swallowing his sip. “Which makes you the perfect person to see.”


“Oh yeah, why’s that?”


“Not only am I closing up the house, but I’ve got to take care of the sailboat,” he said.


“Yeah . . . ,” she said, still unsure what he was getting at.


“Well, I need to get it out of the water, especially if there’s a storm on the way, and Dad has the truck . . .” He waited for her to catch on, but it still hadn’t sunk in yet. “I was wondering if Cody could . . .”


She felt her stomach plummet at the mention of her ex-boyfriend’s name. She had no desire to go again through the fact that she and Cody had broken up, and even less to answer the inevitable follow-up questions as to why, and how she was holding up, and blah, blah, blah. . . .


She just couldn’t do it right then.


“I don’t know; I guess I could ask him,” she said, having no idea why she would even suggest such a thing since they hadn’t spoken since the breakup, and the fact that Cody hated Rich, having always suspected that the older boy had harbored a secret crush for her.


“Yes!” Rich said, pumping his fist in the air. “If you could do that for me, I would love you forever—seriously.”


“Let me see what I can do,” she told him, regretting each and every word. “But I’ve got to get to work.”


“Call me later?” he asked.


“Will do.”


“Okay,” Rich said, stepping back from the car.


She said good-bye, rolling up her window as she pulled out of the parking spot. Rich’s reflection waved to her in the rearview as she headed down Charter, where she would take a left onto Lafayette.


The day just kept on getting better.


And Sidney seriously began to consider if it was too late to call in sick.




CHAPTER FOUR



Caroline Moss could not bear the thought of anyone in her home touching her things.


The woman sat in her favorite recliner, surrounded by the accumulation of years: stacks of newspapers and magazines, piles of junk mail, receipts, empty cat food cans and take-out containers. Furniture once covered in plastic to keep it clean had been swallowed up by mounds of stuffed animals, baby dolls, record albums, VCRs and VHS tapes, CDs, milk cartons, and clothing—piles and piles of clothing. To anyone else it would have looked like the town dump, but to Caroline, everything was something of value.


But now somebody was threatening to come and take her treasures away.


As she sat in the comforting nest of her things, Caroline quivered with anger, remembering the unexpected visit from her daughter, Barbara. Caroline managed to hold back another bout of tears, of which there had been many of late, all brought on because Barbara chose to stick her nose into business that didn’t concern her. Caroline sneered with the memory of her daughter’s overwrought emotional response, pleading with her mother to seek help, if not for her own sake, then for the sake of her brother, Caroline’s son, Isaac.


Caroline had argued a blue streak, telling Barbara that everything was perfectly fine, that she and Isaac were getting along very well and didn’t need her involvement in their lives. But Barbara was always a stubborn thing, and when she got an idea into her fat head, there was nothing that was going to change it.


As if sensing their owner’s distress, Caroline’s cats—her fur babies—emerged from various places of concealment about the room, meowing and chirping as they approached. Some leaped up onto her lap, while others walked across precariously piled stacks of equal parts books and rubbish.


She’d lost count of how many there were now. All she knew was that they were her friends, her furry children. This was as much their home as hers, and she wasn’t about to let anyone take it away from them.


But she’d agreed to her daughter’s demands, agreed to let a television program about filthy people and their filthy, cluttered houses come see her home. It was the only way to shut Barbara up, to get her to agree not to call Adult Protective Services on her and Isaac.


The presence of her feline friends calmed her. She stroked them as they walked upon her or passed by on their way to some other area of the house also bursting at the seams with stuff.


Just the idea of somebody coming into her home, to judge her . . .


Caroline seethed, an anger that she worked so hard to control over the years bubbling to the surface. It was the kind of anger that could get her into trouble . . . the kind of anger that made her do things she always regretted later.


Sitting there in her chair, surrounded by her cats and by years of accumulation, she imagined how easy it would be to set it on fire. She bet that would make Barbara happy. It would certainly take away all her concerns.


Caroline saw herself burning with all her things and almost convinced herself that this was what she should do, but then she thought of her cats, her babies, and how they would suffer.


And then there was poor Isaac.


He was her other baby, her special boy. Hit by a car when he was only four and developmentally challenged as a result of extensive head injuries, he had brought her nothing but joy these sixteen years.


No, she could not do that to him.


But what to do?


A Maine Coon cat called Mrs. Livingstone got right in her face, meowing questioningly, before head-butting her.


“I don’t know, pretty kitty,” Caroline said, running her hands down the length of the enormous cat, right down to the end of her fluffy tail. “Perhaps you could tell me?”


The cat abruptly turned around, sticking her furry behind in Caroline’s face, making her laugh. “I’m not sure that would be effective,” she told the animal, who suddenly snarled and sprang from Caroline’s lap with a hiss, angrily attacking the other cats meandering around the chair.


“Is that what you’ll do to those horrible people coming to our house?” she asked the big cat. A full-fledged fight had now erupted, with Mrs. Livingstone spitting and swatting at the other cats.


“Maybe you’ve got a point,” Caroline said to her furry friends, deciding that there might be another option besides burning her house down or giving in completely to her daughter’s whims.


Mrs. Livingstone leaped upon the back of an equally large male tabby called Manx, biting down into his shoulder blades and sending him scurrying away with a shrieking wail, books and stacks of paper falling from where they’d been precariously perched in his wake.


Maybe she could make it so difficult for them that they wouldn’t want anything to do with her or her house.


Maybe she could fight them at every turn.


Maybe.





The cats were fighting again.


Isaac quickly reached up to both his ears, playing with the volume of his hearing aids so he would not hear them. He hated the sound of their fighting. The screeches, hisses, whines, and wails gave him scary thoughts and put horrible pictures inside his head.


He did not like that, not one little bit.


The young man played with the tiny controls. There was a sharp crackling followed by some low hums that tickled his throat, but it seemed to cancel out the noise of the battling felines.


He wasn’t supposed to play with his hearing aids, but no matter how many times he promised his mother he wouldn’t, he would still find his sneaky hands reaching up to play with the tiny knobs of the plastic devices. Without them he could barely hear at all, one ear almost completely useless. He called that one Steve, after his father whom he barely knew, but his mother always told him that the man was no good and completely useless.


Today Steve was ringing oddly, and it kind of hurt. Isaac’s hands again went up to the hearing devices, fiddling with the controls, hoping to stop the strange sound in his Steve ear. He was tempted to pluck them both out, to surrender to the silence, but he could never do that. What if his mother needed him?


Isaac decided that he would rather deal with the cats, and was about to try and adjust the volume in his ears again, when Steve suddenly went quiet, the disquieting, unfamiliar sound now gone. The young man cocked his head to one side and then the other, listening for anything out of the ordinary, but things seemed to be back to relative normal. Even the cats had stopped, and he could just about hear the sound of the television from outside his room. The Price Is Right was on. That was his mother’s favorite show.


He considered going to join her for the Showcase Showdown, but first he had to make sure that his room was in order. Turning very slowly where he stood, Isaac took in the details of his space. It was the exact opposite of the rooms outside his—very sparsely furnished with only his bed, a bedside table with a lamp on it, and a chest of drawers with a mirror. Everything that he owned was in a very specific place. He did not care for the messiness of the rest of the house and often tried to get his mother to clean it up, but he was finally getting to realize after all these years that it was just too hard for her.


For a moment he wondered how other boys and girls dealt with their messy parents and felt a familiar frustration begin to arise over the fact that he seldom had the opportunity to interact with people his own age, his mother having decided to homeschool him due to his disabilities.


Isaac’s anger flared. He hated that word—hated to be reminded of the fact that he was different. As far as he was concerned, everybody had something that set them apart. Even Sidney, his neighbor across the way who he thought was the most perfect person in the whole wide world, had something that set her apart from everybody else at close inspection.


She never seemed to smile, Isaac mused, attempting to remember each and every time he and Sidney had seen each other. Sure, there had been attempts to smile, the corners of her pretty mouth going through the motions politely, but Isaac knew that it wasn’t real.


She’s just too darn serious, is what his mother said. And he had to agree.


He noticed that his hairbrush was askew ever so slightly and stepped over to the chest of drawers to align it perfectly. Happy that he had found the imperfection, Isaac stepped back to the room’s center, and checked his surroundings once again. He looked at his reflection in the mirror, standing perfectly still so that he could check how he looked. His eyes moved over his image; his button-down shirt was fine, his hair combed just right, his scar . . . Isaac reached up to the left side of his head where the scar was, where his head had been opened when he was only four, and ran a finger along its puffy length. He hated the scar and wished it wasn’t there, but it served as a reminder to him. He didn’t remember the car running him over and crushing his head, but the scar did. It told him to always be careful.


Things looked good at the moment, and he slowly backed up to his door, reaching behind him for the doorknob.


He kept his eyes on the room and all his belongings as he opened the door behind him and stepped out into the chaos of the hallway.


Taking a deep breath, he took it all in. The amount of stuff stacked and lying on the floor of the hall path nearly sent him into a panic, but it was always this way after leaving the ordered universe of his room. It would take him a little while to get used to it. To adjust.


But he always did.


As he stood and adapted to his surroundings, his mind wandered, and he thought of the strange sound he had heard in his Steve ear back in his room. Reflexively his hand shot up to the ear and the device there. He was tempted to play with it again, but—


“Isaac?” his mother called from the living room, though there was very little room for living there. They could barely even watch TV.


He quickly took his hand away.


“Yes?” he called out.


“Come watch Price Is Right with me,” she said. “The Showcase Showdown will be coming on.”


Feeling a bit more at ease, Isaac navigated the uneven surface of the hallway floor to join his mother, the disturbing sound he’d experienced in his bad ear forgotten.


For now.




CHAPTER FIVE



Sidney wasn’t sure she’d ever seen the parking lot of the Benediction Veterinary Hospital this crowded before.


She drove down to the back of the lot where the hospital staff was supposed to park and walked up with Snowy obediently by her side. The way the morning was going so far, she really didn’t know what to expect inside, and the tea had done very little for her headache.


Removing Snowy’s leash from her back pocket, she fastened the clip to the dog’s collar and reached for the door, opening it into chaos. It was as if everybody in Benediction had decided to bring their animals in at the same time. Not only were there barking dogs, held tightly on leashes against their owner’s legs, and crying cats inside the confines of pet carriers, but there were squawking birds and wire cages filled with guinea pigs, rats, hamsters, and what looked to be a chinchilla.


Pam, one of the front-desk workers, looked up from her computer, where she was finishing up checking out a woman client, comically widening her eyes and making a twisted face.


Sidney approached the counter and asked, “What’s going on?”


“I haven’t a clue,” Pam said, handing the woman her credit card and receipt. “It’s been like this since we unlocked the doors.”


Michelle, another of the front staffers, was busily checking folks and their pets in. “It’s appointments, but it’s also walk-ins, like everybody decided at the same time to pay us a visit today. It’s crazy.”


“I’ll be right out to give you a hand,” Sidney told them, navigating the meandering crowds with her dog.


“Excuse me,” the woman Pam had been helping suddenly said. “Exactly how long am I expected to wait before you bring me my dog?”


Pam, who was already finishing paperwork for another client, spoke up. “I sent one of the techs to get him, Mrs. Berthold,” she said as pleasantly as she could. “He should be right out.”


Berthold, Sidney thought as she rounded the counter and approached the door that would take her to the back area of the animal hospital. Why is that name familiar?


Just as she and Snowy reached the door, it flew open from the other side. Sidney saw who was standing there, and it all became clear.


Berthold. She’d seen the name on paperwork that she’d worked on quite a few times.


Alfred Berthold.


Alfred Berthold was a large male, brindle French bulldog with some serious aggression issues, and he was standing just inside the door no more that three feet away from them.


Normally it wouldn’t have been a big deal, all the staff at Benediction Veterinary Hospital having been trained on how to handle aggressive breeds, but every once in a while a situation would arise. . . .


This was one of those situations.


Alfred saw Snowy, and Snowy saw Alfred. Although usually perfectly obedient, Snowy had no patience with outright nastiness. Sidney’s special girl had no problems defending herself or protecting Sidney if necessary.


The problem that Sidney could see in that split second was that Alfred was being brought out to his owner by Maynard. Maynard was a good kid, everybody liked his easygoing style, but he was a bit of a stoner, and sometimes, well . . . sometimes he just wasn’t paying enough attention. And she could instantly see the problem with Alfred’s leash.


One needed to be on guard 100 percent when dealing with Alfred because he could be tricky. One minute he was completely fine, and the next he was trying to chew off some other poor dog’s ear. Alfred was bad news, and now here he was, at the end of a leash being given way too much play, with Snowy right in front of him.


Sidney knew that things were about to go from bad to worse when Maynard uttered the words “Oh shit.”


She couldn’t have agreed more.


It was as if somebody had fired a starter’s pistol.


She saw it all in slow motion. Alfred’s dark, beady eyes had locked onto Snowy, a stripe of brindled fur suddenly rising upon the Frenchie’s back telling her that he was going to strike. Snowy had stiffened protectively, her own white hackles lifting on her neck and back as she readied herself. Sidney yanked back on Snowy’s leash, trying to put herself between the two dogs and eliminate the challenging eye contact, but it was too late. Alfred lunged with a guttural snarl, striking her leg with his front paw and causing her to stumble back. Snowy reacted instinctively, moving around Sidney’s recovering form to let Alfred know that he had gone too far. The bulldog sprang to meet the shepherd’s attack, mouths filled with many teeth coming together in a snarling, ferocious mass.


“Pull him back!” Sidney screamed to Maynard, who seemed to be in a kind of surprised stupor.


Sidney was attempting to pull Snowy away, but she and Alfred were still entangled in their angry tussle. The animal hospital had erupted in sounds of panic, with all the pets voicing their concerns at once.


A human voice rose above the cacophony.


“Alfred!” it cried out in panic, and Sidney saw Mrs. Berthold reaching into the mass of snarling and snapping dogs to separate hers from the other.
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