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Chapter One

The day I discovered Zigeth was the same day
I died. It had been a scorcher without a breeze to relieve the
Louisiana heat during our fourth of July party that evening. I had
been standing outside beside our pool to get away from the crowd
when the dizziness hit. My hand, the one holding the wine glass,
began to tremble. Then my vision dwindled to a shrinking circle
until nothing remained except peaceful blackness.

Like sleep.

When the light peeled through the darkness,
my vision came from another angle--above. I could see my wet body
lying on the concrete a short distance from the pool as Rob, my
husband, pumped my chest. I looked like a doll. My fingers curled,
as though they held the air. My white t-shirt clung to my body, and
water dripped from my tan twill shorts. The wine glass I'd held lay
shattered on the concrete next to me.

"Oh, God, no," Rob cried, his voice thick, as
if it came directly from his chest. He inhaled and exhaled
convulsively. "Please hold on, baby. Just hold on." He knelt over
and covered my mouth with his.

The dying sunlight sparkled in his drenched
black hair. As he leaned over me, rivulets of water cascaded on the
cement around us. His wet-shirt molded to his chest like a second
skin, and his black pants soaked the concrete where he knelt. My
long, auburn hair fanned around my pale face, and my own unblinking
brown eyes peered at me, almost staring in twisted recognition.

"Come on, Diana!" I could hear the panic in
Rob's voice. Rob, my steadfast rock, who never panicked. I had
never seen a remote slice of fear in his eyes. Now, as he tried to
call me back, the pain and apprehension seemed to age him as his
eyes flickered from my face to my chest. And if he felt fear, then
why didn't I? Rob feared nothing. The man could go skydiving,
bungee jumping and rappelling and never flinch. Yet he feared what
was happening to me, and I felt nothing!

"Diana, don't do this to me!" The words
rushed into a single syllable. He leaned over and breathed for me
before pausing to see if my chest moved. I saw his features with
such clarity, his bright eyes and flushed cheeks. If I came any
closer to him, I expected to feel the air around us stir from his
frantic efforts.

"Come back," he pleaded in a thick voice,
leaning over my body and beginning the compressions again. He
finished the set, covered my mouth with his, and breathed for
me.

As I saw my chest rise, I thought I might
feel some sensation of breathing. None came. My eyes stared through
me. I'm dying, I thought, waiting for the hysteria to rip
through my complacency. I wanted panic or some emotion beyond
simple acceptance.

But I didn't feel anything.

"Diana!" he called again.

I could hear the infinite pain in his voice.
Rob was the only man I'd ever known who wasn't afraid to cry in
front of people, and that was one of the reasons I'd fallen so
deeply in love with him.

Two men and three women moved from the crowd
and surrounded Rob. One of the men leaned over and began to help my
husband with the compressions. Sue Milland held a towel, as though
I might actually need it. Some other people in the crowd whispered
behind hands. He ignored them. He still listened for a breath which
failed to come.

Then the water washed them all away.
Waist deep water where I now stood. It was such a clear green
I could see my legs and feet below and even the occasional smooth
stones lodged in the sand on the bottom. Fish darted around my legs
as though they had always been there and posed no threat.

Where was I? Was this death?

Where were the tunnels? The lights? And why
was I standing in water? Rapid, forceful water that propelled me
along, catching me off guard and off balance. As I
tumbled face-first into it, I expected to wind up with a nose full
of it. And I did, but breathing water suddenly seemed just as
natural as breathing air.

That's odd, I thought. The water
has no temperature. I looked down at my body, still in the
shorts and t-shirt I'd been wearing at the party. Although the
fabric was soaked, I didn't feel cold. Just wet. And I didn't smell
it, either. I had always noticed how river water smelled different
from the ocean. Then I thought about the water which had not only
gotten up my nose, but also filled my mouth when I fell in. It had
no taste.

As I stood, I felt something brushing against
my legs. As I looked down, I discovered thousands of
three-dimensional pictures. I bent down and grabbed one.

As I brought it to the surface, I looked it
over carefully. A translucent, grapefruit sized ball housed
the image. As I held the orb, the picture shifted constantly,
changing like a television show or movie. How strange, I
thought.

Despite the constant pressure of the flowing
water, I stood perfectly still and concentrated on the image. I
could see a Christmas tree with colorful, flashing lights and
scores of brightly wrapped packages clustered underneath. From the
edge of the picture, a young boy, perhaps three or four, darted
under the tree and began tearing open presents.

"Timmy!" A woman's voice echoed in my
mind.

I almost dropped the ball. The voice seeped
into my thoughts, as though I was experiencing the vision
firsthand. Like it was one of my own memories I was reliving.

Trying to shake off the disorientation, I
glanced back at the orb. The boy turned from the tree to face her.
She carefully set down a tiny cocker spaniel and prompted it
towards the boy. Timmy scooped the pup into his arms. "Thanks, Mom!
I knew you'd get me a dog. I'm gonna call him Sam!" He embraced the
dog, holding him tightly to his chest.

Before I had time to digest all of what
surrounded me, a siren cut through the madness. I found myself by
the pool again, watching my body being hustled into an
ambulance.

Two EMTs had taken Rob's position at my side.
My husband whispered, "She's still not breathing." A tube was taped
to my mouth. The technician grabbed the attached bag and squeezed
until my chest rose. The other one began the compressions again as
Rob had done.

Rob's face was white as he scrambled into the
ambulance after me. He huddled over me, sitting as close as
possible. His trembling fingers clutched my hand. Tear filled
eyes stared at my face, pleading within a tortured silence.

"It's my fault," he whispered. "I should have
been there for you. I shouldn't have pushed you to have this damned
party. It's all my fault."

The other EMT closed the door and climbed in
the driver's seat. The siren began to screech, and lights flashed
as they drove away, and I just watched them go, briefly wondering
if all this were just dream.

Then the river returned, the flowing river
whose water embraced me as if I belonged. Am I dying? I
thought again, staring at the water. Where am I?

You know where you are, a deep voice
seethed in my head. The words curled into my brain sharply,
chiseling at my thoughts. You're dead. Dead, dead, dead!

I covered my ears, as though the motion would
cut off the familiar male voice. I couldn't remember where I'd
heard it, but the fear ripped through me.

"Who are you?" I screamed as I frantically
searched for the speaker. As I looked up, I saw black clouds
swirling violently overhead. As these swept over lighter, ashen
clouds, I saw the ice-blue eyes. The eyes of a cold blooded
killer. I closed my eyes from the daggers splaying open part of my
head. The pain brought me to my knees.

Only the wind, the voice said. The
sky is falling, Diana. And the river will turn to blood while
giving birth to me. The wind whipped my hair into my face.
My eyes, Diana. Think of them and remember....

Then it was gone.

The pain stopped. I looked up to find the
charcoal clouds gone. What did the voice mean? What sky? What
river? I stood and swallowed the lump in my throat, trying to
figure out what had happened.

"Diana?" The voice came from behind, and I
jerked around as fast as the water would permit. It seemed like
years since I had heard that voice. But I had never stopped
waiting.

Shelby waded out to me. Shelby, the older
sister I had so adored, my best friend. Shelby, who had slit her
wrists at age 24, dying in a pool of her own blood, where I would
later find her.

Now, she walked towards me. The bright
sunlight shimmered on her bare body. Where were her clothes? Her
short, brown hair was still fashioned in that pixie cut. She looked
the same. Had she died at all? A shiver of foreboding ran through
me. Had I, too, died?

I touched the hem of my shirt, and my sister
smiled. "No, I don't need clothes, Diana. Not here."

"Shelby? Is that really you?" I grabbed her
wrist and turned it toward the sky to find the long, jagged scars.
As my hand touched her, I expected her to vanish. She didn't. "It
really is you." I pulled her into my arms with all the strength in
my body or soul, or whatever I was.

"Yes," she replied quietly, gently pulling
free. The expression on my face must have alerted her to the
barrage of questions I wanted to ask because she said, "In time you
will understand everything, but right now we have to hurry. It’s
crucial." She practically threw me off balance in the water as she
latched onto my arm and dragged me in the direction from which
she'd come.

"How did you know I was here?"

She smiled softly while staring at the water.
"I may not be mortal anymore, but there are some things which
transcend mortality.” She tilted her face towards me. "I loved you
so much as my sister and my friend, and that connection brought me
to you." There was just a moment when I felt something pass between
us. Love. "There is no more time for questions," Shelby quietly
said. "You have to go back."

"Go back?" I caught my breath as the
confusion punched me again. How could I go back if I were dead? "I
don't even know where I am or how I got here, let alone how to go
back."

She stopped and stared at me. I recognized
the half smile that replaced the pain in her expression.
"You're going back to life, Diana. Back to Rob, where you belong."
She'd always been so easy to read, much like an open book, and her
crooked smile and watery eyes told me all I needed to know.

"I wish you could come back with me." My
raspy voice betrayed my emotions.

She began walking again, taking very large,
slow steps through the water. "I only regret not being alive when I
feel someone like you, who still smells of flowers in bloom or a
spring breeze. Perhaps even when I see the tan of your skin and
feel the warmth where the rays of sunlight have touched you.
Otherwise I'm happy here. Really."

I wanted her to look at me, but instead she
focused on the water just in front of her. "Shelby?"

She glanced at me as we walked. "There's no
time for what we want to say, Diana. You have to get back."

"Tell me why I have to return."

She shook her head. "I can't right now. It
would take more time than what has been borrowed for you." She
turned her focus back on the water ahead of her. "Do you see that
huge rock out there?" I glanced where she pointed. A gray slab of
stone rose out of the water. "Yes."

"Swim to it. It will take you back."

I started to go, but then turned one last
time, swallowing the lump in my throat. "I have to know, Shelby.
Was it my fault? Did I somehow fail you? Was there something I
could have done to stop your pain?" Once I started speaking I
couldn't stop, at least not until I had finished.

Her eyes flashed toward me and seemed to
burrow clear to my soul. "Is that what you've thought all these
years? That you were responsible for my choices?"

Her eyebrows arched, as though such a thought
had never occurred to her. When she paused for a moment, her lips
drew into a thin, straight line before she said, "I was looking for
something I couldn't find, something that wasn't to be found. The
empty search only led to despair." She brushed her fingers through
her hair. "I loved you and everyone else so much. You were always
there for me." A tear glittered across her cheek. "I just wish I
could have learned to love me as much as you did." Shelby took a
deep breath. "It wasn't your fault. And at last I'm happy."

I'd forgotten what her smile was like after
so many years of not seeing it. Mostly, I guess, like everyone
else, I had learned not to remember. But as her smile spread from
cheek to cheek, I knew she spoke the truth about her happiness. Now
that I had found my sister, I wanted to stay. "I can't go back. I
can't lose you again!"

The smile disappeared. "You can't stay,
Diana! You have to go back."

"Why? You're happy here! I could be just as
content. Besides, what difference will my return make?"

Shelby shook her head adamantly. "You've been
given a second chance, and you have to use it." She clenched her
teeth as her mouth twisted into a frustrated grimace. "Have you
even thought about Rob? He needs you!"

"Rob is strong enough without me." I said the
words without thinking as I clasped her hand. "I want to stay with
you." My heart was torn between my husband and my sister, and yet I
couldn't pull away from her, not after years spent waiting for this
opportunity. Even with my resolution, Rob's pain filled face
surged through my mind. Would he be fine?

She pointed her finger at me. "You always
were so headstrong! I thought in time you might have mellowed, but
you're still the same." She shook her head in amazement. "You can't
stay. You don't belong in Zigeth yet."

I frowned. "Zigeth?"

Shelby gestured to the world around us. "Yes.
You think of it as Heaven. It's actually called Zigeth, and it's
time for you to leave."

I planted my feet even as she started
walking. "Then give me a reason. A reason that will mean more than
seeing you again, Shelby."

Her eyes sought mine, perhaps to discover how
serious I was, perhaps just to remember. "You've become important,
Diana. More important than you could ever imagine. The world is in
your hands, and you don't even realize it."

"Important? I've never been important."

Shelby rolled her eyes and thrust her hands
to her hips. "So you think this happens to everyone, Diana? No, it
doesn't. You have been chosen to live."

"Why me?"

"You'll know soon enough. I haven't got time
to explain. The longer your soul stays separate from your body, the
less chance the doctors have of resuscitation." She started walking
again, but I didn't move.

My sister let out an exasperated sigh. "I
love you, Diana, and that is why I want you to go. I know you have
a special task that you have to accomplish before you can join me.
And you also have a life with Rob." She scrutinized my face. "When
I first arrived here I would have given anything for a second
chance. Now you have been given one. If you love me, Diana, and I
know you do, get out of here. Live your life! Go see Paris, and
when you're walking through the spring rain, think of me and hold
the sights and smells in your mind." She tugged at my hand, her
eyes never leaving my face. "Do it for me. Do all the things you've
always wanted because soon enough you'll be here, and we will have
forever to take the time we never had." She touched my cheek. "Do
it for me."

I looked at the rock.

Then I found myself back at the hospital as
they wheeled me into the emergency room. The EMT barely managed to
restrain Rob, whose broad back and shoulders squared off rigidly.
His body was tight, like a drawn bow. "Don't let her die!" He
screamed, trying to break free to catch up with the doctors and
nurses wheeling my body away. "I'll be here, Diana!"

He stopped fighting and let his hands fall to
his sides. Two bright spots of color dotted his cheeks, and his
mouth hung open slightly, as though he couldn't breathe right.
"I'll be waiting," he whispered. As Rob turned away, I saw him run
his fingers through his hair, a mannerism he used to calm frazzled
nerves. When he pulled his hands back, I saw them shake until he
balled them into fists and then shoved them into his pockets. The
way he slumped while walking gave a sluggishness to his movements,
as though a physical weight pressed heavily upon his shoulders.
With his head hung low, he slowly made his way to the waiting
room.

My vision went back to the emergency room,
where I overheard the paramedic say, "She still isn't
breathing."

The doctor leaned over my body, verifying
that assessment, as well as searching for a pulse. Then he checked
the placement of the tube in my throat. "How long was she in the
water?"

"We don't know."

The river lapped at my legs, washing the
emergency room from sight. Ahead I saw the rock. I threw myself
forward and swam to it as fast as I could. I'm coming,
Rob. I'm coming, I thought.

Time blurred together as my fingers touched
the hard, cold stone. Once I felt it, I knew I had reached my
destination  the gate back to mortality. I looked at it.
Before my eyes, the rock suddenly changed, shifting to the marble
panel on my sister's mausoleum. Shelby Alissa Taylor.

I wanted to snatch my hand away, but the
stone came alive, stealing the warmth from my skin. I couldn't
break free. I screamed and clamped my eyes shut.

"What have we got?" the doctor snapped.
"Anything yet?" His eyes were glued to my chest. He frowned and
shook his head as though denying something.

"No," said another man, his eyes carefully
watching the flat green line across the screen. "Nothing."

"Don't give up," the doctor muttered as he
started CPR again, and I was so close to him that I could read his
name tag: Dr. Richard Kirkland, M.D.. A grim frown completed the
frustrated expression on his face, but he never stopped the rhythm,
never faltered.

Around him, I could see the doubt flickering
in the other faces as their efforts gradually slowed. In their eyes
I saw the reality I was doomed to accept, for it was their hands
which fought to save my life. Faced with the fact that it might
actually be too late to return and there would be no choice to
make, no life to resume, I panicked.

"No!" I shouted. As the choice threatened to
disappear, I realized how badly I wanted it--how badly I wanted to
see Rob again and feel his arms around me. To smell his aftershave.
I realized, like Shelby, there were so many places I had never
seen, so many dreams I had never lived and so many things I needed
to tell people, and if I never returned, Rob would feel just as I
had once felt. Except he would feel it for the rest of his life. He
would replay this night as I had replayed the night of Shelby's
death, and he would say, "If only..." as though the words were
snatches of a magical spell that could command life and death.

"No!" I shouted again, remembering the
mountains just an hour from our house and the field of wildflowers
I passed each day on my way to work, and finally the beautiful
sunsets I had always loved.

But Rob's face, shadowed with lines of grief,
was the image which haunted me most. Love refused to let me die. I
saw him once again, huddled over me, breathing for me, begging me
to return. He needed me.

I wanted to live.


 




 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

"Have we got anything yet?" Dr. Kirkland
asked.

"She's in v fib!" a male nurse at the
monitor replied.

"Okay, let's shock her," he said calmly. He
opened his palms for the paddles. "200 Joules.”

The nurse called out, "Charging."

And he answered, "Clear."

I'd watched this scene on television a
thousand times before, I thought. But I never expected it to be me
lying there.

Dr. Kirkland pressed the paddles to my chest.
My body arched in the air violently. As it resettled, my own eyes
peered up at me, open but unseeing.

The doctor glanced at the monitor. "No
pulse," he muttered to himself. "300."

"Charging."

"Clear." Again the electricity surged through
my body. Again I felt nothing. Nothing. Silence as the doctor held
the instruments poised above my chest, watching the monitor,
waiting.

"No go," the nurse said.

"360 Joules." Dr. Kirkland ordered, hard
lines carved into his composure.

"Charging."

"Clear."

I watched my body rise and fall.

Blackness sucked me in. Excruciating pain
ripped through my chest as though it were bursting. I couldn't take
in the air fast enough. Blackness closed in around me. I can't
breathe! I screamed inside. Something lodged in my throat,
choking me.

My stomach churned. I began to vomit. Someone
turned my head and held it there until I finished. Dry heaves
confirmed I had emptied my stomach. The nurse gently wiped my face
and mouth.

"BP 90 over 60. Pulse 56."

The glare of bright lights blinded me. Eight
people scurried around me as though I were a machine about to blow.
A tremendous throbbing pain in my head collided with the one in my
throat. I reached toward my face, toward that damned tube to rip it
out.

I have to get rid of it. I can't
breathe! I thought. Before I could touch it, someone firmly
pushed my hands away.

"Diana! It's going to be all right. Calm
down." Dr. Kirkland leaned over me. Hands were all over me. So many
hands.

"BP 110 over 70. Pulse 72," that same voice
said, but I didn't care. I wanted that tube out so I could
breathe.

"We're going to give you some medicine so
that you can rest, Diana," the doctor said. Out of the corner of my
eye I saw the nurse inject something into my IV site.

Silence muffled all commotion. Blackness
swiftly descended. Time passed in a blur.

* * *

Bleary lights broke through the darkness.
Everything looked like magazine pictures where colors bled outside
the lines.

"She's coming around." The voice sounded like
an audio tape run at half speed. A male voice.

"How are you doing today?" a
higher pitched voice asked. A blur of white and
flesh tone leaned close to me. I clamped my eyes shut. "Can
you tell us your first name, Mrs. Newport?"

"Diana," I said. As I spoke, it sounded like
I had something jammed in my mouth.

Blackness.

* * *

The darkness melted to an unfocused image of
my parents' bathroom. The pink shower curtain hid the tub. Water
dripped, plunking as it joined a larger puddle. I must have left
the tub full, I thought.

As I reached to pull the curtain open, my
hazy vision cleared. I saw an arm, dangling against the white
porcelain.

Shelby's arm.

Lines of blood trailed down the inside,
dripping to a scarlet pool on the rug. Her fingers curled slightly,
and I couldn't tell where the blood started and the red nail polish
ended on her perfectly manicured nails.

Shelby was dead.

"No!" I screamed, and my eyes flew open to
see a fluorescent light flickering on and off. The loud buzzing
seemed to rattle against my brain. Everything came into sharp
focus, and I looked at my hand, gripping the covers.

I was alive. I had returned.

Shelby. I remembered the bathtub. My fingers
released the blanket, one by one. Which had been the dream, the
afterlife or the nightmare? One felt like salvation, the other
Hell.

"Where am I?" I asked. No one was in the
room. The light flickered off. "Rob?" Weighted silence crushed me,
forcing the air from my chest in rattled gasps.

The light came on. My body felt hot, as
though it burned from the inside. Then ice wrapped around me. Cold
air brushed my skin as though someone had just passed by, but no
one was there.

"And the sky falls down," a voice
whispered.

Was it Shelby's voice? But she's dead and I'm
alive.

"Come and play," the voice hissed. The air
shifted again, as though it breathed around me. I tugged the
blanket closer to my body. Even with it molded tightly against me,
I shivered. It's not possible, I thought.

"Let's play Hide And Seek, Diana. Come find
me!" the air whispered. "Look in the bathroom." The voice deepened
until it sounded just like the one I'd heard in Zigeth. The same
voice which had told me I was dead. I blinked and saw the ice-blue
eyes in the darkness, the blue so cold I could feel the icicle
points pricking my body all over. "Look for me in your parent's
bathroom." A breath of air tickled my ear as though someone had
just whispered to me.

"No," I said. The defective light above me
kicked off. Then I heard a high pitched squeal. I turned to
glance at the screen attached to the heart monitor.

Flat line.

"Come and play!," the voice demanded.

"No!" I screamed. I threw my hands in the
air, trying to push it back, but they felt only what I saw.
Nothing. "Don't take me back!"

My vision clouded over, and I clenched my
eyes to stop the blurring. A pink shower curtain came into sharp
focus. The water dripped. I opened my eyes, but the image remained.
I went to the curtain and started to tug it open. Then I saw the
hand again.

But this time it wasn't Shelby's. Thick knots
formed at the knuckles, like misshapen growths. The bluish skin
wrinkled and sagged. As I stared, the small finger twitched
slightly then slowly curled toward the palm.

Blood beaded down her skin and fell into the
scarlet puddle.

This isn't Shelby.

“And it’s not dead,” I screamed and looked
for the door.

 


"Diana, I'm here," Rob said urgently. The
bathroom vanished into blackness.

"Don't let it take me back," I screamed,
grabbing onto him.

"Diana," Rob said. "It's going to be
okay!"

I grabbed him as hard as I could. "Don't let
it get me!" The air touched me like invisible fingers. "It wants
me!"

As I started to slip into the black vortex, I
could feel Rob supporting me. "Diana!" he screamed. "I need a
doctor!"

"Don't let it take me!" I said with the last
bit of strength I had. Madness stirred within as I thought of the
ice-blue eyes.

My arm burned, and blackness welcomed me
again.

* * *

"Mrs. Newport, can you hear me?" a male voice
asked.

I opened my eyes to see Dr. Kirkland leaning
over me. "Can you hear me?" he asked again.

"Yes," I replied. My fingers dug into the
covers, and I jolted upright. I waited for the images to shift, to
distort. I expected it anymore.

"Easy does it." He placed his hands on my
back to steady me. "Not so quickly. How are you feeling?"

"I've got a headache." I glanced around the
room to find lots of green curtains. "Where am I?"

"ICU. Do you remember your first name?" he
asked. As he slowly released me, a nurse came in and took my blood
pressure.

"Diana," I mumbled. As I spoke, my raw throat
ached with each word. I touched it reflexively.

Watching me, he said, "Your throat is
probably going to be sore for a little while. How old are you?"

"Thirty two." After taking my blood
pressure, she scribbled on my chart and handed it to the
doctor.

He took it and thanked her. As he tilted his
head to read, his glasses slipped to the bridge of his nose.
"When's your birthday?"

"February 11."

Dr. Carter wrote on the paperwork and then
looked at me. "Very good, Diana. Do you know why you're here?"

"I had an accident." The pounding in my head
made me dizzy, and I laid back down, clenching my eyes shut. I felt
blackness hovering around me, waiting. "Where's Rob? I need my
husband." I opened my eyes again, wider, as though that might keep
the darkness at bay.

"Diana?" Dr. Kirkland's faraway voice called
to me. But I couldn't answer as the blackness returned.

* * *

"Mrs. Newport, can you hear me?" I opened my
eyes to find a thin, black nurse in the room, checking on me.
"Where am I?" I croaked. My dry throat ached.

"ICU," she replied, smiling. "Good to see you
awake."

I smiled back. "Good to have that tube gone."
As I looked around, I felt more alert to my surroundings than ever
before. The room looked less intimidating, as though whatever I'd
seen before was just a long string of dreams. Even so, exhaustion
worked on every muscle of my body.

She laughed. "I've heard that one before. How
are you feeling?"

"Fine. How long have I been here?"

"Two days."

I looked at the clock as though it held some
key to the time I'd lost. Four thirty. "Where's my husband?" I
folded my arms across my chest and roughly brushed my hands up and
down my arms, as though that could drive the goose bumps away.

"I think he finally fell asleep in the
waiting room. I'll get him for you." She edged toward the door.

I stared at ceiling tiles, feeling the weight
of my body swing toward unconsciousness. Before the nurse returned,
I slipped back to sleep. Instead of my parents' house, I found
myself back in the world where I'd seen Shelby, back in Zigeth.

How did I get here? I wondered. And then I
remembered Shelby's words: "You've become important, Diana. More
important that you could ever imagine." But she had also said I
didn't belong in Zigeth yet, and I was pretty sure I hadn't died. I
shrugged and stopped trying to make sense.

As I looked around, I noticed the setting was
slightly different as I stood on the banks of the river. The thick
carpet of green grass should have felt like soft, thick carpet, a
coolness sinking between my toes when I walked. Instead, I felt
nothing.

Clusters of trees scattered the landscape.
Huge branches reached toward the heavens filled with leaves that
swept across the sky. A short distance away, I could see the green
water, but this portion of it narrowed considerably compared to the
section I’d previously visited. Once I walked close enough to the
banks, I realized the water was quite shallow.

I saw five women and seven men standing
beside the river. Like Shelby, they were naked. Some stood upright,
holding the orbs I had seen in the previous dream. Others knelt in
the water long enough to scoop the orbs out and peer at the images
for a moment before returning them.

None of them paid much attention to me as
they continued their efforts. Without even exchanging glances, I
knew they saw me or perhaps felt my presence. Only when I
approached did one turn towards me, and, as she lifted the orb from
the water, I noticed the long gashes upon her wrists. Just like
Shelby.

"You are not from here," she said, staring
down at the orb. Her tone was neither accusing nor friendly but
rather a simple indication of observation. A black tie kept her
long, dark hair from falling into her eyes.

"No, I'm not," I agreed.

"I could smell as much." The bizarre
statement took me off guard, and the woman kept staring at the orb
in her hand.

"Excuse me?" I thought perhaps I hadn't heard
right. The monotony of her tone told me that she hadn't meant her
words to sound insulting. Instead, it meant something else,
something I didn't yet understand. "What do you mean?"

She turned and looked at me. "I can smell the
wind in your hair, the rose petals from your perfume. Even the
faint smell of sweat." She threw the orb back into the water and
caught another. "You smell of life in the world of the dead."

Why was I here? That was just one of a
thousand questions running through my mind, but I figured starting
with something simple would be easiest. "Where am I?"

"Shh!" She snapped her hand into the air and
silenced me. Her eyes squinted, as though that would make the
images in the orb clearer. I looked at the ball.

This picture showed a woman running away, her
mouth opened. Her scream reverberated in my mind. In the background
I could hear the river speeding up. It swirled in agitation as it
moved along.

The woman kept running. As she ran, I could
hear the frantic click of her heels against the pavement.
TapTapTap. She tried to run faster.

She passed several cars. She must have been
in a parking garage. Where was her car? The force of the river
continued to build, and a violent breeze swept around us, tossing
my hair into my face. The others stopped whatever they were doing
and looked at her. She focused on the image, as though neither the
storm nor I were present.

Ash gray clouds obliterated the sun as
they tumbled along like a video on fast forward. The ominous
clouds overtook the heavens like nothing I had ever seen even
during the worst storms I had witnessed while living two years in
Oklahoma.

If I stared at the clouds long enough, I
could visualize definite shapes, like human hands or legs.
Occasionally, I thought I saw a flicker of faces surface in the
haze, but then I rationalized it was my imagination. Who hadn't
played that game before? Besides, none of this was real.

It couldn't be. Back again? that deep
voice whispered in my mind. Then I saw his face  a face I
had memorized from long ago. So long ago. I was only eight when the
black-and-white newspaper headline read, "Ronald Truman Slated to
Die at Midnight." His face was plastered below. Ronald Truman. He
had killed at least twenty five people, four of whom had been
young children, during a serial murder spree. It was only when a
sixteen-year-old girl had escaped after being raped that
police in Florida managed to catch him.

Fifteen years later, he’d been executed in
the electric chair for those crimes. I could still remember all the
interviews with the press, his mouth locked in a frown, never
smiling, never twisting into rage. Nothing. But the ice-blue eyes
had flashed brutal anger. Even as I’d seen him on the television
screen, I’d felt my heartbeat quicken when he’d stared at the
camera. They’d touched me, as if the prison that held his body
could never truly have contained him. Even though I’d been only
eight, I’d felt his spirit would always follow me, his invisible
hands caressing my skin in the breeze of a spinning ceiling fan.
His unholy blue eyes staring through me in the form of the
neighbor's Siberian Husky, and the growl seeming tainted with
Truman’s gruff voice.

Now, those same eyes met mine. As much as I
wanted to look away, to run, I couldn't. Amid the wind I heard his
laughter. At least before the storm cut it off.

Diana. He said my name, slamming the
syllables in my mind as though he shouted.

Newport. The eerie voice pronounced my last
name as a child would say Mine.

The sky is going to fall, Diana. Not even you
can catch it. Fear wrapped around me. Then the silence hit. Signs
of the storm abruptly vanished. The raging clouds disappeared like
smoke.

I turned back to the orb. The woman now stood
beside her car, her trembling hands fumbling with the keys. They
dropped to the concrete underneath the blue sedan. She fell to her
knees and felt on the ground for them. Her eyes stared up at us. At
the edge of the image, a huge butcher's knife glittered in hazy
light.

"No!" I heard her scream. She crossed her
arms over her body as the blade descended.

The picture in the orb froze. The wind
settled back to a calm breeze, and the water slowed to its normal
hum. The woman standing next to me found an invisible catch which
opened the orb. She removed the picture and dipped it into the
water.

When she removed it, it showed a different
scene. The soft, fluorescent light and walls suggested a house. Her
back was to us again and once the image started moving, she walked
instead of running this time. She turned back once and shouted
something, but I couldn't read her lips well enough to translate.
Then she reached for the door. From the corner of the picture, I
saw a dish speed through the air and crash into the door as she
opened it.

The woman jumped as the dish shattered, but
she threw the door open wide and passed through, slamming it behind
her.

The image faded to blackness, and the woman
quickly released the orb back into the water. The moment it
submerged, it cast a faint yellow glow in the water that I watched
until it passed from sight. "What was that?" I asked her as she
caught another orb and stared at the moving picture.

"A dream." My face must have registered blank
when she paused to look at me. "I guess perhaps I take all of this
for granted since I have been here so long. These are the dreams of
mortals. Just like the one you are having."

I woke. As I opened my eyes, I noticed Rob
staring out the window. He rested his chin on his hands. The thick
stubble on his chin told me he hadn't left the hospital, and the
dark shadows on his face said sleep hadn't been much of an option.
His white cotton shirt was heavily wrinkled, and two buttons were
undone. For a man who usually wore a suit, Rob looked uncomfortably
casual.

On the floor, his briefcase was open and a
manila file lay in his lap. Just from the look, I knew it was
paperwork on his accounts for Tinecorp. Between the accident and
keeping up with the work load, Rob was probably exhausted.

I looked around, and the pale, striped
wallpaper suggested a private room rather than ICU. I must have
made it out of the danger zone, I thought.

Once he noticed the blinking of my eyes, he
jumped out of what had to be the most uncomfortable looking
chair ever created and swiftly came to my side. "Diana, can you
hear me?" As he reached to stroke my cheek, I saw his fingers
tremble.

"Yes," I said and smiled at him. "Contrary to
popular belief, I haven't gone deaf. At least not yet."

I had intended to make him laugh, but the
humor eluded him. "No, you're just a bit dehydrated, not to mention
the fact that you almost drowned." His eyes didn't say almost as
they stared at me. He roughly pulled me into his arms and drew me
to him as tightly as possible, just holding me there. I felt his
shoulders shake and knew he was crying. For me. God. This must have
been a nightmare for him.

"I'll be just fine," I whispered, stroking
his back softly. "Just wait. You'll see how much of a pain in the
ass I can be, especially if I have to stay here very long. I can't
stand the smell of hospitals."

He pulled back. "I kept thinking if only we
hadn't held the party. If only I'd insisted on you getting some
rest." His soft voice barely registered more than a whisper. "I
tried to get you to breathe, and all the while I kept thinking you
were dying in my arms." He gulped air. "There wasn't a single thing
I could do. I tried. How I tried..." His voice faded, and I pulled
him back into my arms. Now I could feel his fear. And it fed my
own. But when I had been in Zigeth, I hadn't been afraid. Why?

"Don't think about it," I said. "I'm here.
I'm here." We slowly rocked back and forth, feeling only each
other, forgetting the sterile hospital room.

"I'm so sorry. I almost lost you." His thick
voice ripped through me.

"Don't say anything else. It's not your
fault, Rob." I kissed his forehead. "I made it because of you and
the doctors. You didn't give up on me. Without you, I couldn't have
made it back."

"She's right, Mr. Newport." Dr. Kirkland said
as he strolled in, carrying a clipboard. He offered his hand to me
and said, "I'm Dr. Kirkland." Right away, I recognized his glasses
and thick, brown hair, but his smile seemed foreign, probably
because up until now I doubt I'd seen it.

I shook his hand as Rob stood. "So how is
she?" Rob's voice was gruff, but he hid his pain behind a neutral
frown.

"Judging from her blood work, rather well;
however, we will need to keep her here for a little while." He
smiled reassuringly. "Routine observation, that's all."

I sat up straighter. "But I'm fine," I
protested.

Dr. Kirkland nodded. "I know, I know,
everyone thinks they're fine, especially if it will get them out of
the hospital." He rolled his eyes and smiled again. "Yes, you
probably are fine and more than a bit stubborn. But earlier you
were suffering from dehydration." I was about to interrupt him, but
he waved me to silence. "Besides, there are still possible
side-effects."

Rob's focus snapped toward the doctor. "Such
as?"

"Pneumonia, for one thing. The chances are
very slim, which is what got you out of ICU. But let's just say I
don't like working against the odds." A stern frown replaced his
smile. "You were very lucky. Now that we have you stabilized, I
want you here where we can make sure everything goes well."

I opened my mouth, intending to protest, but
Rob cut in. "No problem."

I glared at him. "How long?"

"We'll play it by ear, but if the next 24
hours goes as well as I expect, I'll release you." He finished his
inspection. "Think of it this way, a hospital is a wonderful place
for you to be, all things considered." He patted me on the back.
"Remember that."

I nodded and grabbed his hand. He looked
down, and I remembered the mask of concentration he'd worn while
fighting to save my life. "Thank you, for everything."

"You're welcome, Diana." He waved and left
Rob and me alone, but not for long. My parents entered the room
just a moment after he stepped out. Both were in their
mid fifties, and Dad had just retired two years ago from a
long and prestigious military career. My mom had spent most of her
time at home with Shelby and me. She was a tall, graceful woman
with shoulder length auburn hair. Most of my friends had never
been able to guess her true age.

Today, haggard lines showed around her blue
eyes, which were bloodshot. Puffy pouches had appeared underneath.
Rob moved aside to make room for them both. As she took my hand, I
looked into her eyes. "How are you?" she asked softly.

Her quiet voice remained calm. Only a soft
tremble running through it betrayed her pain. The way she squeezed
my hand told me everything she could not put into words. And then
some. "I'm fine, Mom, really."

She nodded, as though lingering on the
subject might only reveal something she couldn't bear to hear.
Shelby's death had scarred her deeply. The grief had never really
been resolved because she never came to terms with knowing my
sister had chosen to die.

Instead of elaborating on the accident, she
asked, "When will you be released?"

"Tomorrow." I didn't bother to mention Dr.
Kirkland's contingency because their worried faces told me they'd
had a rough couple of nights and didn't need any other bad news.
Rob made his way to the door and mouthed the word "coffee" to me
before he left.

The conversation drifted into more casual
subject matter, such as gardening, which happened to be my father's
current passion and redecorating the kitchen, my mother’s. Quite a
while later, they left, probably because it took that long to
convince them I was truly fine. Both leaned over and kissed my
cheek. My father lingered over me for just a moment and whispered,
"I love you, Diana. I know I've hardly ever said those words, but I
meant them every day."

I touched his hand as he backed away. "I love
you, too, Daddy. I'll always be your little girl."

His smile confirmed that, and an awkward
silence passed before they went out the door. Not long after, Rob
returned, carrying his coffee. Wisps of steam rose and vanished. As
he sat next to me, I savored the smell. I had never liked to drink
coffee, but something about the smell relaxed me.

A few moments passed as we just stared at
each other in complete silence. For the first time in a very long
time, I felt like I really saw Rob, really felt the soft caress of
his fingers on the back of my hand. Beneath the tired exterior, I
saw the man with whom I'd fallen so deeply in love, and my body
shook as I stared at the wedding ring on my finger. I had been
given a second chance to love him more deeply with everything I
had.

I had forgotten just how wavy his dark hair
was in the humidity, and just now I noticed a few strands of silver
which I didn't remember seeing before. They must have been there
all along, but I had never focused on them, never thought about
dying. Fear. He'd been afraid for me while I’d faced my own
mortality feeling nothing.

The familiar glimmer appeared in his eyes
just before his lips curved into a soft, warm smile. Absently, his
fingers tapped on my hand. He stared at me, but then glanced at the
floor uncomfortably. I could tell there was something heavy on his
mind.

"What are you thinking?" I asked softly.

"Nothing." He shook his head as if mentally
trying to shrug off the thought.

I squeezed his hand. "Keeping silent won't
make it go away. Besides, I'm a big girl and I want to talk about
it." About death, I added to myself.

His brown eyes sought me out again, and he
swallowed nervously before asking, "What was it like?"

"A dream," I replied. "No tunnel, no lights,
just a strange dream." I would have used another word, considering
my last few dreams, but I couldn't think of any other way to
describe it. I still didn't understand how my mind had been so
alert, so in command while my body failed to respond to anything.
All the while, I’d been content enough to remain in the dream, or
whatever I had experienced.

"Could you see me?" He concentrated on my
hand, playing with each finger, but even if he didn't face me, I
knew this was somehow important to him, that simple fact that I had
been with him during one of the most painful moments in his life,
even if only in spirit.

"Sometimes. It was like I flashed back and
forth, from the hospital to the dream world."

"What was the other world like?"

I closed my eyes, and the river jumped out at
me with no effort to remember on my part. "The main thing I
remember is a huge river, but the color of the water was so unusual
that I couldn't put it out of my mind. It was a clear aquamarine,
like the ocean water they show on all the Caribbean commercials. It
was beautiful." For just a moment I felt the water, wrapping around
my body with its loving embrace.

"Was that all? Did you see anyone else
there?

Shelby's face took the place of the river.
"Shelby." My voice died away. Rob leaned forward and held me
tightly. He had always known how difficult it had been to accept
her death, and more than that, how hard it had been to accept that
she had chosen death over life. He knew I had worked so damned hard
to find a reason for her decision when she hadn't even bothered to
leave a note. And in all the moments of my soul-searching I had
really come up with only one possibility: it had been my fault.
Perhaps in seeing her again, I should have found the peace which
had eluded me all these years. But I dismissed it as part of the
illusion. Even if I had died. "She was the one who insisted I
return. She said I had become ‘important.’"

Rob pulled back and looked at me. His raised
eyebrows suggested puzzlement. I searched his face, looking for a
sign that would proclaim I had lost my mind. Instead, he looked
curious. "Important? What did she mean by that?"

I shrugged. "I don't know. It's just a stupid
dream, Rob," I said, trying to instill authority in my voice. But
if they were just dreams, why wouldn't they go away? Why couldn't I
forget the demonic clouds with eyes of human monsters?

Why did I feel like my soul was no longer my
own?

If I had really told the truth, I would have
said it was a puzzle with more than a few pieces still missing, but
the picture emerging from the holes was not about tunnels or
lights. It was about dreams within dreams and about clouds that
turned into unspeakable things, as though they could come alive and
touch me in the worst possible ways. It was about a river that had
baptized me into a new perception of life.

And what had that voice meant when it said,
"The sky is falling?" I thought of those blue eyes and shuddered.
They’d been the eyes of a cold blooded killer. But had they
been Truman's eyes? Had it been his voice or had I dreamed it all?
Was I going crazy?


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

As I thought back to the dreams I'd been
experiencing, I wanted reassurance. I asked Dr. Kirkland what he
knew about near death experiences, praying for something
comforting.

For a moment, I thought he hadn't heard me as
he stared at the clipboard in his hand. Then he peered at me
through those round glasses, his lips pressed into a neutral line.
"There are a lot of different theories about what causes the images
people experience."

"Like?" I prompted.

"Oxygen deprivation may be a major factor.
Spiritually, some believe in the afterlife. A lot of people report
seeing tunnels and lights and sensing the presence of a kind,
all powerful being." He glanced at my chart.

I remembered Ronald Truman's eyes.

I folded my hands in my lap, staring at the
wallpaper. There had been no tunnels. No lights. No benevolent
being. Instead, I'd stumbled across a much darker force I wanted to
rationalize away. "So lack of oxygen could explain it?" I asked
again.

He nodded, slipping the lid on his pen and
putting it away in his shirt pocket. "Possibly, but, Diana, we're
dealing with a gray area here." He squeezed my shoulder
reassuringly. "You're probably working through some tough things.
Doctors, scientists, and professionals all try to explain something
we aren't equipped to deal with and have no way of either proving
or disproving anything." He leaned back. "It's pretty difficult to
be 100 percent sure about anything as intangible as this,
especially since this is an occurrence most people never experience
and return to talk about." He shrugged as though the doctor in him
had left. "I hate to say this, but it would seem that you have a
broader insight than I. You've been there."

I smiled a smile I didn't feel. "Thanks, Dr.
Kirkland."

"Not that I was much help in this, but you're
welcome." He stood and headed for the door. Before exiting, he
turned and glanced back. "I think you'll be going home soon, Diana.
Maybe familiar walls will feel a little better after all you've
been through." As he stepped through the door, Rob slipped into my
room, carrying a couple of magazines.

"These are for you," he said, offering them
to me. As I took them, he leaned over and greeted me with a kiss.
"How's my favorite lady?"

"Good," I replied, offering a faint smile of
my own. Although I was glad to see him, I kept replaying Dr.
Kirkland's words. He was right. They didn't reassure me, especially
considering they came from a person highly educated in a scientific
field. Maybe he was right. Maybe I just needed familiar walls. I
wanted to chalk he nightmares up as realistic dreams. But I had
never dreamt in color before. Closing my eyes, I could still see
that green water.

I shuddered.

Rob frowned and touched my cheek. "Are you
cold?"

Only inside, where a blanket will never
touch, I thought. He didn't wait for me to answer as he molded
the covers to my body. "I'm fine."

He kept frowning. "I'm beginning to hate that
word." He set a hand on mine and closed his eyes. "I'm not fine,
Diana. I haven't been since this whole ordeal started, and I don't
think you are, either."

As I glanced at him, I could see the fear
lingering in his eyes. I could feel it in his fingers as they
curled about mine. I could taste it in the air around us. But I
couldn't stop it. "I'm alive. I have you. That's all that
matters."

He nodded mechanically. His half closed
eyes and hunched shoulders hinted at tremendous fatigue, and for
the first time I thought about how little sleep he'd probably
gotten while I had drifted in and out of consciousness.

"Why don't you go home and get a good night's
rest?" I suggested, squeezing his hand.

"I'm not leaving. Not tonight. I've got a bed
over there." He pointed to the chair beside the bed and got up to
demonstrate how it opened into a fold out cot that made the
linoleum floor look appealing. He sat on it and grinned at me. "I'm
all set."

"You can't sleep on that, Rob."

He yawned and stretched. "Want to bet? Right
now I could probably sleep on a bed of nails as tired as I am." He
lay down, and the frame squeaked in protest. As he shifted to his
side, his dark eyes stared at me as though checking to make sure I
was still there. A moment later, he slept. Which was more than I
wanted to do. To sleep perchance to dream. Isn't that what
Shakespeare had written?

I hoped like hell I never had another
dream.

I opened the People magazine and began
flipping through the pages. Between reading the stories and
articles, I glanced at Rob. He'd shifted his arms behind his head.
The easy flow of his breath suggested that if he had any dreams,
they were peaceful things.

After reading the magazine and staring at the
muted television for a few hours, I glanced at my watch.
Midnight.

"You can't stay awake forever," I muttered,
folding my arms across each other and rubbing my shoulders. Small
goose bumps rose on my skin, as though I were cold. My nerves were
shot. I don't know how long I lay there, staring at the white
ceiling, counting the endless little holes before I slipped
away.

* * *

A locked house greeted me as I arrived home
from the movies. Although Mom and Dad had gone out, Shelby would be
there. Yet the house was dark. Shelby was inside. She rarely went
anywhere. If she had planned a date, she would have told me.

Besides, she hadn't been out in a month. Not
that she hadn’t had ample opportunities since she and Kevin had
split up, but she hadn't yet gotten over him. They'd gone out for
two years and in the back of her mind, Shelby had thought this
might have led to an engagement, marriage, and maybe children.

No, she had expected all those things. We all
had. She had loved Kevin.

I can remember the conversations we'd shared
about what their children might look like, whether or not they
would take Shelby's fair complexion or Kevin's darker skin that
seemed to tan so easily. To say the break-up had come out of the
blue would be an understatement.

I unlocked the door and opened it. As I
walked through the living room, I flipped on a lamp. So where was
my sister?

"Shelby?" I called, walking up the stairs.
Maybe she was in bed and that's why she'd locked the door. On the
way past her room, I paused at the door and knocked softly.
"Shel?"

Silence. I slowly opened the door, expecting
to see her lying in bed, her short, glossy black hair shining in
the full moonlight. But the white comforter neatly covered the bed
just as it had since the previous morning. As I surveyed the room,
everything was where it belonged, unlike my room. I had always
jokingly told her that her room looked more like a museum than a
bedroom. It needed more of a lived in look, like mine.

"You must be kidding," she'd replied and
picked up the crumpled papers lying clustered around the trash can
and stowed them in with the rest of the garbage. She'd pointed a
finger at me and laughed. "It's just a matter of time before your
room is condemned by the health department, and they lock you up as
a menace to society!"

I smiled at the thought of my sister's
well defined ego, but none of us had seen it lately.

The hot, muggy evening air clung like a wool
blanket swathing my body. We had not yet turned on the air
conditioning for the summer. By the time I reached my bedroom, I
decided a nice, long bath might just be a blessing and help me
unwind. Next week would be finals week, and I had more than one
class that needed drastic improvement.

Once I reached my room, I picked up my
pajamas from the dresser and drew my shoulder length hair into
a ponytail. I proceeded to the bathroom.

Even before I flipped on the switch, I heard
the water dripping and I wondered if I had left the tub full from
this morning when I had bathed. As the bulb flashed on, I saw the
arm dangling from the tub. Long, angry gouges lined the inner side
of her arm. A steady flow of blood dripped onto the pale pink bath
rug. In the center, a pool of deep scarlet had saturated the fabric
until the dark red looked brown.

Her other wrist lay submerged on her thigh,
and the blood trickled into the water like a long ribbon before it
diffused into a murky pink cloud. I watched her chest, praying.
Come on, Shelby! Breathe! Please just breathe! I couldn't look
away, afraid the minute I did I would miss the rise of her chest.
She had to breathe because she couldn't be dead. Not my sister.

God, not Shelby!

Stillness. Her eyes were closed as though she
slept. "Shelby!" I screamed. I should go to her, I thought, but I
knew she was no longer there, just her body. Just a corpse. And I
couldn't move. Sweat beaded upon my forehead and ran down my
face.

Shelby is dead.

Shelby is dead.

Shelbyisdead.

The room spun around me, and the water
dripped louder and louder. I pressed my hands to my ears, trying to
silence it.

Her eyes popped open. But they weren't
Shelby's brown eyes. These eyes were blue...unholy ice blue. "You
did this to me, Diana! It's your fault I died!" she said. But it
wasn't Shelby who spoke. The deep, male voice said, "I'm coming for
you."

Truman's voice. "The river will turn to blood
as I am reborn."

* * *

"Diana?" I heard my name and opened my eyes.
Sitting up, I clenched the blanket tightly in both fists. My heart
rammed in my chest. Rob leaned over, sitting beside me with both
his hands resting on my shoulders, gently rubbing. "It's all over,
sweetheart. It's just a nightmare. That's all." He kept massaging,
kneading my neck as he spoke. "Your back is like a board." He
leaned close and pressed his lips to my shoulder while vigorously
rubbing the outside of my arms.

Seeing his face and the walls of the hospital
instead of my parents’ bathroom made the dream seem slightly
weaker, as though I were far away from the blood soaked mat
and bath water. But was I? Why couldn't I escape Truman's eyes?

I clutched Rob’s hand frantically, and once I
latched on squeezed with every ounce of strength. I needed to feel
his fingers wrap around my palm, as though he could anchor me
here.

"Diana? What's wrong?" His voice sharpened.
He embraced me, and I held on as tightly as I could. "It's all
right," he whispered. "It's just a nightmare."

How little he knew. Perhaps at one time I
might have thought that could be true, that maybe I'd just
experienced a horrible, twisted dream I couldn't shake. For a year
after Shelby’s death, I'd had that same dream, and always before it
had ended with her in the bathtub.

But she had never opened her eyes. And those
hadn't even been her eyes. In the blackness of my mind, they
remained like pinholes in the blackness, illuminated with a violent
shade of blue. And she had never spoken. I had begged for simple
words then.

"Diana?" He moved around me to get a good
look at my expression. A frown accentuated the slight crow's feet
around his eyes. "What is it? What's wrong?"

As I lifted my hands to run them through my
hair, I saw them trembling. Rob must have, too, for he caught them
in his.

"I don't want to go back to sleep. I need to
stay awake." I pulled the covers back and prepared to get out of
bed. With every second of sitting still, my throbbing heart felt
like it would jump free of my chest.

Before my feet touched the floor, Rob blocked
my path. His hands released mine and he grabbed my shoulders. "It's
three in the morning, sweetheart. We both have to go back to sleep.
Especially you." His voice tapered off as he realized I was
ignoring him.

He lowered his face so I'd have to see him
instead of the empty space ahead where those blue eyes lingered.
"Hello?" He waved his hand at me and smiled softly. "It's just a
dream, babe. I know sometimes it seems like more, but it
isn't."

"No," I said, my voice forced into a low hum.
Panic surged through me in time with my frantic heart. "I don't
believe that anymore."

"Honey, it's late." He leaned away from me
and wiped his hands across his eyes as though he were wiping away
sleep. "You're not making sense, Diana. In the morning, things will
be different." His soothing voice relaxed me, and I leaned against
him. He's right, I thought as I began to drift off to sleep.
None of this is really happening. Perhaps it’s just one strange
dream I'll wake from.

* * *

The morning sunlight woke me this time, not
the hellish dreams. I still couldn't forget Shelby's death or the
painful string of emotions that had come with remembering. Since
waking this morning, that image of her in the tub remained
constantly in the forefront of my mind.

Trying to pull myself from the past, I
glanced over at Rob, who slept peacefully, despite the brilliant
glare of sunlight bleeding through the blinds. A freight train
could plow through, and he wouldn't know it.

As I sat up, the door opened. Dr. Kirkland
came in, wearing that cheerful smile I'd come to expect. "Good
morning, Diana." He came over and patted my shoulder.

Rob sat up and stretched. "Hello, Dr.
Kirkland."

The doctor nodded and smiled before sitting
in the chair by the bed. "Everything looks great," he said,
checking my chart before looking at me again. "How do you
feel?"

I shrugged. "Fine. I feel fine." There was
that word again.

"Good. I see no reason to keep you here any
longer. If you have any problems, call my office." Clipboard in
hand, Dr. Kirkland left.

As the door closed, I waited for Rob to say
something about last night. He came to me and sat down in the chair
Dr. Kirkland had just left. "How are you really feeling,
sweetheart?" He pecked me on the cheek and took my hand in his.

I'd have to have been dense not to have
caught the emphasis he placed on really, but I played dumb.
"Great. I'm ready to go home."

His eyes met mine and held them in warmth and
love for a moment as he said, "Me, too." He squeezed my hand and
pulled me to my feet. In the bathroom, I shed the blue hospital
gown and stared at it lying on the white linoleum floor. If only I
could shed the nightmares as well.

As I looked at my reflection, I noticed that
I must have lost a pound or two. And I was pale. Normally, my dark
hair appeared flattering against my lightly tanned skin. Today my
face looked waxen. Although the temperature was comfortable enough,
I shivered.

I changed into the fresh clothes Rob had
brought. As I emerged from the bathroom, Rob watched me brush my
hair. "What happened last night? What did you dream about?" His
tone remained casual, and he wore an almost borderline
if you really don't want to talk about 

this we don't have to
frown.

It was just a dream, I told myself for
the zillionth time, regardless of whether I actually believed it.
"I dreamt about Shelby again, and it shook me up, that's all." The
voice I used had enough assurance and authority that I would have
believed it had I been someone else. But then again, if I were
someone else, I would have probably been feeling a whole lot better
right now. At least Rob appeared to believe it, which was all that
mattered right now.

* * *

Returning home, I felt calmer, somewhat safe,
like I might be able to leave it all behind and dismiss it as a
lapse of sanity due to oxygen deprivation. I had returned to my own
environment, a sanctuary where the dreams might not find me.

Perhaps Rob was right and they were just
nightmares. After all, during the most stressful times of my life,
I'd been prone to dreams, and finding death could be classified as
stressful.

At Dr. Kirkland's direction, I remained in
bed for the duration of the day. Rob hovered nervously. He
constantly popped into our bedroom and asked if I needed anything.
I knew he was only concerned, probably feeling just as inadequate
about all of this as I, but his constant flux of motion only made a
tense situation worse.

Most of the day I hid behind a novel or
magazine, reading. No matter how hard I tried to distract myself
from watching the clock, I couldn't forget about it. After
finishing a Patricia Cornwell novel, I glanced at the time.
8:30.

Tired of lying around like a useless doll, I
stood and walked to the window. A patter of rain tapped on the
glass and rolled down in thin lines. Darkness consumed the sky—and
me.

I turned away and headed back to bed, away
from the blackness I couldn't fight.

Rob entered the bedroom and brought me a
glass of ice water. "How are you doing, Diana?" Sitting on the bed,
he smiled.

"You want the truth?" I blurted, plucking at
the blanket. Puckered sections of fabric rose in slight peaks from
my handiwork.

"Yes." His soft voice never shifted. But it
would, considering the barrel of monkeys I was about to open, and
then he would ask me if I had struck my head on my way into the
pool.

At least that's what I would ask if our
places were reversed. "At times I think I'm going over the edge." I
laughed, but it was a brittle sound that cracked and broke,
touching the borders of insanity. I took the glass and swallowed a
hasty gulp before I tried to take back the words I'd just
spoken.

"Whoa!" Rob said, taking the glass from my
badly trembling hand. "You almost died!" He encircled my face
tenderly between his hands. "You've been somewhere most people
never go, and that alone could make things seem—“

"It's not just that," I interrupted, staring
at the clusters of ice cubes in the glass. "How can I make you
understand? I mean this is all so crazy!" I could feel the frenzy
of fear and confusion swirling violently around, threatening to
explode inside me. "Nothing is the same anymore, and I can't even
find the words to explain."

"Calm down." He pressed me against his chest.
The calm thudding of his heart began to stop the panic. Just as
long as I could hold onto him, I'd be fine. Just as long as I kept
saying it was a dream. Just as long as I was awake.

"I won't think you're crazy, Diana."

I lingered in his embrace for a moment before
getting up and staring out the window at the impenetrable darkness.
The sun had set and I hadn't cared. It seemed like I had been doing
a lot of staring vacantly out windows, as though the view meant
nothing, as though I saw nothing. "It's like I never really sleep
anymore," I began.

He was about to say something when I silenced
him. "I feel like I'm always awake, even when I sleep. It may not
be in this world, but in the one I visited during the drowning.
These ‘dreams’ are too real. Always before, I couldn't even
remember what I had dreamt about when I woke up. Now I see every
detail as though I'm still there.”

He stood and came toward me. Again he tried
to interrupt me, but I wouldn't hear of it. "And it's like they
connect. Shelby is in this other world, so I dream about her death,
but this time it's not the same. There is something sinister to it.
I can feel it!"

He folded me in his arms, wrapping his love
tightly about me. "I'm sorry about all this. Maybe if you give it
time, you'll forget it. If not, we'll figure out the next step." He
pulled back and with his finger, lifted my chin to see my eyes.
"I'm not giving up on you, Diana. Don't you give up, either."

"Okay." My hands fluttered to my sides,
clutching at the fabric of my nightgown as though they needed
something to hold onto. Perhaps, considering the tremors running
through me, they did.

"It'll be fine. You'll see." His deep voice
sounded so reassuring, which was just what I needed at the moment.
I knew it wasn't an answer, but at least I could hold onto it until
we found one. All of Rob's love wrapped around me in the form of
his arms, cradling me in their strength.

"You look tired," he whispered, leading me
back to bed.

"I can't imagine why," I replied dryly. I
climbed into bed. I lay back, and Rob kissed my forehead.

"I'm serious," he retorted. "You need to get
some rest." I opened my mouth, but Rob cut me off. "I'll be right
beside you. I won't let anything happen. I promise."

I studied his dark eyes and the line of his
jaw. The stubborn set of his chin reflected his personality. I
glanced at his hands. They swallowed mine, and I knew if any hands
would protect me, they would. If anyone could save me, it would be
Rob. But how could he protect me in a world where he had never
been, let alone one he didn't even know the way to? Even I didn't
know that. I had merely arrived without intention.

Nevertheless, he was right. I felt exhausted,
and if dreams reached for me again, I couldn't stop them. And I
couldn't stay awake indefinitely, no matter how badly I wanted to.
This whole stupid situation reminded me of Invasion of the Body
Snatchers, and if I was paranoid right now, just look what
would happen if I didn't quit fighting sleep.

I reluctantly climbed back into bed and
snuggled under the covers. Rob undressed and shut off the light. As
he made his way across the room, I stared at his outline against
the soft light bleeding in through the window. No matter how long
we stayed together, I never forgot the raw strength of his body. Or
love's power. He gave me both each day we spent together. And yet
he couldn't give me a way through this.

He slid into bed next to me, his arms
encircling my waist as he molded his body to mine. As I lay there,
I could hear his easy breathing, and there, in the darkness, with
only a sliver of light to ward off whatever was coming for me, I
waited for the dreams.

* * *

I flipped on the light and saw Shelby lying
in the bathtub. Her open eyes glared hatefully at me with those
ice-blue irises, gloating blue stones that could cut through even
complete darkness. Then she laughed  a loud cackle that
reminded me of a crow's scream.

"Welcome to Hell, my sweet little sister." I
cringed. "Take a browse. I'm sure you'll find the view a bit
different--I've redecorated."

Staring at Shelby's face, I realized her lips
hadn't moved; but I had heard the voice, if only in my mind. Her
rigid body indicated she'd been there a while. Curved fingers
resembled claws. Blood dripped down her arm into a puddle on the
carpet.

None of it looked natural, and I knew if she
had been there that long, the bleeding would have ceased, but
scarlet covered the entire linoleum, even where I stood.

Glacier eyes seethed at me, appearing
aquamarine against her chalky white face. The skin which had once
been baby soft now peeled away in huge, dried scales. The arm
resting on the tub lifted toward her face, despite the rigor
mortis. Bones snapped as though grinding against each other.

Bile flooded my mouth and my stomach shifted,
churning unpredictably. I fled down the hall. As I ran, I saw once
immaculate white walls covered with blue spray painted
graffiti. On the ceiling, cobwebs dangled down. I looked at the
light cream carpet to find huge splotches of blood trailing to
Shelby's door.

I bypassed her room and kept going, avoiding
the overturned and destroyed houseplants. Dirt was ground into the
carpet. A massive pile of books and clothing almost tripped me. As
I reached my room, I saw, painted in blood on the door, "Come on
in, Diana."

My fingers fumbled on the cold metal, but I
managed to open it. Thick, frantic gasps of air penetrated the
silence as I breathed. My whole body shook in wild spasms. I looked
inside. Everything I owned lay ransacked in broken heaps upon the
floor. Under a pile of clothes, I saw a picture of my sister and me
at the zoo, taken two years before her death.

I picked it up despite the glass that cut my
hand. I wiped away the blood to stare at two smiling, happy
people.

God, what had happened? Why did you die?

My chest burned as I refused to cry. I put
the picture aside and looked further. All my furniture--the bed,
the dresser, the desk--floated above the ground in a rapid,
circular motion.

What happened if they fell? What was holding
them up, anyway?

I looked at the walls. "You can't stop me,
Diana! Don't even try!" greeted me in spray paint. A ripple of
laughter cut through the silence. I jumped and looked around.

No one was there.

The desk stopped rotating and slammed to the
ground beside me. I tripped, trying to get away. The bed came next.
I clambered through the debris, cutting my hands and legs as I
frantically tried to escape. As I made it through the door, the
dresser fell, blocking the entryway.

I raced to Shelby's room, pausing at the
door. Before I moved my hand towards the knob, the door opened.
Shelby lay casually sprawled upon the bed, amid blood soaked
covers.

"Like the view?"

All the furniture floated in this room. My
heart rammed against my chest as I waited for something to
fall.

"Why are you doing this?"

"The sky has to fall Diana--and you're the
only one who knows about it. You know too damned much for your own
good." She laughed loudly. "Just wait until you get downstairs.
Your parents didn't much care for the work, but I changed their
minds. Like I'll change yours!" She started laughing and the
violent sound hurt. I braced my hands to my ears as I ran toward
the stairs.

Or what had once been the stairs. Glancing
over my shoulder, looking for Shelby or whatever she had become, I
didn't see the splintering boards. As I started down the first
step, the stairs gave way. I tumbled down, head over heels.

At the bottom, I stood and tested my arms and
legs. No pain.

An acrid burning smell assaulted me. Smoke
blurred my vision. "Fire!" I screamed. I dabbed at my bleary eyes.
Through the haze, the graffiti jumped out at me. Lines and shapes
without words.

As I walked through the debris, I heard
crackling noises. I looked down to find my mother's china and
crystal, broken and ground into the carpet. DVDs were strewn
about.

In the shadowy, smoke filled air, the
living room chandelier flickered on and off like a defective neon
sign. All the contents of the bookshelves lay in heaps, and the
pictures and paintings joined the wreckage on the floor.

The gorgeous oak pie safe which displayed
Mom's collection of pictorial plates lay twists of mangled wood,
shattered by a heavy object like an ax or sledge hammer. The plates
were probably buried under the wood.

Two steps later I found my parents. My knees
buckled.

One of my mother's arms stretched above her
head, reaching for something. Her face lay at an awkward, almost
sideways angle. Her glassy eyes, stared at the ceiling while her
other hand clutched my fathers. A knife hilt rose from her chest.
Thick trails of mascara paraded down her cheeks in two black,
residual lines. Barbed wire cinched her throat. Truman's Bridal
Necklace.

Blood....

I couldn't breathe. The hammer of my heart
slammed against my chest. "Oh, God!"

My father's mouth gaped as though a scream
would come. Just beneath his chin, a narrow, black handled
kitchen knife protruded from his throat. Thick lines of blood ebbed
from his mouth.

Fear twisted my guts before climbing upward
and fleeing my throat in a sharp, wordless cry. I tried to run,
stumbling over the shambles of a once happy life. The thing Shelby
had become greeted me once again, sitting on my father's
recliner.

"Like my improvements?" Blue eyes seared
through me. "How are you at planning funerals?"

They can't be dead! I glanced back to my
parents, where they held hands together. Why would anyone kill
them?

I remembered my father teaching me to ride my
bike without training wheels. "You can do it, sweetie!" he’d
coached, smiling.

I looked down at him. So still. I wrapped my
arms around my body as though I could hold it together.

 


 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Four

"Diana?" Rob said. "It's just a dream,
babe."

I could feel his hands curling around my arms
as he woke me. I jerked away and jumped out of bed. Oh God,
please let it be a dream. I picked up the telephone and
frantically punched in my parents’ number.

"What's going on, sweetheart?" he asked,
leaning back into his pillow.

One ring.

Two rings.

Three rings. "Diana?" That male voice spoke
through the receiver. Truman's voice. "You're too late, Diana. They
can't hear you." His whisper slithered into my ear.

I jerked the phone away from my ear and hung
it up. A fist of ice slammed into my stomach. I forced back a sob
and pulled the nightgown over my head. Rushing to the closet, I
grabbed the first t- shirt and shorts I could find, not caring if
pink went with red.

"What are you doing?" Rob asked, peeking at
me through half closed eyes.

"I have to drive to Mom and Dad's," I said. I
tugged on my jersey shorts and then the shirt, yanking my hair free
of the collar.

Rob rubbed his face and picked up the clock.
He stared at it for a moment, waiting for his eyes to focus on the
numbers. Then he opened them wide and looked at me disbelievingly.
"Are you nuts?" His voice sounded deep with sleep still blanketing
it. "It's two in the morning, Diana. Let's go back to bed."

He tried to set the clock back on the
night stand, but his fingers brushed against it too heavily,
knocking it into his open briefcase. The radio flipped on and
blared some loud rock song.

I slipped on my tennis shoes and tied them
while Rob picked the clock/radio up and set it back in its
place.

My husband reached for me. "Come on, sweetie.
It's just a dream. I'm sure everything is fine." He patted the bed
next to me. "Come on."

"No." That was all I said. With each shallow
breath, I wanted to scream to stop the pounding fear. I wanted to
be crazy. I wanted to be mentally unbalanced. I wanted to be
wrong.

Rob propped himself up on one arm. "Diana,
what's with you? You can't just barge over there at this hour." He
sat up in bed and patted his hair into place, still yawning. "You
shouldn't even be out of bed." He laid back against the floral
comforter, and I thought he had fallen back asleep.

Tremors rattled through my whole body, and
lying in bed wasn't an option. I headed toward the door until Rob
reached out and grabbed my wrist as I passed. "Just wait a minute.
Let me come with you." Frustration seeped into his deep voice.

I stopped long enough for him to get dressed
before we walked to the garage. Although Rob usually drove, I
dashed for the driver's door and slipped inside. As he slumped into
the passenger seat, I pressed the button on the garage door opener
and waited a few seconds before backing out into the street. I
pushed the button again and drove toward my parents' house.

Each passing second ate through me like acid
on my stomach. As I looked around the deserted street, I could feel
my husband's eyes boring into me. "Why are we doing this,
Diana?"

"They didn't answer the phone." An edge crept
into my voice. Every muscle in my back screamed from the rigid
posture. Breathe, Diana, I thought as the panic ripped
through me.

"Which is probably a blessing at this hour,"
Rob snarled. "It doesn't necessarily mean something is wrong." He
rolled his neck, stretching the muscles. "So tell me why we are
doing this right now?"

My breathing lapsed to shallow, choppy gasps.
"I..I think my parents are dead," I finally managed. I clenched my
jaw. Instead of looking at Rob, I stared at my hands as they
twisted back and forth on the steering wheel. In the near-darkness,
I focused on the short, neat nails I'd never wanted manicured. At
this moment, thinking of my cuticles eased the frantic pain in my
heart, putting a short, sweet distance of distraction into this
nightmare.

I expected pity or empathy from Rob, not the
hollow laugh that ripped through the silence. His lips twisted into
an angry frown. Rob wiped his eyes, trying to wake up. "It was
another dream, I suppose." He shook his head. "Diana, I'm trying
very hard to understand, but none of it makes sense. You're just
over reacting."

My whole body tightened. "Did you hear a word
I said? Damn it, Rob, I'm serious!" I practically yelled.

"So am I." He stared out the window. "I know
you're having problems, but you can't go running off like this
every time you have a nightmare." His words gradually softened, but
the edges of them still felt like razor sharp steel. He
brushed his hand across his face again and looked at me. "I have an
early appointment tomorrow. It's crucial, Diana. I'm the new guy.
And I haven't gotten more than three hours sleep each night."

He rolled his shoulders and shook his head.
"I can't keep up this pace. Not with your nightmares."

A nightmare. He didn't believe me. He didn't
think my dreams could predict the future, and that hurt. But I
couldn't blame him. What would I think if our places were
reversed?

"It's not a dream," I snapped.

"Then what the hell could it be?" Fatigue
lowered his voice to a thick, deep growl, and his eyes flashed
angrily in my direction. "What are you going tell them when you
ring the doorbell? Christ, you're not even thinking straight
anymore."

I didn't answer. Instead, I peered in my
rear view mirror to see flashing lights cutting through the
darkness. A cop car sped past us, sirens wailing loudly enough to
wake the dead.

The air deflated out of my body as though I'd
been hit. I knew where it was headed, and all I could think was
why. Why.

Why.

The minutes lapsed like hours as we rode in
silence and the lack of conversation on Rob's part verified his
anger just as if he'd said, "I'll go with you, but I don't believe
you."

Another cop car sped past us. Then a fire
engine. I watched them go in the same direction we traveled until
the darkness sucked away all the lights. It breathed around me, as
though tasting my fear. I tried to sit still, but my fingers tapped
the wheel.

Uncomfortable with the silence, Rob turned on
the radio. The familiar chords of “Unchained Melody” filled the
car, but even that failed to distract me. When I turned left on
Oakwood Lane a moment later and saw gray plumes of smoke furling
toward black velvet heavens, no distraction was necessary.

"Oh, God, no." I said, barely holding back my
breath.

Rob turned and looked at me, reaching. He
grabbed my hand. "Jesus, Diana. I'm sorry."

I shoved the shift into park and scurried out
of the car. At the moment, a slew of firemen were working on
putting out the fire. Numerous police officers walked the grounds.
Some were interviewing the neighbors from a presumably safe
distance. The fire and the sirens had woken most of the people who
lived here, and they congregated outside, watching and gossiping
behind raised hands.

I started running toward the house, and from
behind me, I heard Rob yell, "Diana! Wait!" I didn't stop, at least
not until a police officer grabbed my arm.

"You've gotta stay back!" he said. Tall and
slightly overweight, he kept a hold on my arm as though he wasn't
sure I would listen.

I tried to get past him, but he sidestepped
me every time. "I have to get in there," I said.

"You can't." The cop eyed me as though
wondering if I was going to be a problem. Rob tried to take my arm,
but I pulled free.

“My parents? Were they brought out?”

“I don’t know.”

His words made me try to breach the perimeter
again, but he grabbed me, stilling my motion. He started to lead me
away, despite the fact that I physically protested. "It's all
right, officer. I'll take care of her." The cop kept staring at me
with narrowed eyes. I stared back, allowing the anger to fill my
face.

"Come on, Diana," Rob said, pulling me away.
I walked, feeling nausea rising fast, and I kept brushing my arms
over one another to ward away the chills. I shouldn't have been
cold, considering it was summer in Louisiana; the chill came from
inside. Watching the orange flames flicker outward was too
much.

I started sobbing, and my knees buckled. Rob
caught me and wrapped his arm around me. "It's going to be okay,"
he whispered, holding me tightly. But I didn't believe in his words
any more than I believed in his strength. He couldn't stop what was
happening.

Shelby had said I was important, but I only
felt cursed. I closed my eyes, trying not to see the fire. That
only made things worse because even if I couldn't see the flames, I
saw the ice-blue eyes.

"Excuse me," A different uniformed officer
said, walking up to us. He had just finished questioning a woman a
few feet away. "I'm David Warren. I need to ask you a few
questions."

Rob nodded and the cop asked him, "Did you
know the people who lived here?"

Lived. The past tense. I started to gulp air.
Rob's arms closed in slightly. The flames grew bigger.

Rob's hands grasped my shoulders.
"Yeah- " Rob began

I cut him off. "They were my parents. Don't
talk about me as though I'm not standing right in front of
you."

Warren looked up from his pad and lowered his
pen. The cop's stone face softened, and the line of his lips
shifted to a softer curve. "I'm sorry, Miss. I didn't mean to upset
you. I have to ask these questions." He glanced back at my husband
as though he didn't want to upset me any more than necessary. "What
are your names?" he asked in a quiet voice.

"Rob and Diana Newport," Rob responded. He
brushed his hands up and down my arms reassuringly.

I took a deep breath. My mouth tasted like
ashes. I looked around, trying to focus on something else. Then I
saw the coroner's van and two stretchers. The flames cast an eerie
glow over the two body bags as the men loaded them into the
coroner’s van.

"No," I said, feeling the sobs exploding from
deep inside and I swayed against Rob.

"How'd you know about the fire?" Warren asked
as he pulled the pen from his pocket. "A neighbor called," Rob said
softly.

I braced my back and glanced up. His eyes
told me to be quiet. "We came as soon as we could."

I shook my head in disbelief at my husband's
lie and looked away in time to see the van doors being closed and
the vehicle being driven away.

I shut my eyes and conjured a picture of them
laughing together, holding hands as usual. That was the way I
wanted to remember them.

"I know this is a lousy thing to ask, but I
don't have a choice," the officer said, "Later, I'd like you to
come down to the station and give a statement. You'll have to ID
the bodies, too."

"Why?" Rob asked, taking a step toward the
cop. His rigid shoulders and angry eyes told me he was close to
coming unglued. "Is it really necessary? Why should she have to see
their bodies after the fire? It would have killed anyone in that
house. What about dental records or something?" Anger laced his
quick words.

Warren put away his pad. "Yeah, I'm afraid it
is necessary. We pulled the bodies out before the fire got to
them."

I started sinking to the ground as dizziness
consumed me. It wasn't the fire that killed them. They were
murdered, just like in the dream.

"No," I said in a strangled voice, trying to
reject all I'd heard. Rob stepped back to me and wrapped his arms
around me. I started shaking and couldn't stop as the fire consumed
my parents’ house. They couldn't even save that. "They're gone," I
said, as the tears began.

"It's going to be okay, Diana," Rob whispered
reassuringly. Then he glanced at the cop. "Are you through with
us?" Rob asked, holding onto me. He glanced from my face to the
fire and back to the officer. "My wife has been ill lately, and I
don't think she needs to be here. Not now."

Warren nodded. "I'm really sorry about this,
Mrs. Newport." He looked at me, and I knew if I kept talking to him
I was going to fall apart. "I just want to go home." I pulled away
from Rob's arms and fumbled with my keys. "I'll go by the station
tomorrow." I walked to the car and got in the driver's side.
Don't cry, Diana. Just hold on for a little bit longer. I
bit my lip and prayed for strength or anger or anything else which
might take away the lumps in my heart and throat. They hurt too
damned bad.

As Rob slid into the passenger seat, he said,
"Look, maybe I'd better drive." He reached for my hand, but I
jerked away. I didn't want that. I wanted anger to rip away this
pain.

"I'm not crazy or suicidal. So if you want a
ride, you can sit there while I drive." My neutral tone suggested
none of the emotions exploding inside. That was a major feat,
considering I felt about as stable as Los Angles in an
earthquake.

A moment passed as I watched the firemen
continually spraying the bright orange flames, battling with little
or no success as they consumed the house where I'd grown up. The
neighbors congregated as close to the crime scene tape as possible.
Many of them, like Lila Johnson, a sixty year old widow
dressed in her housecoat and curlers, openly stared at me with a
mixture of pity and curiosity. I had become tomorrow's news.

Then I torqued the keys into the ignition and
started the car, revving the engine loudly enough to wake the dead.
If it's gossip they want, I'll give them something to talk
about.

"I'm sorry about your parents," Rob said
softly. "But I'm not the enemy here, Diana." Rob put his hand over
mine, but I pulled away again. His gentle, usually calming voice
only fueled the anger and rage I couldn't ignore.

“And I'm sorry you felt you had to lie to
protect me," I snarled. "Why did you tell them a neighbor called?"
My voice sounded high pitched, frantic.

"What would you have said? That you had a
dream?" he replied, calmly. “I just didn't want them looking at you
like you're...crazy...or something." His lips had formed that word
long before he actually said it, and I could tell by his fingers
tapping his legs, he hadn't wanted to say it. But he was beginning
to believe it. "I'm sorry, Diana. I didn't mean that the way it
sounded."

I glared at him. "So am I. You think you
married a wacko. And you still think I just had a dream." I was
breathing so fast I thought I might start hyperventilating. "I
don't give a damn if you ever believe another thing I say; you just
blew it!" I threw the Lexus into gear and took off. The whir of the
engine effectively blocked anything else he might have said. It was
too late for sorry, too late for understanding-- and the hell with
being patient. I didn't need his concern and I didn't want his
assessment of my mental health. If I were going crazy, it was a
destination I could easily arrive at without any pity from him.

We said nothing the rest of the way home and,
upon arriving, he headed to the office. I climbed into bed.

I was still awake as Rob came to bed an hour
later, but I pretended to be sleeping to avoid conversation. Always
before I had turned to Rob as the most stable and reassuring force
in my life, but now there was this thing which had driven a
sizable wedge between us, and it was something he couldn't even
imagine. As much as I loved him, there were still things which
defied love, things that twisted the best of marriages until
something broke. I felt it coming and I didn't know how to stop
it.

As sunlight spilled through the window, I
left Rob sleeping. He'd set the alarm last night, and it would wake
him soon enough. I changed from my nightgown to shorts and a
t-shirt. As I pulled on the shorts, I noticed the gap around my
waist. They had once fit just right. Now I needed a smaller
size.

I ignored the way the loose clothing kept
threatening to fall off as I stepped outside to look at my herb
garden, just a little ways from the pool. Although small, it had
been my quiet zone, a sacred place to find peace and quiet. A week
ago, the plants had been strong and supple. Now, as I looked at the
blackened, curled leaves, they were dying.

I knew it wasn't from lack of water, but I
couldn't imagine what had inflicted such damage. I stared at the
half-dead plants and sat by the pool. I felt like those plants.
Something was eating away at me from the inside, something that
frightened me. Something I couldn't control.

Resting my head against the cushion, I looked
at the sky and watched the pink and blue hues dissipate from the
clouds. It seemed like a lifetime ago, not merely days, that I had
sat in this precise spot and fallen into that pool. I wondered just
how much of myself was still the same as before the nightmare had
begun.

Rob appeared at the door and walked up to me.
His hands tapped against one another. "I'm sorry about your
parents, Diana. I really am. I know I've said and done everything
wrong."

For a moment I wanted to lose myself in his
arms, where I had once believed everything would be all right. Now
I wanted to be alone. "You have a meeting, Rob. You shouldn't be
late." I slipped back into the expected “good wife” role that kept
me from thinking or feeling.

The color drained from his face and he shook
his head. "Your parents just died, Diana. I should stay with you."
He came toward me.

I shook my head. "No, I don't want you to
stay with me."

He closed his eyes and massaged his forehead.
"Don't shut me out, Diana." Pain filled his eyes. "I'm trying hard
to understand. I know what you felt like when Shelby died. I know
you had a tough time, and you didn't want to allow yourself to feel
again, but don't shut me out!"

I leaned over and placed my head in my hands.
"I love you, Rob, but I need time alone."

He nodded finally. Despite the haggard lines
of pain and fatigue, he swallowed the words as though they'd barely
fit down his throat. "Do you want me to take care of the
arrangements?"

Arrangements. I closed my eyes and tried to
forget what needed to be planned. "Yes, please."

As he stepped toward the door, I noticed the
way his shoulders slumped. He opened the door and started inside
before turning back. "I'll go to work because you want to be alone,
Diana." He closed his eyes as though in physical pain. "I'd do
anything for you, but I can't change any of this. I'd really like
to hear from you at work today, just to know you're doing okay."
His voice sounded thick with emotion.

And then he slipped inside.

Before long I heard the distinct whirring of
Rob's Cherokee as he drove away. Now the house was as empty as my
soul. The trickle of tears which had started quickly gave way to
streaks, and I drew my knees to my chest and curled into a
ball.

I'd been thinking this situation was just
temporary, and that in a little while I'd be fine. Everything would
be fine. My parents would come over and tell me I'd been watching
too much television. Then I realized I might never stop dreaming
until I really did die. Was that what Shelby had meant by special?
How much more could my marriage take? How much more could I
take?

Knowing that I wouldn't trip over my husband,
I slipped back into the house to grab a bite to eat. I wasn't
really hungry, just empty. I needed something to fill me up. As I
poured a glass of juice, the telephone rang. On the second ring, I
picked up the receiver. "Hello,"

"Hello, Mrs. Newport?" an unfamiliar male
voice said.

"This is she." I sat down at the table.

"This is Detective Ross Gaines with the
Monroe Police Department. I'd like to know if you could meet me
down at the morgue for an ID on your parents. Would twenty minutes
be okay?" He breathed heavily into the phone.

I ignored the impulse to slam the receiver
down. I also managed to choke back a few obscenities. "Twenty
minutes is fine."

"Great." The line buzzed in my hand, and that
was it for Detective Gaines' charming public relations skills. I
hung up, and the room closed in around me, suffocating me. Each
breath exploded in my chest.

"Oh, God." I slammed my fist into the counter
and then cradled it to my body, trying to focus on the pain of my
palm, rather than what was inside.

The doorbell rang, and I forced the sobs
back. Wiping both eyes, I walked toward the door. As I passed the
window in the living room, a white Parkhurst Florist van parked in
our driveway caught my attention.

When I opened the door, the driver handed me
a huge bouquet of red roses and skipped down the steps by twos,
whistling as he went. I carried the roses into the kitchen and set
them down before looking for the card.

Rob. These would be from my husband. These
would prove he didn't believe I was going insane. Taking a deep
breath, I walked back to the kitchen before I ripped open the small
pink envelope to find an almost illegible scrawl that couldn't be
mistaken for Rob's graceful, patient writing. I had to focus
intently to read it. "Diana, what do these flowers have in common
with your parents? They're both cut and dead!"

Gasping, I stared at the pastel card as it
fluttered from my lax grip. It landed on the floor with the writing
facing me. I gripped the kitchen counter and tried to ignore the
dizziness. "This isn't happening," I said. "It can't be real."

I looked at the roses and thought of my
parents' blood and kitchen knives. Someone is watching me.
Someone who killed my parents. Someone who might kill me. I
picked up the card and shoved it into my purse before running out
of the house and driving to the morgue.

Ten minutes later, I met Detective Gaines. He
was a portly, forty ish man who was balding. "Thank you for
coming, Mrs. Newport," he said, as though he'd offered an
invitation to a social event. We walked into the morgue where a
doctor pulled out a massive drawer. Then he peeled back a
sheet.

My father. I clenched my eyes shut and took
two stumbling steps back. I nodded. I heard the metal drawer close
and another open. As I heard the second slab being rolled out, I
forced my eyes open to see my mother.

I tried not to look at her neck, but I saw
the shredded flesh anyway. I hadn't dreamed that, either. I took a
deep breath and I couldn't stop trembling.

Why?

I forced another nod. Despite the pain, I
didn't step away. I couldn't. I touched her hair, stroking a
single, short strand into place.

"Mrs. Newport?" Gaines gravely voice cut
through the paper thin silence. "You okay?” His chubby hand
wrapped around my arm.

I pulled back. "I'm fine." What I wanted to
ask was the reason for all of this, the reason for someone killing
two people so precious to me. I would carry the weight of their
deaths with me for the rest of my life. He would carry a case file
around for a few months and it would be filed away as “unsolved.”
He didn't give a damn about the feelings involved. It was just a
puzzle for him to figure out. But he couldn't do it. In the back of
my mind, I didn't expect the perpetrator to be caught. Call it a
hunch. Call it a dream. Hell, call it anything. I just knew.

After they pulled the sheet back over her
head, I felt numbness spread through me, the blessed numbness that
might, for just a few seconds, spare me from unbearable pain. I
couldn't stop the trembling as I turned toward Gaines. "Have you
found out anything yet?"

He shook his head. "I'm still working on
it."

I removed the florist card from my purse and
handed it to him. At first, he scanned it with disinterest, but as
he finished reading, a new gleam flickered in his eyes. "When did
you get this? Which florist?"

"I got it right after you called. Parkhurst
delivered a dozen red roses." I shivered, remembering the fear when
I’d first read the card.

"I need to keep this for evidence." He
glanced at the card as though re reading it. "Not that you'd
want to keep it anyway.

No, stupid. I want to put it in my
scrapbook. "You've got your ID Is that all you need?"

He pooched out his fat lips and nodded
indifferently. "Could you go over to the station and give a
statement?"

I nodded mechanically and walked away. Even
though I walked out into bright sunlight and drove to the police
station, I couldn't remember the details as I went. After, I
couldn't remember the cop questioning me or even signing the
statement. But I did all of those things. And then I headed home,
trying to keep my back as straight as a board. I managed the act
until I got into my car, and then I broke down, wondering if this
were because I had come back from Zigeth.

What if I had stayed dead? Would that have
saved them?


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Five

After returning from the morgue, I felt worn
and empty. I went into the kitchen, gathered the roses, and pushed
them down the garbage disposal, one at a time. My hands trembled,
and a thorn caught my skin, ripping it. Scarlet ebbed from the
tear, and I thrust my finger into my mouth.

Then I lounged upon the couch, trying not to
think, watching television instead of sleeping. Although I hadn't
eaten anything, I didn't feel hungry. The day passed in a blur of
game shows and soap operas I barely noticed.

Around 2:00, the phone rang, and I let the
answering machine pick it up, figuring I could hear if someone
important had called.

"Diana?" Rob's concerned voice filled the
room. "Please pick up if you’re there. I just want to be sure
you're all right." He paused. "Diana?"

His emotional tone forced me to pick up the
receiver. "Hi, Rob."

"Thank God you answered," he said quickly. "I
was getting really worried. "I didn't know where you might have
gone."

Would you have wondered where I might have
gone before you thought I was going crazy? I forced myself not
to think about that. With insanity came the guilt and grief. My
hands started shaking so badly I almost dropped the phone.

"Are you all right?" he asked. "Do you need
anything?"

"No," I said. Nothing you can give
me.

Rob sighed. "I'll be home in a few minutes,
Diana. I can't stay at work with you going through this."

I rolled my shoulders, trying to ease the
tense muscles. "There’s nothing you can do here, Rob."

A bitter laugh softly echoed in my ear.
"Yeah, twice in two weeks. I couldn't help you when you were dying,
and I can't help you now. I'll be home in a few minutes, anyway. I
love you."

"I love you, too." The words felt hollow,
like they had lost something, and I tried to understand if I had
changed that much or if it were Rob who had changed.

As the dial tone buzzed in my ear, I replaced
the receiver and rested against the couch. I closed my eyes, and
exhaustion crept up on me. I wanted to fight it, but my whole body
felt weighted, like moving was agony. I don't want to dream,
I thought, turning on my side, because I can't differentiate
between the dreams and reality anymore. I kept telling myself
to sit up. Then sleep blanketed everything.

"Diana?" Rob's voice softly prompted, as he
gently touched my arm. "Wake up, angel."

I opened my eyes slowly and found my husband
leaning over me. "What time is ?" I asked, sitting up.

"Six thirty. I wouldn't have woken you,
but I ordered some pizza. I know you probably haven't eaten much."
His hands guided me, and I walked into the kitchen to find a couple
of slices already out on a paper plate and some water in a glass
besides his full briefcase. He saw my eyes focus on his work and
quickly removed it from the table.

I sat down, trying to brush the sleep out of
my eyes and rid my body of the lethargy. Once I started eating, I
realized just how famished I was and finished four pieces before
I'd even realized it.

Rob ate, too, but he also spent a lot of time
trying to read my face. His dark eyes studied me, and a concerned
frown played at his lips. He waited until we'd both finished before
he asked, "How are you doing?"

"Fine," I said and took a sip of water.

"You still look tired. Maybe you just need to
rest for a while."

And then I won't be crazy anymore. Sleep
deprivation is making me insane. I shook off the thoughts and
glanced back at him. "I don't think sleep is going to make a bit of
difference. My parents are still dead."

Rob picked up his plate and threw it in the
garbage. As he walked, his rigid posture told me how careful he was
trying to be in everything he said. "It's not about your parents,
Diana. It's about keeping you out of the hospital due to
exhaustion. He lifted my shirt and pulled at the gap in my pants.
"You're not eating or sleeping. How long do you think you can go on
like this?"

How long did I think I could do this?
"I'll be fine."

He slammed his fork into the sink. "So you
keep saying."

I jerked up to stare at him, and that was
when I saw the dark shadows under his eyes. He was fighting off his
own exhaustion while working too many hours. He was more likely to
fall apart from it than me. But he was worried about my mental
state.

He shook his head and walked up to me,
wrapping his arms around me. "I'm sorry. I'm worn out, and I know
you aren't faring much better. I made the arrangements. The funeral
is the day after tomorrow."

My body stiffened at the word “funeral” and
Rob drew me close to him. "I just feel like we're at the edge,
Diana, like something is pulling us apart, and I can't seem to
fight it."

That makes two of us, I thought.

* * *

The next morning the flowers started coming.
Once I would have smelled them and savored the fragrance, but that
was before they had become symbols of death. When the doorbell rang
for the third time, I looked at the two vases filled with ivory
gardenias and white daisies, and I didn't answer the door.

Rob came into the kitchen. "Where should I
put these?" he asked, holding the mixed arrangement as though it
felt awkward in his hands. I pointed to a free space on the kitchen
counter. As he set it down, he plucked the card from the greenery.
"My condolences. Mrs. Lila Johnson," Rob read aloud. The he looked
up at me, his eyes scrutinizing my face.

I focused on the arrangement, the way the
coral and white flowers overflowed and filled the room with the
scent of spring. My body started to tremble—I kept seeing those
roses from yesterday. What do these flowers have in common with
your parents? They're both cut and dead. I looked away. "I hate
flowers." Sweat beaded on my forehead and dampened my palms, yet,
as hot as I felt, it didn't melt the ice lodged in my stomach. "I
wish they wouldn't send them. It's stupid to cut something still
alive for this." I spoke the words through clenched teeth.

Rob walked toward me and thrust his hands
deep into his pockets as though he didn't know what else to do with
them and didn't think touching me would be too helpful. "They mean
well, Diana. They just want to do something for you."

I stood, and the chair squealed as I pushed
it back into place. "That's just it. There isn't anything they can
do. They can't give me back my parents or take away these dreams or
visions or whatever the hell they are." My voice had grown shrill
and risen in volume. Without realizing it, I clenched my hands into
tight balls. I gulped air as though I couldn't inhale quickly
enough. I felt dizzy and leaned against the chair to support
myself.

"You're hyperventilating," Rob said. "Take it
easy." He came up behind me and rubbed my shoulders gently. "It'll
be okay."

I jerked away from him. "No, it won't be
okay!" I shouted. "And what exactly should I take easy, the fact
that my parents are dead or that I feel like I'm losing my grip on
reality? Which one?"

Rob tried to hold me, but I wouldn't let him.
"Diana, I didn't mean...." His face flushed, and he looked
unpleasantly surprised.

Sobs punched my stomach, and I slipped to my
knees, crying. My body jerked back and forth. I buried my face in
my hands, and I felt myself slipping over the edge. What if I am
going crazy? What if....

Rob's arms encircled me, and I leaned into
his chest, reassured by the sound of his heartbeat. "I wish I knew
the right words. I wish I could bring them back, but I can't. All I
can do is be here for you."

I clung to him as though I couldn't let go
and keep breathing at the same time. "I don't even know where
`here' is anymore," I choked out. "I feel like I'm losing my
mind."

He tilted his head against mine. "You're
losing your heart, Diana. That's not the same thing. It's breaking.
The two people you wanted to believe indestructible have died. The
pain is enough to push anyone over the edge."

He brushed the hair back from my face and
didn't struggle to keep holding me when I withdrew. Instead, he
touched my face. “You've lost weight, Angel. I know the last thing
you're thinking about is taking care of yourself, but you can't
keep doing this. Something has to give besides you." He touched my
cheeks with his lips. "You look tired. Maybe you should go back to
bed and get more rest."

Is that what he actually thought I'd
get? "No. I'd rather just stay awake."

His frown deepened. By now I was so familiar
with the frustrated line of his eyebrows canopied over his dark,
stubborn eyes, I knew when he didn't believe me. Like right now.
"I'm sure I could get you some sedatives. They'd let you sleep." I
opened my mouth to protest, but Rob quickly amended, "Just until
the dreams stop, Diana."

And when exactly will that be? The twelfth
of never? I shook my head and stepped away. "No. I don't want
drugs. I'm not helpless to face this. The dreams will stop."

"Then I'll have to face it with you." Rob
walked to the refrigerator and pulled out a container of yogurt
which he handed to me. "You don't want to use drugs to help you
sleep, fine. But you will eat."

I begrudgingly accepted his offering and a
spoon. Five minutes later I had downed my breakfast and headed
outside to tend what was left of my herb garden. I needed something
to occupy both my hands and my heart.

Rob and I spent most of the morning and
afternoon outside. While my husband mowed the grass, I weeded the
garden and flower beds. I should've worn gloves, I thought, staring
at the dirt crammed beneath my short fingernails. Then I thought of
my mother, the way her body would be arranged in that coffin. The
way dirt would cover her forever. I could see her opening her eyes,
raising her hand to touch the top. I can't breathe! she
would think. Her fingers would claw at the lining, ripping it. And
then she would scream.

I took a ragged breath and grit my teeth.
She'll never breathe again, stupid. She's dead. I yanked a
stubborn weed I hadn't yet been able to uproot. It wouldn't budge.
Releasing it, I started slashing at it with the silver garden tool.
The metal ripped through the green leaves and thick stem, and a
milky liquid sprayed out and spilled down the stalk toward the
ground. As I looked at my hands, I saw drops of it spattered on my
skin. I dropped the tool and wiped my hand on my shirt.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Rob stop
mowing, pausing to watch me. He yanked a rag out of his pocket and
wiped his face. Unrelenting sunlight glittered off the sweat on his
bare chest and arms. He tucked the cloth back in place and looked
at my garden, pretending he wasn't surveying my every move. But I
knew better. The grass wasn't tall enough to need mowing, and I
couldn't exactly tell where he'd already been compared to where he
hadn't. My husband just didn't want me out of his sight. What did
he think I was going to do? Fall into the pool and drown? A
humorless laugh escaped me. Maybe being dead would have been better
than this.

I finished weeding and headed inside to wash
off the grass stains and sweat. The heat of the late afternoon sun
had only added to my exhaustion. Once I’d finished dressing and
went into our bedroom, I noticed Rob sitting there, reading. "How
are you feeling?" He didn't look up from The Wall Street
Journal.

"Fine," I lied, lying on the bed next to
him.

"Are you hungry?" he asked quietly.

I shook my head. "No, I'd rather just lie
here." I picked up a book and stared at the pages without
reading.

"I'm going to get a sandwich," Rob said,
standing. "I'll fix you one if you want."

"No. I just want to read."

He set the paper on the night stand and
headed out toward the kitchen. Tension knotted my stomach as I knew
I would have to sleep soon. And when I slept, Truman might be there
waiting. Still, my eyes began to get heavy, and darkness sucked me
in.

I opened my eyes to find a waterfall
surrounded by lush greenery. Beneath the falls, I saw the rough,
rocky ledge where the water spilled over. I looked down and noticed
that the river came to my waist.

"It's beautiful here, isn't it?" Shelby said
from behind.

I turned. "Yes." As I looked at her, I saw my
mother's face. They'd always looked alike. I took a deep breath,
trying not to remember that she wasn't alive anymore. Then the
realization hit me. My parents might be here. I could see them just
like I could see Shelby. I lurched toward her. "I'm glad I'm here.
Mom and dad have—”

"I know," she interrupted, softly touching my
arm. "I'm sorry, Diana. I knew this would be rough on you."

I pulled my arm back. "What do you mean you
knew? You knew what? That someone was going to kill them?"

Shelby looked at the water. "Not exactly. I
just knew their time on earth was short. But I didn't—"

"I don't believe this." I turned back to the
waterfalls. My heart pounded furiously, and I wanted to hit
something, to break it the way I felt broken. "Damn it, why didn't
you tell me?" I looked up as the clouds swirled overhead.

"Because it wouldn't have mattered. You
couldn't have changed it."

I whirled and stepped toward her until only
inches separated our faces. "We'll never know for sure, will
we?"

"Yes, we will." She reached out and touched
my forearm hesitantly. "It isn't possible to change the course of
things. You can rearrange fate, but not change it. It's the time
and place that change, not the outcome."

"So they might have lived longer?"

Shelby shrugged. "Maybe minutes, hours. At
most."

My fingers curled to fists and anger boiled
deep. "Then how am I supposed to change this? Why?"

Shelby touched the water. "Because this is
something which never should have happened. Levi wasn't supposed to
return. And he wasn't supposed to take that spirit with him."
Shelby lifted her hand and tried to touch my face, but I backed
away.

"I want to see them. You owe me that much."
My throat felt tight, and speaking hurt.

"You can't. At least not now."

"Why?" I screamed. "They are my parents. I
just want to say goodbye to them."Shelby tried to embrace me, but I
wouldn't let her. "Don't do that!"

Shelby stepped back and folded her hands
together. "Some part of them will always be your parents, Diana.
But until their bodies are laid to rest, the souls cannot come into
contact with you. You must release the physical manifestations
before you can see them, and your heart hasn't done it yet. And
even if you do see then again, they will be different."

But I will still love them, I thought
and woke.

The day of the funeral dawned cloudy, with
vicious pellets of rain snapping against my window. I glanced over
to find Rob's side of the bed untouched. Rising from the bed, I
headed for the door. As I walked out into the hallway, I spotted
light from underneath his office door. I headed that way and
quietly opened the door. Rob still sat in his leather chair. He'd
fallen asleep sitting up, holding a manila folder open his lap. I
gently picked up the folder and set it inside his briefcase.

I left him sleeping and headed for the
bathroom and took a shower. As I got dressed, I tried not to think
about what I was getting ready for, to pretend this day was just
like any other, but the black silk dress wouldn't let me.

Once I had applied my make up, styled my
hair, and made coffee, I headed back to the office and woke Rob.
"You need to start getting things together for the funeral."

"Mmhph," he moaned softly and pried his eyes
open. He lifted his hand and rubbed the inside corners of his
eyes.

"What time did you go to sleep?" I asked,
pushing a cup of coffee into his free hand.

"About five this morning." He took a sip and
rose. "Thanks for the caffeine."

I nodded. "Looks like you're going to need
it." I walked downstairs and sat on the couch, watching the rain
spill from the sky.

Rob eventually appeared, dressed in his navy
suit. As he leaned over to greet me with a kiss, I could see
suspenders underneath. His shower had effectively washed the
appearance of fatigue from him, but I knew it was there. He walked
a bit more slowly, more stiffly than usual. "How are you holding
up?" I was about to answer when he raised his hand. "Please, I've
had enough of the word `fine' to last a lifetime. Besides, I know
that even if you don't want to talk about this, it's tearing you
up." He paused for a moment to look at the rain. "I know how
difficult it was when my father died last year." He touched my
cheek. "I just want you to know that I love you. I always have and
always will."

"I love you, too." But even as I said the
words, I looked away, remembering where love got people. I had
loved Shelby. I had loved my parents. I didn't think I could deal
with loving another human being right now. Not when I knew they
could be taken away from me like this. "I'm okay, really."

He nodded and glanced at his watch. "I guess
we'd better go. Are you ready?"

I nodded, and he reached out to help me. As
he touched me, his hand lingered on mine for a moment, his fingers
caressing in a soft rhythm he'd always used to calm me. But nothing
calmed me anymore.

"Let's go," I finally said. As we walked to
the car, I felt his arm wrap around me, his hand resting gently on
my hip. We climbed into the car. All the way to the church, I
watched rain beat the glass, at times so furiously the wipers
couldn't clear the water fast enough. Sometimes it tapered to a
faint drizzle.

We pulled into a half-full parking lot, and I
glanced at the clock to see we were thirty minutes early. Because
the rain poured at that moment, Rob dropped me off at the door.
From inside, I watched him park and dash toward the entrance. I
waited, unable to greet the person handing out paper memorials
alone. As Rob opened the door and smiled at me, I still didn't feel
ready. He tried to pull me inside, but I stopped. My whole body
froze. "I can't do this," I whispered. Goosebumps rose on my skin
as though a cold breeze had touched it, and I couldn't stop
shaking.

"It'll be okay. Just keep walking." His deep
voice sounded so reassuring. His arm wound around me protectively,
and for the present, I felt my husband near me again, and all the
love we'd always shared wrapped around my heart as he hovered close
by. "I won't leave your side," he whispered and gently prodded me
into motion.

Rob greeted the man, who must have been a
friend of my parents. "I'm so sorry, Diana," he said. "Please
remember that we're all thinking of you." He patted my hand, and I
fought the urge to recoil. A lump settled in the back of my throat,
and I could barely breathe. I latched onto Rob's hands, and my
husband led me down the aisle to the front row.

I looked at the flowers and tried not to
shiver. The last time we'd been in this church had been for our
wedding. Now we had come for a funeral. I looked at the people and
felt the weight of their stares pressing down upon me. Lila Johnson
caught my eye and nodded somberly. I could just imagine the gossip.
"The poor daughter. Her parents had been murdered, and her sister
had committed suicide. There's something not right about that
family."

Rob's grip tightened on my hand. "Take it
easy, Angel. It will all be over soon."

Wordlessly, we sat and waited for the funeral
to begin. I stared at the floral arrangements, I wanted to cry or
laugh or anything. It made a lot of sense to cut beautiful living
things to pay tribute to dead people, as if they could see them
anyway. But maybe if I surrounded myself with enough life, I
wouldn't feel so dead inside. The organist began playing slow, sad
music that ripped out my heart.

The minute dragged on before the service
finally began. The soft organ music stopped as Reverend Charles
Whiteburn walked to the pulpit. I looked at him and felt like I was
seeing him with new eyes. He was a tall, stocky man, dressed in
Methodist robes. Despite the gray at his temples, he still looked
younger than my father. Metal rimmed glasses perched on his
nose and he pushed them higher up.

He looked down at the Bible, but I quickly
tuned him out. I forced the thickening sobs back and focused on
inhaling. Exhaling. For a moment, silence thickened around us,
threatening to breathe. Then the reverend looked up. "It is not an
easy thing to feel as if we have lost people who have been loved as
well as these two. Steven and Madeline Taylor were good folks, and
we do not understand why such a bad thing happened. But as much as
we loved them, God loves them more. He gave his only son's life for
them. Surely we should feel joy at their new home."

I took a deep breath and held it. Clamping my
eyes shut, I tried not to see, not to hear. Pain burned through me
until I ached. They are really gone. My arms wrapped around
my body, as though trying to hold it together against gravity's
rage.

You have to open your eyes, Diana. You
have to face this. One way or another. Exhaling slowly, I
forced myself to look ahead. If I can just take this one step at
a time.

"The Lord does not wish us sadness, even when
someone we love dies," Whiteburn said gently. “His word tells us
this. The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want," Whiteburn said in
a deep, comforting voice. "He maketh me to lie down in green
pastures; he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my
soul; he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's
sake. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
I will fear no evil."

If words could have comforted me, those would
have been it. I looked up, wanting to show gratitude in my eyes
toward the pastor who had baptized me as a child and married me as
an adult.

But when I looked up, I did not see him. I
saw ice-blue irises peering through the thick plastic lenses of his
glasses. I saw Truman's face instead. He lifted his hand and shook
a pointed finger at me. "Your sadness is touching, Diana. Touching
but useless. Will you attempt to defeat me with your empathy? I
will cut you to the bone just as quickly as I did your
parents."

"This isn't happening," I whispered. The
world began spinning like an amusement park ride, and I thought I
was going to fall over. I looked away from him toward Rob, or who I
thought was Rob. Instead, my father sat on one side of me and my
mother on the other with her hands folded in her lap. She looked
ahead as though concentrating on the service.

My father's fingers clamped down tightly on
mine, even as I fought to break free. His cold, cold hand.

"Hello, Diana. So good to see you again. That
dress really suits you." His deep voice cut through my composure,
and I just knew I was stark raving mad. I had to be.




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Six

"Don't fidget, Diana." My father muttered in
that stern, elderly voice he'd often used on me during my
childhood. In later years it had lost authority. Until now. He
shook his forefinger in warning, peering at me over the top of his
metal, circular framed glasses.

The gray suit suggested a more formal man
than I remembered, and that was probably the reason Rob had
selected it for his funeral. It made it easier to remember my
father alive because it distanced him from this corpse.

The thick gray tie knot rested just below the
black knife handle jutting from his neck. Blood stained the crisp,
white collar. He paid no attention to the knife or the blood as he
looked as me. His sparkling eyes smiled at me. He patted my head as
though I were still a child.

"Funerals deserve respect, so sit still,
hon." I clawed the pew bench. A million words caught in my throat
and exited as a strangled gasp.

On the other side of me, my mother sat,
wearing the pink dress I'd chosen, the one which had always been
her favorite. Yellowed pearls dangled from her neck and ears. She
smiled, her open mouth revealing teeth the same color as the
pearls.

"You look so beautiful, Diana. Black really
brings out the best in your delicate features."

The tangled muscles in my stomach jerked
spasmodically. I wanted to throw up. Her long, white fingers toyed
with the pearls, carefully avoiding the knife sticking out of her
chest and the barbed wire embedded in her throat. She paid no more
mind to them than if they had been pieces of jewelry.

"You're supposed to be dead," I
whispered.

Dad laughed. "Now, Diana, that's quite an
imagination you've got there, girl. It's going to get you into
trouble one of these days!"

His tone reduced me to a
five year old. So much time had passed since he had
spoken to me that way, so many years since I had been that
child.

"Yes, Diana. What an imagination you've got
there," the pastor said, breaking from the sermon he had been
giving. His voice was cold, and as I looked at him, those blue,
blue eyes glared back at me.

Truman’s eyes.

My mother screamed. It was a
high pitched sound empty of words. I turned towards her and
saw she had pulled the knife from her chest. Blood spewed through
the pink fabric. The blade glittered with scarlet beading it, the
blood spattering the carpet before plummetting from her stained
fingers. Then, as if in slow motion, she slumped forward to the
ground. My father collapsed, his head landing on my foot with his
neck twisted sharply to the side. His dead eyes beckoned me.

"Mommy? Daddy?" My voice sounded childish.
Frightened. "Please don't die! I need you! Don't leave me!"

Raucious laughter bounced through the
sanctuary. "You cannot escape me, Diana. I'm on a mission. I'm
collecting souls. And when I get enough, the sky will fall."

I turned back to the pastor, but found a
skeleton greeting me, bone white against the navy suit.

"I'll make your nightmares seem wonderful
compared to reality."

I clutched the pew tightly. "Leave me alone!
Please leave me alone!" My voice sounded weak against his laughter.
It filled the church and echoed loudly.

My head started to pound and I felt dizzy as
his laughter ripped through me. I shook my head as though trying to
wake from a dream. But I was already awake.

I was awake!

"Diana?" Rob's voice broke through and I
turned toward him. I expected to see my father or mother. Instead,
I found those who attended the funeral. Besides the two of us, the
pew we occupied was empty

"Thou preparest a table before me in the
presence of mine enemies," Whiteburn continued. "Thou anointest my
head with oil; my cup runneth over. Surely goodness and mercy shall
follow me all the days of my life and I will dwell in the house of
the Lord forever."

Goodness and mercy shall follow me all the
days of my life? I shook my head and exhaled the breath I'd
been holding. When would the nightmares end? When?

"Let us pray," Whiteburn said. I glanced
around the church to find everyone praying.

"Are you okay," Rob asked.

"Yes." I wrapped my arms around my body and
couldn't stop shivering. Rob's hand remained at my knee. Again, I
felt as though he were my anchor.

The rest of the sermon passed quickly, and
much of it blurred together as I thought back to the vision. Who
was this person who’d claimed my mind, both awake and asleep, as
though he knew me inside and out.

The frantic rain had left the cemetery a
giant mud puddle. But I much preferred rain to any bright summer
sunshine which would have mocked my pain. No, rain was better.

Everyone huddled under a canopy hardly large
enough to include the assembly, and even with that overhead, the
wind kept blowing water in our faces, keeping us wet. The sharp
breeze blew out of the west and I shivered, even with the raincoat
draped around my body.

Thunder rumbled overhead, at times loudly
enough so the pastor's message merged with the storm. I continually
watched him, but my mind refused to hear his words, even when the
weather permitted. Soon enough, my attention flickered back to the
coffins. And death.

Long after the others had disappeared,
returning to the rituals of life, I remained, staring at the holes.
I wanted to say goodbye, but even as long as I stood there, I
couldn't. Goodbye would imply something final, something permanent.
I wanted to hold onto the fragile hope this was a stupid joke.

The rain picked up, pelting me with a hard
drop that stung my face.

"We'd better go, hon," Rob whispered, taking
my hand.

I nodded. He opened an umbrella and lead me
to the car. As we walked, my legs felt as heavy as lead. Tiny drops
of water landed on my cheek and mingled with the tears. Through the
rain, I saw the yellow backhoe, waiting. My shoes kept sinking in
the mud, and I felt it pulling at me, drawing downward. It was only
Rob's hands that kept me moving.

Even after I’d climbed into the car and
closed the door, I thought of the dirt covering my parents, and if
I listened, I could hear it thudding against the caskets. Perhaps I
always would. Just as I still saw those blue eyes flashing in the
darkness of my mind.

Silence smothered the two of us, and Rob
jerked at his tie, trying to loosen the knot. We arrived home to a
house full of guests and I assumed Karen, Rob's sister, had been
there to let them in. I stepped inside the kitchen where an
abundance of food and flowers surrounded me, but I desired nothing
to eat nor blossoms to smell. Nothing could cloak the fragrance of
death. The odor of magnolias punched me in the stomach.

Nothing could disguise it. I opened the
refrigerator, took out a can of soda, and headed to the cabinet to
get a glass. As I poured, my hand trembled badly enough that some
of it spilled over. I forced myself to set the can down and take a
deep breath. "Count to five," I could hear my mother saying, just
as she'd said thousands of times before. But what would come after
five now?

I forced myself to finish pouring, and with
glass in hand, I headed into the living room.

"How are you holding up, Diana?" a familiar
male voice said to my back. I felt hands lightly touch my
shoulder.

Turning to greet him, I came face to face
with Kevin Darby, a longtime friend of the family who also happened
to be our dentist. Thick glasses obscured his brown eyes, and his
gray hair made him look at least ten years older than my father,
even though they were the same age. My parents often went golfing
with him and his wife Betty. Their daughter Daphne was two years
older than I was, and we had spent a lot of time together growing
up.

"Hello, Uncle Kevin," I replied softly as he
embraced me. I drew comfort in his arms, feeling as though the man
who would have been my second father had come to help ease my loss.
"I'm so glad you're here." It felt good to be close to someone who
had loved my parents as much as I had.

"I'll always be here," he said kindly.

I lingered in his arms a moment before
pulling away as the pain encircled my heart, threatening to squeeze
too tightly. "I know." I tried to smile, but my cracking voice
revealed the pain I sought to conceal.

He patted my hand, and as I looked into his
eyes. "I want you to know how sorry I am." He looked down as if
going back in time for a second before glancing up at me. "I know I
can't replace him, but if you need anything—anything at all—please
call."

"I will," I assured him. "Thanks so much for
coming."

We parted so that I could greet the other
guests and hear many of the same words from a lot of people I was
far less familiar with, some of whom were complete strangers.
Still, they were here on my parents' behalf and that made it
somewhat bearable. I faced them with a mask in place to hide the
true extent of my pain. Most of the people were a blur of faces I'd
forgotten the moment they mingled with everyone else.

One guest I didn't immediately recognize but
vaguely remembered all the same. Something about his face clicked
in my memory, but I couldn't figure out where I'd seen him
before.

A tall, lanky man in his early fifties
glanced at me from across the room and smiled. His thick gray hair
bushed out at the sides, compensating for the shiny bald spot on
top. Thick, silver eyebrows distracted me from his riveting blue
eyes. His full, metal framed glasses rested on a large,
crooked nose. A mustache and beard covered his mouth.

Where had I seen him before? I frowned and
sipped my drink while watching him. He milled among the guests
until he stood right in front of me. He grabbed my hand in his and
said, "I'm so sorry about your parents." His grip had about as much
strength as a wet noodle, and now it seemed like I was holding his
hand instead of the other way around. The solemn frown upon his
face shifted to a broad smile. With his free hand, he removed his
glasses and stared at me.

My heart rammed against my chest. I stifled
the scream in my throat. God, I knew how I’d recognized him. The
blue eyes. Truman’s spirit in a someone else's body. The glass
slipped from my grip and tumbled to the floor.

Before I could snatch my hand away, he
cinched his grip around it until it hurt. A million words exploded
in my head, but I couldn't say anything. I had lost my voice.

He shook my hand as though making my
acquaintance. "Do not linger too long in the valley of death,
Diana, lest you forget the way back." His hold loosened.

I yanked my hand free and wrapped the other
one around it. I took two steps backward and bumped into the table.
Without thinking, I grasped it and held fast.

The man stood there a moment longer, still
smiling. "I'll be leaving now, but we'll meet again. Soon."

Karen came to me with towel in hand. "Are you
all right?" She touched my shoulder and glanced at my face. "You're
pale, Diana." She bent over and began cleaning up the drink I'd
spilled. "Do you need some fresh air or something?"

I couldn't take my eyes off the stranger as
he strolled through the crowd and headed for the door. As he
started to exit, he turned back one last time and flashed a smile
at me.

"Diana?" Karen prompted, rising from the
floor. "Do you want me to get Rob?"

I caught her by the wrist and shook my head.
I couldn’t explain any of this to him. "No, I'll be okay. "I'm just
not feeling well. I I need to lie down for a while." Which
wasn't a lie. At the moment, I felt warm and light headed, as
though I might actually faint. My hands wouldn't stop trembling so
I wrapped them around each other. All I could think about were his
eyes.

Karen started to protest. The ends of her
mouth tugged downward in a worried frown. "But Rob should—"

"Rob should take care of the guests, since I
can't." I swallowed the thick lump in my throat and glanced around
at the people in the room. "I need to be alone for a few minutes,
Karen. I need some space." My stomach churned noisily, and I just
knew I was going to vomit if I didn't get away.

Karen nodded reluctantly. "Okay." She touched
my arm again. "I'll be out here if you need anything. I'll tell Rob
you needed some rest."

"Thanks." On my way to the bedroom, at least
two other people caught me and said words I didn't really listen
to. Once I’d slipped away from the crowd, I shut the bedroom door
and leaned against it.

Breathe, Diana, breathe, I
thought.

Was I going mad? Those same eyes had burned
brightly in my dreams, fueling the nightmares which had turned into
reality. I looked down at my trembling hand and remembered the fear
I'd felt when he'd held it. I felt like the victim of a robbery,
except the perpetrator hadn't violated my home. Instead, he had
violated my mind and would continue his assault because I couldn't
stop him.

I walked to the bed and collapsed upon it.
Placing the pillow in front of me, I wrapped my arms around it and
hugged it to my chest. Awake or asleep, I could not escape.

Rob stuck his head in the door, and his
somber frown told me he was concerned. "Sweetheart, are you all
right?" He slipped inside and shut the door. As he stood there, he
thrust his hands in his pockets, as though he didn't know what else
to do with them.

I took a deep breath. "I'm fine. I just want
to be alone for now."

He nodded and remained by the doorway. The
straight line of his lips and his furrowed eyebrows accentuated the
worry written all over his face. "You look like you could use some
rest." His soft voice wrapped around me, reminding me why I loved
him so much. He knew when too much came between us and when I
needed more. "I'll be back in a few minutes." He offered a gentle
smile and slipped out.

As the silence closed around me, I snuggled
deeper against the pillow, wanting to burrow into the softness so
it might heal me. Exhaustion dulled the world around me to subtle
voices muffled behind the door. Although I closed my eyes, I
couldn't sleep. Not with those blue eyes reappearing, staring at me
through the blackness.

So I rested instead, wishing to hell I could
forget this nightmare my life had become. After about an hour, the
door creaked open and Rob stepped in our bedroom.

I knew it was him without looking, as he
closed the door until it clicked shut softly. For just a moment I
thought about pretending to sleep, but I knew I couldn't do that
forever. Sooner or later we'd have to talk, but I didn't have a
clue what I intended to say.

He sat on the bed beside me and touched my
back gently. I moved my legs slightly to let him know I wasn't
sleeping, and he leaned over and kissed my cheek. "How are you
doing? Karen said you didn't feel well earlier."

I watched the raindrops splatter on the
window and roll down the glass. "Fine." A rumble of thunder
punctuated my reply.

He surrounded my hands in his and stroked
them softly. For just a second I allowed myself shelter in his
embrace. Then the thoughts returned. He can't save you from
this, no matter how much he loves you. My stomach churned
unpredictably.

"I'm sorry, Diana," he whispered in my ear.
"I know you've heard that a thousand times today. I wish I could
say something to help you through this."

All this. As I listened to him speak I didn't
miss what he didn't say. The madness or the grief? Or both? Or
perhaps even the guilt? I clutched his hands and tried to drive the
thoughts away. It's your fault they're dead. You should have
seen it coming, just like Shelby. The thread of mortality wound
about me so tightly I could barely breath.

Then the ice-blue eyes returned. I didn't
want to be special anymore. I just wanted this to be one long,
strange dream. His words chilled me and I shivered. What had he
mean by saying the sky was falling? What did it have to do with
souls? And what about the river? Which river?

I exhaled and tried to relax, tried to ignore
the fear that made me want to watch the door, as though at any
moment someone carrying Truman's spirit might breeze through
it.

Rob's arms tightened around me, as though he,
too, sensed the silent approach. Why had that man said those words
as though threatening me? Couldn't all of this be a coincidence and
his words just a thoughtless attempt at condolences?

No. It had been a warning.

"Diana?" Rob said. "Did you hear me?"

"No." As I spoke my throat felt as dry as
sandpaper.

He pulled away and stood. "I know you're
going through a lot of bad things, but I can't help you if you
don't talk to me." He waited for me to speak. "Diana. Please don't
shut me out." The thickness in his voice confirmed the ragged
emotions he fought to conceal. I knew what he wanted to hear, and a
few days ago I could have said the words. I could have said, "I'm
glad you're here. You're what matters most. And I want to share
this with you because you can heal me."

But he couldn't. Not anymore.

I closed my eyes and tried a thousand
different words on for a plausible fit. None of them worked any
better than the truth. "I'm just tired." I closed my eyes and
rolled my legs into a ball. "It's been a long day."

"Yeah, it has." I could hear the defeat in
his voice, and I knew he was walking to the door. It would only
take one word to call him back. But I didn't know what it was. I
didn't even know how to communicate anymore. A rift had developed
between us, and I didn't know how to bridge it.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Seven

I managed to stay awake most of the night.
Because of the exhaustion, I nodded off several times, but an
internal alarm yanked me back to consciousness. Sooner or later I'd
have to give in to sleep, but not yet.

As Rob stirred and prepared for work, he
tiptoed around the room as though he believed I were still asleep.
I kept my eyes closed to reinforce the illusion. The longer I could
put off talking, the better I felt. Still, I think he knew I was
awake, and he probably wanted to keep the charade up, too, instead
of facing the growing tension between us.

After I heard the front door close, I pulled
myself out of bed and glanced out the window. Rain spewed against
the glass. The gloomy weather hinted at all the other unusual
circumstances in my life. Normally I preferred rain this time of
year and I wasn't afraid of nightmares. But normal had
become just a word these days.
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