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Dedication

[image: ]




This book is for you, Dad. I miss you but I’m glad you made your way to Carolann. I’ll see you again one day. Love you, Chief!
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Chapter One
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Mariel's eyes fixated on the pile of shoes beside her. All of the shoes were various shades of white, except for her dressy black flats, the ones she wore to the boutique. Yes, so many shoes. All were rejected by Mariel except for the Alex Caruso pair. Like her dress, these shoes were works of art. No one would see them while she walked down the aisle, but she'd know that she was wearing the best. They were the most beautiful wedding shoes in the entire boutique or any boutique for that matter. Yes, they were pricey but how could she wear cheap shoes with a lavish wedding gown? 

Mariel wanted every detail to be perfect when she became Mrs. Lucas Edwards. Lucas understood her obsession with perfection and would want her to be happy. Wouldn’t he? Sure, he would. 

Dallas thought she was being too materialistic, but she and her sister never agreed on anything much. Not anymore. Mariel’s wedding was no exception. 

Well, her fiancé understood her and that’s all that mattered. That’s what she told herself when she did things like this. Lucas hadn’t challenged her beyond an indifferent sigh which Mariel interpreted as permission to do as she pleased. Yeah, it bothered her that he didn’t clap his hands when she showed him a picture of the Alex Caruso shoes, but he was a guy. Guys didn’t care about these kinds of things. His idea of support was to kiss her. She was okay with that. 

Lucas? Where are you? Help me!

Mariel gasped once, then twice, as blood pooled in her lovely mouth. What happened to her? What happened to her body? Why was she shaking so violently?

Such a lovely mouth, Mariel. I love your mouth. 

Lucas’ imagined voice comforted the injured bride. None of this made sense to her. One moment Mariel was standing on the round platform admiring herself in the breathtaking dress—her wedding dress. The next she was bleeding on the ground. 

My dress! My beautiful dress! Mariel bought and paid for it months ago. But here she was on the ground struggling to breathe. She shouldn't have been here today, but she couldn't resist one last fitting. Only to assure herself that this was the right gown. To be sure all things met her high standard. Yes, she’d inconvenienced the boutique owner by asking her to remain open a bit longer. But she was the bride, and the bride needed to be sure. 

“But you tried it on yesterday, Miss West. Are you sure you’re not getting cold feet? The dress looks like it was made for you.” 

“No. Not cold feet. More like anxiety. I’m a bit of a perfectionist, Michelle. Please forgive me. One more try on? I swear I’m not a Bridezilla.” 

Michelle smiled sweetly, “Sure. How can I say no? I’m about to close so I’ll be in the back for a bit but help yourself. Thirty minutes is all I can give you. Head on into Dressing Room One and I’ll bring the dress to you. My assistant will adjust the hem tomorrow. It will be just like you want it.” The kind-faced manager smiled at her confidently. 

She believed her. She’d been good to Mariel and her largely miserable party. The dress fitting with her family had been too stressful. Despite the champagne and the many gifts, her family showered her with, it had been a train wreck. Dallas, her sister, pouted for reasons she did not understand. Her mother's eyes were swollen and red as if she'd been crying for days. But why? Mariel couldn't be sure, but she was certain she didn’t want to know. Not really. Mariel enjoyed being blissfully oblivious.

Oh, this pain! 

Again, Mariel gasped but sucking in the air proved difficult. Blood filled her throat faster than she could swallow it. She suspected her mother Louise was merely being emotional. Weren’t all mothers emotional on their daughter’s wedding day? Mariel was Louise’s first daughter to have a wedding. Mariel didn't consider Dallas' failed coupling with that Ukrainian character as an actual wedding or a marriage. Yuri certainly didn't stick around after the wedding. He had green cards in his eyes and not a future with her sweet, yet naïve sister. 

Poor Dallas. Have I been insensitive to her situation? 

But none of this made sense and Mariel couldn't reason it out. That's why she rehashed these old memories. It was too difficult to make sense of what was happening to her in the present. Mariel watched helplessly as her new shoes absorbed her blood. Even the shiny Swarovski crystals at the back of the shoe were taking on a sickly red hue. 

Another loud pop reverberated through the store but it didn’t have the repercussive power as the first bang. The initial sound struck Mariel like lightning. Strange that something one could not see could kill you. 

Oh my God! I'm dying. 

With that thought, her eyesight faded, and her body became exponentially colder. 

Like someone opened a deep freezer and shoved her inside it. 

No! She needed to see the shoes! Her eyesight was doing something screwy. Mariel blinked rapidly to clear her cloudy vision, but it did her no good. She could only see the stained shoes now and her tunnel vision continued to narrow. 

What about her wedding gown? She could not wear a ruined, bloody dress. 

Mariel's thoughts confused her. Confused her greatly. Rather than remain in this horrible moment, her memory journeyed back to a more pleasant time in her life. Back when Louise smiled constantly and seemed to enjoy every moment with her daughters. Her first husband Adam, the girls’ father, left her without a dime. Only a sorry note that Mariel was never allowed to read. Louise lost everything except Mariel and Dallas. They had been her whole life and she’d been a good mother. A very good mother. 

Yes, she could see these precious memories! 

Mariel balanced herself with outstretched hands while tottering in her mother's high-heeled pumps. They both loved those dress-up sessions. It was such fun posing in front of her mother’s antique mirror, the one mounted on the wooden stand. Mariel and Dallas could easily hide behind it. Whenever they played Hide and Seek, that was the first place Mariel would look for her sister. Dallas was convinced it was an excellent hiding spot, as if Mariel couldn’t see her. Poor, sweet Dallas. She’d never been good at Hide and Seek. Or Tag. Or any game. She was small and short. Tiny and petite. She was still all those things. 

Am I pretty, Mommy? 

The prettiest, Mariel. Here. Try this scarf too. Dallas, come try on Mommy’s tiara.  

The dying woman’s memories warmed her failing heart. And then Mariel lingered on another favorite moment. 

The moment when she kissed Lucas. 

It was a cool, clear night in the city of Athens. They were near the acropolis, at the heart of the country’s history. So ancient and magical. Lucas loved history. He loved sharing what he knew about all the places they visited. He was such a good storyteller, Mariel easily imagined life flourishing in the beautiful white stone city all those centuries ago. The stars, bright and diamond-like shone down on them as Lucas slid the gorgeous engagement ring onto her finger. She answered his proposal with a sincere kiss. Just as thousands of other lovers had done before them, they celebrated their happiness. Mariel was so happy she wanted to cry. Cry with joy. 

But pain brought her back to the devastating present moment. 

Suddenly, a blast of light illuminated the small shop. It was the brightest of lights, the warmest of feelings. It moved and pulsated with light and love. Absolute love. Absolute acceptance. It surrounded her, waited for her but as much as Mariel wanted to step into it, to reach for it, she couldn’t and for reasons she didn’t even understand. The light beckoned to her, but she refused to accept the enticing invitation. Walking into the light would be the end of everything. 

The end of her life, for sure. The light hurriedly vanished. 

Blood streamed from her torn body. She could no longer see but heard all sorts of odd sounds. Glass breaking. Men swearing as footsteps shuffled toward her. Sirens blared in the distance. She could hear weeping, not hers but someone close by. 

Michelle? Is that you? 

Mariel couldn’t catch her breath, much less cry or speak. 

Finally, she felt someone touching her. At last, the touch of another human. A warm touch. She would not die alone. She was so relieved. 

"Ma’am? Can you hear me? Stay awake! Focus on my voice. Can you open your eyes? Mike let's stop this bleeding. Can you find an exit wound?" 

Mariel couldn't hear what the other man said but she didn't mind being poked and prodded, she didn’t feel a thing. Except for cold. She blinked and blinked again. Or she thought she blinked. 

Yes, she could see the outline of a man leaning over her, but the image quickly flickered away. 

Mariel attempted to move her head, but wham! An explosion of pain struck her. It made her shudder. Yes, she was shuddering with pain. Her heart lacked the blood necessary to pump her heart. Her body resisted death as it was made to do but death was surely coming for her. If Mariel could have vocalized her thoughts, she would have told them that.

I am dying. 

The men spoke excitedly to one another. They must have found her driver’s license because they were calling her by name. "Mariel West. We’re here. My name is Max. Let's get her in the truck, Mike. We need to get an IV going. Devon, go call it in. Mariel? Honey, stay with us! Open your eyes, Mariel. You have to keep your eyes open." 

Max was trained to keep his voice calm and steady but inside he wanted to cry. Using the patient’s name repeatedly was one way to anchor them in the land of the living. It didn’t always work but Max was committed to keeping her alive. Never give up. That was his mantra. Yeah, he wanted to cry. 

It was always that way when faced with senseless violence. Potentially murder in this case. To make things worse, the all-clear hadn’t been given. The shooter remained on the loose. It wasn’t impossible to believe that he would return at any moment. Max wasn’t one to wait. The reports of bloody mayhem had been accurate. Destruction was everywhere. Evidence of stampeding shoppers, racks knocked over. Barricades knocked down, broken glass and abandoned drink cups. A bloody baby carriage at the front of the store sickened the rescuers. One dead body had already been sent to the hospital. These rampages had become all too frequent. It sickened both men, this terrible loss of life. The sheer meaninglessness of it all. 

But maybe they could save this young woman. Yes, if they could save one today amid all this madness, it would be a blessing. 

Max and Mike raced past the covered bodies, there were too many to count. “Hold on, Mariel,” Max whispered to her as he ran in tandem with the younger man. Max wanted to retire this year. He couldn’t take much more of this. Car accidents were bad enough but shootings? They were gut-wrenching. These terroristic attacks tore at his soul in a way he could barely describe. 

Max would drink later. Drink until he no longer felt the pain of these senseless killings. Not beer but the hard stuff. Whiskey and plenty of it. Why not? He had no one to answer to. 

No! I’m not going there today. I’ve got to focus on Mariel West. Poor Mariel. 

By the time they reached the ambulance, the bullet-riddled woman was no longer breathing. Max swore under his breath and set his stubborn jaw. He might bring her back, with Mike’s help but they had to act fast. The crew hurried to carry their patient the last few steps. 

As Mike and Max worked on Mariel’s torn body, she watched them. She watched everything. Surprisingly, she wasn’t concerned, merely curious. Curious as to why she would be up here, above her physical body, and not in it. Curious as to what her rescuers were doing.

Is this how death worked? 

Of course it was. When the body and soul separated, you died. You couldn’t have a soulless body. The body couldn’t live without the human soul. Mariel wasn’t one to ponder such things, not in life. Now it might be too late. 

But surely God was real. He would help her if she prayed. Unfortunately, she couldn’t remember how to pray. Not a single prayer. She used to know a few prayers but couldn’t recall any of them. She easily remembered songs from Sunday School. Random songs, like This Little Light of Mine and Jesus, Loves the Little Children. Singing them brought her so much joy as a child but she hadn’t thought about those old songs in years. 

No, not in years. 

Wait! Why wasn’t she in heaven? Shouldn’t she be in heaven? Didn’t detached souls go to heaven? Or somewhere else? Oh, God! Please don’t let me go to—

Suddenly she buoyed back down. It was a weird sickening sensation. The invisible part of her—her soul fell back into her torn body. It was not a welcome meeting, and the incredible pain was unbearable. 

“Mariel! Max, get the IV in!” 

Mariel screamed and she screamed so loudly that she was certain God and everyone around her could hear it. Even the angels could hear her. Strangely, despite the pain, she was no longer afraid. 

Not afraid of dying. 

Not afraid of living. 

Not afraid at all... 
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Chapter Two
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The ambulance’s siren wailed as Max and Mike worked on Mariel’s bloodied body. The obnoxious siren didn’t bother Max. He’d grown immune to the sound over the many years he’d worked in the emergency services and that had been quite a long time. 

Max breathed a sigh of relief when he saw her chest rising and falling on her own. Thank God! Mariel was back in the land of the living but the thread that tied her to the physical world was tenuous at best. Both the men knew they couldn’t force her to stay. They couldn’t force her body to function properly either. They would certainly try—that was the job. And as they began working on the IV, Mariel stopped breathing again. 

“No! Come on, Mariel! Please, lady! Stay with us!” 

Max was exhausted from administering the chest compressions. They’d exhausted themselves yet Max couldn’t bring himself to give up. Not yet. He ignored Mike’s sad expression. They would be at the hospital soon. 

Max kept working and praying. Sometimes there was no choice to be made; that was true enough, however, he wasn’t ready to let Mariel West go. With a bullet near her heart, no exit wound, and the hole in her side, it was a miracle they’d managed to pull her back from the brink twice already. They would be at the hospital soon. The surgical team could do miracles, but he had to get her there alive. That was his firm commitment. 

“Mike, we can’t let her go. Keep at it. Devon, hurry up! Get us there!” 

Mariel heard his words and thoughts, and they did not comfort her. Any moment she could be gone forever. Pain-free yet dead forever. That was a real possibility. Was the choice hers? 

No! I don’t want to die! I want to live! Lucas? Where are you? 

As she thought about her fiancée, her soul wavered, unsure of what to do. Remain in her body or go? But go where? Up to heaven or down into the bowels of the earth? How could she know? Mariel hovered in between this world and the next. 

I must go to Lucas! I need to see him! 

And suddenly she could see Lucas. I can see! 

Her eyesight was as good as ever, better actually because Mariel could see with more than merely her eyes. She could “see” with her entire being. Not only that, but she could also “feel” Lucas. His grief. His shock. 

Lucas knew she was hurt, possibly dying. His secretary met him in the conference room. Yes, Lucas was at work. He would be at work until six and beyond as he always was on Fridays and sometimes even later as the end of the year approached. Lucas was a corporate accountant, good at everything he put his hand to. So much talent. Such a good man. He truly had the Midas touch when it came to money. 

She could hear his thinking. He needed to tie up the new accounts. He needed those contracts signed if he was going to collect a big bonus before the honeymoon. They’d decided to go back to Greece—he was happy about that. To Athens, to pick up where they left off when he proposed. They’d cut that trip short when they got engaged. Almost immediately Mariel pleaded to go home and wanted to get started on planning their wedding. She couldn’t wait to show her family and friends her ring. He tried to understand it, after all, the proposal had been such a surprise to her. And to him honestly. But he loved Mariel more than any of the others. Ever. He wanted to be what she believed he was, a good man. 

Mariel pulled back, unwilling to hear anything else. It was wrong to invade Lucas’ privacy. She wasn’t that kind of girlfriend. Was she? Sure, they’d had a rough patch, true enough. A really rough patch. But she’d chosen to block that out. Mariel refused to think about it. That was Mariel’s superpower—forgetting. 

However, Mariel couldn’t do that now. She did remember the bad times the many times when Lucas couldn’t be found or wouldn’t answer his phone. He turned his phone off. He wasn’t where he said he was. Not at the gym. Not at the office. Not at the country club. For a few months, Lucas was constantly out of pocket when she needed him. When confronted, Lucas claimed he needed time to himself. Time to think. He had a lot on his mind, work stuff mostly. 

Mariel toyed with the idea that he was cheating but that couldn’t be right. Their sex life was great. Well, at the very least it was frequent. Not as great as it once had been. Still, she’d been too proud to share her fears with anyone. Why taint their reputation by discussing her doubts and fears? If she did that, with anyone, it would make her suspicions real. 

But then out of nowhere, everything changed. Lucas was present, in every way. He was smiling again, happy to hear about her day, to talk about their future. It was as if her prayers, and she’d attempted to pray a few times, had truly been answered. 

Yes, Lucas became the man he used to be. Attentive. Loving. He arrived at their shared apartment with flowers at least once a week. Not always roses, sometimes exotic orchids. He was sweet, considerate and the man of her dreams. And then he suggested the trip to Greece, and she gladly accepted. Still, she never expected him to ask her to marry him. Not after all they’d gone through. 

Lucas had been disappointed when Mariel suggested they go home, but he did not say no to her. Why had she been in such a rush? She regretted that now. Everything had been perfect. But they were going back. Yes, she owed him this honeymoon and she was going to surprise him by sharing the financial load. She should have told him that so he wouldn’t have worked so hard. Yes, that was an oversight on her part. She wanted to continue their romance and felt bad for behaving so selfishly before. They would have a perfect life together. That had been the plan.

Yes, she could see him perfectly and her heart broke into a thousand pieces. Lucas shoved his cell phone into his pocket. His face was pale and downcast. She’d rarely seen him so unhappy. 
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