
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_0556703-6cd4c72b-88c5-435a-ab9b-4c3a08225a6d_sNQSWM_html_11a7eae5.jpg]

1 Falls Forward, 2 Steps Back

By D.J. Fronimos and Elke Lakey

 


Published by JMS Books LLC

Visit jms-books.com for more
information.

 


Copyright 2024 D.J. Fronimos and Elke Lakey

ISBN 9781685509064

* * * *

Cover Design: Written Ink Designs |
written-ink.com

Image(s) used under a Standard Royalty-Free
License.

All rights reserved.

 


WARNING: This book is not transferable. It is
for your own personal use. If it is sold, shared, or given away, it
is an infringement of the copyright of this work and violators will
be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.

No portion of this book may be transmitted or
reproduced in any form, or by any means, without permission in
writing from the publisher, with the exception of brief excerpts
used for the purposes of review.

This book is for ADULT AUDIENCES ONLY. It may
contain sexually explicit scenes and graphic language which might
be considered offensive by some readers. Please store your files
where they cannot be accessed by minors.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, and incidents are solely the product of the author’s
imagination and/or are used fictitiously, though reference may be
made to actual historical events or existing locations. Any
resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

Published in the United States of
America.

* * * *

To Elke’s grandmother, a strong woman in her
own right, whose name we borrowed for this story.

A note of thanks to DJ’s good friend Carole
for the many discussions and suggestions for research into the
paranormal topics covered in this storyline. Hours and hours of
debate helped open up our skeptical minds to possibilities that
made this book what it is. It’s been a pleasure to fall into the
unknown with Lina and Emery!

* * * *

1 Falls Forward, 2 Steps Back

By D.J. Fronimos and Elke Lakey


Chapter 1

Lina

“Hal-lo!” Hands formed into a funnel in front
of her mouth, Lina yelled it as loud as she could.

“Hal-lo,” came the faint answer.

A glimmer of hope formed in Lina’s belly only
to be snuffed out when she realized it was the echo of her own
voice thrown back from the walls surrounding her. Not that she
could see them. It was nearly pitch black where she lay.
Uncomfortable as well, but whatever she was lying on must’ve broken
her fall because there she was, alive and, if not well, at least
reasonably unharmed. She wiggled her toes in her walking boots to
confirm the fact, and gingerly lifted one leg after the other from
the cushioning pile beneath her. Yes, everything was working as it
should. And if she hurt all over, that was only to be expected.
Cursing herself for traipsing through the woods alone when she
could be safely sitting in Cousin Hans’ house, Lina grimaced as she
wiped away the sticky wetness that slowly trickled from her
temple.

“Hal-lo!” Pause.
“Hal-lo…”

Oh, but what a mistake it had been, accepting
Hans’ invitation!

She should have realized that with six
children and a seventh on the way, she would be not a guest but
another laborer in the endless quest of keeping Hans’ and
Annemarie’s children fed and the household going. Cursing the
momentary weakness that had led to this, that brief instant of
missing people, of being with family, any kind of family, she
yelled again and was mocked by the echo.

Longingly, she thought of her tidy, if small,
room back in town, where she was the only occupant. At Hans’, she
had to share the bed with Annemarie’s girls, aged nine, seven, and
four. Lina might not have minded as much had not Hilde, the
youngest, wet the bed again only yesterday. Unable to get up lest
she disturb the baby who was a fretful sleeper, Lina forced herself
to lay quietly, suffering the rank wetness until dawn broke. Only
then did she climb down from the loft to where Hans and Annemarie
slept, their youngest child, a boy this time, close to them in his
cradle.

“Hal-lo!”

Only her own voice answered her, eerily
distorted. Lina pushed off what felt like rotten leaves punctuated
by the odd branch or two and carefully rose first into a sitting,
then a standing position, at any time expecting to bump her already
hurting head. Hands stretched out in front of her, she took one
small step, then another. The ground was uneven and seemed to slope
downward, so she turned and tried the other way, but soon met an
incline too steep to attempt. If this was where she had plummeted
down earlier it must be night time by now or she would see at least
some light coming in from above. There was none though, not even a
glimmer, and Lina steeled herself against the very real possibility
of having to wait where she was until morning. Then again, she
might not be directly underneath the hole she’d fallen into and
Hans could be walking in the field looking for her this very
moment.

“Hal-lo!”

Nothing. Lina pivoted to the right and set
out again but soon was hindered by a pillar, too bumpy to be
man-made. In the distance she heard an occasional drip-drip and
realized she was in a cave, moments before she almost slammed face
first into what could only be a stalactite. She proceeded even more
carefully and soon encountered another pillar. It felt wet, and
suddenly parched, she licked it. It tasted gritty but not
unpleasant. At least she wasn’t going to die from thirst in here.
And not from being exposed to the cold either, for while the grass
in the field she had walked earlier had crackled with frost, in
here it was so warm she didn’t even miss her shawl. There was no
telling when she lost it. Maybe when she fell, but it could have
slid off her shoulders sooner, so great had her haste been to catch
up with Fridolin. Momentarily disappointed the big brute hadn’t
fallen into the hole with her, she plodded on.

Dared she hope Fridolin had been smart enough
to run back to Hans’ and Annemarie’s homestead? Her cousin’s wife,
though preoccupied with the children, would’ve known something was
amiss if Fridolin came back without Lina in his wake. Yes,
Annemarie would certainly fetch Hans and he and the older boys
would go looking for her. All she had to do was keep calling out
and wait. They might even find her shawl or Fridolin would and
then—

Wait, what was that? Lina strained to listen,
and sure enough there it was again, voices, faint and barely
audible, but unmistakably human. On hands and knees, she crawled
back to where she assumed the incline was, the closest she could
come to the opening above.

“Hil-fe!” and, belatedly remembering
it might be someone other than her cousin, “Help! I’m down here.
Please help me.”

No answer, just the sound of water dripping.
Lina yelled and yelled, yelled until her throat hurt, but not only
was there no rope thrown down, there was no sign anyone was above
her. Yet she heard the sound again, except it came not from the top
but from somewhere in front of her. Oddly, not the shouting she’d
expected. No, it almost sounded like someone was singing. Very
quietly at first, but then the music suddenly seemed to gain
power.

Adeste Fidelis. Lina fell to her
knees, joining in as best as her voice, hoarse from yelling, would
allow. The lyrics were jumbled in her head and her voice wavered as
tears streamed down her face, but still she sang, sang until the
last chord rang out in the distance.

“Over here, guys! Over here!”

She heard wood splintering, then light
blinded her, brighter than any she’d ever seen.

Lina folded her hands and began praying.

“Pater noster,
qui es in coelis, sanctificetur nomen tuum. Adventia regnum
tuum. Fiat voluntas tua.”

The angel approached her. Except he didn’t
look at all like Lina had imagined. Squinting against the light
from the torch he brandished she made out a sturdy body in dark
clothes other than his vest, which was bright yellow with stripes
on it. Rather than a halo, a strangely-shaped helmet crowned his
head.

“Move your light, Paul! You’re blinding her,”
snapped a woman’s voice, and a second figure appeared next to the
first one.

Momentarily distracted by the second angel’s
bizarre outfit, Lina didn’t follow the beam of light immediately,
but when she did, she saw she was, in fact, in a large cave. All
around her were stalactites and stalagmites.

“Jesus Christ, dude. Just look at that!”

Another beam of light illuminated the ground
around her. She was kneeling on the pile of debris she’d awoken on,
which she assumed had fallen from above when she did. There were no
leaves though, just dirt or rather some kind of rotten matter out
of which poked the sticks she’d felt earlier, smooth, oddly-shaped
and gleaming white in the light.

Someone screamed, the sound ricocheting off
the cave walls. It was her, for not only were the sticks not
sticks, but what her hand had closed tightly around was the braided
collar with the loop that Fridolin had worn, rotted but still
adorning what remained of the spine and head that had once been
attached to her faithful companion and protector.

* * * *


Chapter 2

Emery

“God, I’ve missed this.” Emery Caswell
carried the last serving platter from the table and handed it to
her mom, who was loading and rearranging the contents of the
dishwasher.

“You’ve missed manual labor?” Her mom looked
up at her with a bemused expression on her face. “Because I’m more
than happy to give you the pleasure of laundry and vacuuming
and…”

“Hold on! That’s not exactly what I meant,
though of course I’m happy to help. Just being home, not eating
fast food or something pre-made that I only have to heat up, is
such a treat. I knew grad school would be demanding. Don’t get me
wrong, I loved it for the most part, but home is just so…” She
couldn’t even find the words but she didn’t have to. It was like
this every time she came back from Texas A&M, where she’d
worked as a teaching assistant while doing research for her
dissertation. But this year was different, because she’d recently
graduated and she was a free woman, at least until she found a
job.

Home—her parents’ home—was in New Braunfels,
Texas. And with Christmas so near, things were even more special.
The house radiated warmth with her mom’s tasteful placement of
candles and tiny lights. Even now, her dad was starting a fire in
the fireplace, though it wasn’t really needed in the mild Texas
winter. Still, everything was cozy and familiar and Emery looked
fondly about the kitchen she used to complain about having to
clean.

Her mom pulled her into a tight hug. “Your
being here is all I need. You know that. I hope you find a job
close to home. Maybe you could teach at UT Austin.”

“That would be nice. But I won’t hold my
breath. There’s no listing so far and even if something came up, I
would be at the bottom of the pile of applicants with no experience
and not bringing in any sponsorship money. So it’s a lot to hope
for.”

“Then for now, I’ll take what I can get when
I can get it and hope the future keeps you nearer than you’ve been
these past several years. But enough of the maudlin sentiment.
Didn’t you have plans for this evening? I can finish this up.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to come along?”
Emery tilted her head and gave her mom her long-practiced cajoling
look.

“No, honey. But thanks for asking. You know
these darned knees of mine won’t let me climb all those steps. And
your dad has offered to help me bake cookies this evening. I’m not
letting him off the hook!” Her mom smiled warmly at her husband of
thirty-five years as he headed into the kitchen. He’d been
extremely out of sorts since his company downsized last year and
forced him into early retirement.

“Mm, which kind? You’re not doing the
cut-outs, are you? I always have to help decorate those!
Nobody else makes the dinosaurs authentic. I’ll even put frosting
holly in one of their mouths to make them more Christmas-y. I can
go another night.”

“No, the butter-nut ones. Dad is looking
forward to grinding up all the walnuts. Aren’t you, Will?”

Her dad pulled a two-pound bag of nuts from
the pantry and grinned as her mom handed him the grinder. “You bet.
Nobody does it finer.” He chuckled at his pun.

“Anyway, aren’t they having caroling tonight?
I thought you really enjoyed that.” Her mom efficiently pulled
baking ingredients from various cabinets and unwrapped two sticks
of margarine which she plopped into a huge glass mixing bowl.

“Yup, they are, but I don’t have to
go.” Though clearly she was not needed at home.

“Don’t be silly. I know how much you love
that place. You can sample some cookies when you get back.” Her mom
wiped her hands on the kitchen towel and gave her a gentle push.
“Go on now. I’m sure you’ll have a good time. Take a lot of
pictures!”

“You bet!” Emery knew her mom was being
facetious more than anything, because she came back from every
field trip and vacation with pictures only her peers in the geology
program could possibly find interesting. Her mom had chided her
more than once: “Couldn’t you include a person or two in some of
them, if only for scale? I can’t tell if these things are pebbles
or boulders.”

Her dad handed her the car keys. Her old car,
a gently used Toyota Camry gifted to her by her granddad for her
sixteenth birthday, had made it just until graduation and not one
day past before needing to be towed on her trip home. Good thing
she’d only had about thirty miles left to go. Hopefully the
mechanic her dad had used for years would find a way to breathe
some life into it for a little while longer without it being too
expensive. One more reason besides paying back student loans she
couldn’t be too fussy about a job, despite sharing her mother’s
hope that it could be close to home.

“I just filled the tank, so you should be
good. And the tire pressure checked out okay the other day, too.
But call us if you have any problems.” With her dad out of work,
there were few projects that lacked his attention. And the old Jeep
Cherokee he insisted still had another two hundred thousand miles
left in it was his particular baby. She was amazed he was letting
her drive it at all!

Emery’s mom winked at her as she pulled her
dad away from the door. “Come on, Will. Let the girl go. We have
work to do.”

Her parents presented a strong case for
settling down and enjoying the comfortable domesticity that came
with it, but Emery couldn’t see that for herself, at least not
anytime soon, if ever. They dropped hints about grandchildren from
time to time, too, as many parents do, but that was a
definite no. For Emery, career was everything. Maybe her
parents had found love, or believed they had, but for the most
part, love wasn’t something tangible. And from what Emery had seen
plenty of times, love messed people up more than anything.

She sat up straight in the driver’s seat,
catching a glimpse of herself in the rearview mirror. A decent
enough face. No need to adorn it with make-up that only made her
break out anyway. Dark hair and slightly prominent nose that came
from her mother’s side. The only striking feature Emery possessed
she could thank her paternal grandmother for, as they were the only
two in the family with large, greenish-amber eyes. Nothing
beautiful, but that was fine with Emery. Whatever she had was
enough to get someone in bed with her pretty much any time she
wanted it. And she’d taken advantage of that often enough. Sex was
a great tonic for the stress of school, that was for sure.

Emery maneuvered the ancient car out of the
driveway. After about twenty minutes of bouncing up and down in the
vehicle that could benefit from new shocks, Emery turned off to the
left and followed the signs, even though she knew her way by heart.
As she parked the car, small groups were headed for the visitors’
center, probably the singers arriving before the tours began.
Several were dressed in Victorian garb, the women in long,
uncomfortable-looking dresses. It was a warm night and they were
probably rethinking their choice of costume, but it did enhance the
ambience. There was one quartet and another larger group from
Austin she’d heard sing in previous years. They were all pretty
good, but the acoustics certainly contributed to the quality of the
sound.

It would be about another thirty minutes
before the first tour started, so she had ample time to peruse the
gift shop. The sun was just going down, but the thousands of
Christmas lights kept it bright as day. It was a shame, really. You
could barely appreciate the surrounding nature. Things had gotten
so built up, with too many changes. Except the rocks. There was
such comfort in the permanence and longevity of them.

In the gift shop, Emery ran her fingers
lovingly through the polished stones separated by type with wooden
partitions. She knew every one without reading the signs, gently
replacing some which had gotten mixed up as though returning them
to their families. They felt smooth and cool on her skin and she
allowed them to slide through her fingers for a few minutes as
she’d often done as a child. For a couple of dollars you could fill
a small velvet drawstring bag with your choices and she could
usually talk her mother into letting her do just that. It was a lot
cheaper than buying one of the Playmobile sets her friends coveted.
So what if she’d always been a little different? It hadn’t stopped
her from being successful. The kids who made fun of her were
probably all screwed up as adults. She had it all together, and was
well on her way to accomplishing all she’d set out to do.

Remembering her current goal, finding
something for her parents, Emery’s gaze traveled around the store
she knew quite well—it was a rock shop, after all—and stopped at
some lovely agate geode bookends that would hold up even her
mother’s heaviest books. She’d noticed the cookbooks leaning
against one another like toppled dominoes on the bookshelf at one
end of the kitchen island. From time to time her mother readjusted
the cheap brown metal bookends and shoved the books back into
place, but they never stayed. The color would go perfectly with
their new countertops. She cringed a little at the price tag, but
being at home was saving her a fortune in groceries, so she could
afford to splurge a little. She carried the heavy geodes to the
checkout and asked to leave them there while she looked around for
something for her father.

Practically drooling over a marble chess set
that was three times the cost of the bookends, Emery reluctantly
dragged herself away. One day, when she was a highly-paid professor
at a university, she’d get her dad that set. He loved chess but
only had a plastic set that was about forty years old. He swore it
was all he needed, but how wonderful it would be to get him one
hand-carved out of marble. He’d never have to look at the chipped
section of the black rook piece again.

What to get, what to get? He was so
much harder to buy for than her mom. What had her mom told Emery
just yesterday? She’d asked what her dad was doing to keep busy
since retirement, and her mom had mentioned that he’d started
having a guys’ night, a real man’s man sort of thing with poker
playing and whiskey. Sounded disgusting to her, honestly. Probably
next he’d start smoking cigars. Ugh. She loved her dad but
why did guys get all weird when they got to middle age?

Wait a minute. Did her mom say whiskey? Emery
was sure she’d passed some whiskey stones, granite stone squares
that could be frozen and put in drinks without diluting them. She
almost laughed out loud. He could literally have whiskey on the
rocks! Throw in a few granite coasters and it made for a pretty
nice gift. She carried everything to the counter, put her purchases
on credit with a small shudder, and made it out the door just in
time to place the bags in the car and get her ticket for the first
tour if she hurried.

A shiver of excitement coursed through as she
took her place at the end of the line where no one would be rushing
her, and the small group slowly descended the path to the fogged-up
glass doors that would lead them into a world far removed from the
bright holiday lights and commercial decorations. To Emery, it was
a world that was infinitely more magical than anywhere else she’d
ever been. A world that transcended time itself.

* * * *


Chapter 3

Lina

She must’ve fainted again because the next
thing Lina became aware of was someone attempting to lift her off
the ground.

“I shall not be carried.”

“Suit yourself, lady.”

He released her and Lina trained her eyes on
the stripes on the woman’s vest as she struggled into a sitting
position. Lina made sure her skirt properly covered her legs then
held out her hand for the man to pull her up. He complied and kept
supporting her as she slowly picked her way over the rubble. The
woman led the way, shining her torch in front of them.

Not long after they left the pile of bones
and decayed matter behind, they encountered broken boards. Lina’s
hem snagged on the rough wood but once they were across, the going
became easier. Soon their path widened and became brighter. Yet the
next turn brought them not out into daylight but into a different
section of the cave. The woman with the torch had blocked Lina’s
view for most of their walk so far but now she stepped aside.

Lina gasped, her knees buckling. The cave was
beautiful! Stalactites and stalagmites everywhere, and despite
there being no entrance or exit in sight, they softly gleamed in
what could only be a heavenly light. She stole a glance at her
rescuer when he steadied her. Maybe he was an angel after all, sent
to retrieve her. Who was she to judge what he and the woman were
wearing? Maybe she soon would be issued the same garb.

“Are you okay? We’ve got a bit of a way to go
still.”

Lina forced herself to nod. She hadn’t wanted
to die, but if this was the path to eternity, she could at least
walk it proudly.

They passed other people as they went on.
Several women in too-long dresses, talking among themselves in
hushed tones, watched them as they walked by. Around the next bend
stood another group, this one consisting of men and women, all in
bizarre clothing. Several wore the same strange hats, bright red
with a white brim and a white pommel hanging off the tapered end.
Another one had something on his head that looked like antlers,
albeit sewn of cloth. They stared openly and Lina averted her face
as she was ushered past, for surely this must be purgatory, the
middle ground where the poor souls waited whose fate was yet to be
decided.

Finally the mouth of the cave loomed before
them. Lina faltered, her feet heavy. This was it. Beyond this was
the place where she would spend eternity and she hoped with all her
might that her beloved Oma was there. She tried to picture
the kind face and the warmth in Oma’s eyes but all she saw
were the arthritic fingers, gnarly with age, worn out from the many
years of hard work caring for her family. Even when old age had
reduced her to mostly sitting, she’d still darned everyone’s socks
and peeled potatoes.

The woman with the helmet moved to Lina’s
free side and gently tugged her forward, with the man still
supporting her on the opposite side. Lina took a deep breath and
stepped through a set of foggy glass doors someone was holding
open. Stars above indicated it was nighttime, but the air was balmy
and scented with something Lina could not place. In front of them
was a broad pathway, trod smooth by thousands of feet, as it should
be, and lit by torches similar to what her two angels carried. And
then, all of a sudden, there were people. Many people, waiting in a
long line, pointing at her, arms stretched out toward them. She
heard strange clicks and flashes of light blinded her as she walked
past. But nothing could’ve prepared her for what was still
ahead.

Lina’s knees trembled as she took in the
numerous lights in red, green, and white and even blue strung from
tree limbs and other wooden posts without branches, and she began
praying again. Again in Latin, then, her knowledge soon exhausted,
in German, reverting back to every childhood prayer she could
recall. There was a smell of cinnamon in the air, and of greasy
sweetness, but above all there were the lights. Over her, in front
of her, and on each side, some of them fading in and out like
glowworms, only so much brighter.

Still they passed people, throngs of them,
and they all stared. Lina lifted her chin and walked on.

“Gegruesset seist du Maria voll der
Gnade…”

She was stopped eventually and made to sit,
and still she kept praying as lights flashed all around her.

“What is she saying?”

“What language is that?”

“Ich glaube an Gott, den Vater, den
Allmaechtigen…”

“German. She’s speaking German. Praying.” A
young man—no, a woman wearing trousers—emerged from the crowd
surrounding them and stopped directly in front of her. “Sprecken
sie Englisch, Frau…?”

The woman repeated the sentence twice and
more clearly each time while Lina finished her prayer.

“Ja, I mean, yes.” It was hard to
focus on the woman with all the blinking lights behind her, so Lina
concentrated on the lighter oval that was her face. “My name is
Lina. Karolina Gaugenrieder. Am I in heaven?”

“No.”

The woman gave a startled laugh, but her eyes
never left Lina’s. They were compelling eyes, intelligent and
curious, yet kind, and Lina clung to them as someone wrapped
something around her arm before attaching something else to her
finger. A third person, another man, heavyset and older, pushed in
between Lina and the woman.

“Nein, bitte. Bitte nicht gehen!”

Lina grabbed the woman’s arm with her free
one before the woman could turn away and struggled to break free
from the strange contraptions.

“Can you just stay for a minute, miss? You
seem to have a calming effect on her.”

“Why not?” The woman with the kind eyes
turned once again to Lina. “Ich bin here. Keine…keine…Angst,
bit-eh.”

“Danke, um, thank you. Thank you
kindly, miss.”

“It’s okay.” The woman laid a hand on Lina’s
arm as she sat next to her on the cot and Lina’s heart stopped
racing. Maybe the woman was one of her ancestors or even her
guardian angel.

“Unit twenty-seven. We have an approximately
forty-year-old German-speaking white female at Natural Bridge
Caverns with witnessed LOC and mild head trauma likely resulting
from a fall, heart rate seventy-six, BP 123 over 74, satting at
ninety-six percent in room—er, outside—air, temp 98.8. Two
centimeter left forehead laceration, appears superficial. No other
injuries or complaints of pain noted. Altered mental status,
request to transport. ETA approximately twenty-eight minutes.”

The older man removed the strap from her arm
with a tearing sound and rolled it up. “Is there anyone here with
you, ma’am? Do you want us to call someone to meet you at the
hospital?”

Hospital? Hospital?

Lina shook her head as doubt snuck in. The
kind-eyed woman had said that where they were wasn’t heaven and
Lina believed her. What if this was just a glimpse of what heaven
could be? What if—and here doubt morphed into fear and then into
full-out panic—God in his almighty wisdom had decided to condemn
her for her unseemly wants and wishes? Remembering the furtive
glances she’d stolen at her female friends growing up and her
ill-concealed joy when practicality had forced closeness with any
of them, Lina’s heart sank even lower. There had been only one
woman with whom things had gone farther, and not for very long at
that, but—

The warmth of the kind-eyed woman next to her
disappeared. The woman was addressing her, but Lina couldn’t quite
make out the words. Nor could she make out her features as the
whole form in front of her was swimming in and out of focus. Still,
Lina knew this was farewell, potentially forever, and in despair,
she clambered off the cot and after the woman. Except her knees
buckled almost as soon as her feet touched the ground and she found
herself unceremoniously hoisted back on the cot.

“Now, ma’am, if you’d just—”

“No! I’m not going. I’m an honorable woman,
you hear?”

“Lady, we’re just trying to—

“No!”

Lina swung at the man as he reached for her,
throwing herself at him with all her might.

“Patient combative. Asking permission to
administer—”

A sharp prick in her arm and the world around
Lina went black.

* * * *


Chapter 4

Emery

“The poor thing!” Emery’s mother pulled her
chair closer to the table and stirred sweetener into her coffee.
“Imagine having an accident in a strange country, and no one with
you. You said she did speak some English, though?”

Emery’s parents had been in bed already when
she got home the night before, so the story of what had happened at
the caverns was shared over breakfast. “Her English was fine, if
very slightly accented. I think initially she was in shock and
German is what came to her first. Nobody else seemed to have a clue
what she was saying, and since I happened to be standing
nearby—”

“You jumped in to help. That’s my girl.” Her
dad patted her on the arm before digging into his pancakes with
gusto.

“I didn’t do anything, really. She seemed
pretty shook up. It was odd. One minute the doors were being opened
for the tour to begin, and the next, two workers were practically
dragging this woman out. I think she was part of one of the singing
groups. You know, the one that always dresses in old-fashioned
outfits. I saw them going in and wondered even then how they could
stand the humidity in there, being dressed like that. She probably
developed heat exhaustion and passed out. There was a cut on her
forehead.”

“You’ve had that happen on field trips,
haven’t you? I seem to remember you describing suddenly feeling
really dizzy and out of it till you got some Gatorade in you.” Her
mother frowned. “I hate when you go to Big Bend in the summer. It’s
too darned hot to be digging around the rocks.”

“It’s fine, Mom. It only happened once and
ever since, I make sure I drink enough. Besides, it’s worth it. Big
Bend is amazing. I can’t believe that you and Dad have never
gone.”

“Well, it was awfully nice of you to follow
the ambulance to the hospital. I can’t believe you missed the
cavern tour and the singing for a complete stranger, though.”

Emery couldn’t explain her actions either.
But the look in the woman’s eyes when the EMTs mentioned taking her
to the emergency room was one of absolute terror. Up till then,
she’d been calm and soft-spoken, seemingly educated and
well-mannered if confused and maybe a little delusional. But as
soon as the EMT made a move toward her, she lunged at him in a
panic. Maybe she had PTSD or something. Emery thought how horrible
it would be for her to wake up strapped to a gurney in some strange
place completely alone.

So Emery had followed in her dad’s car. The
woman was still totally out of it when they pulled her into the
noisy, bright ER and transferred her onto one of their stretchers.
The entire episode was so weird. When the woman was led out of the
caves, emerging through the parting crowd, the atmosphere had
suddenly felt different somehow. Maybe it was her asking if it was
heaven, but for Emery, it was like everything and everyone around
them blurred except for the two of them. She’d felt lightheaded,
dizzy, as though she was the one with a head injury, not the
stranger. There was something about the woman. Emery couldn’t put
her finger on what it was, but something…intensely familiar. That
feeling of déjà vu…She’d never experienced it so
strongly.

“That’s the peculiar thing, Dad. She didn’t
seem like a stranger. I swear I’ve seen her somewhere before.” She
tried to keep her voice from betraying just how shaken she’d
been.

“You said she was one of the singers,
right?”

“I can’t say for certain, but why else would
she be in a costume like that?”

“Maybe you’ve seen her other years when
you’ve gone to the caroling.”

Emery racked her brain, but there was no
clear memory of the woman from her past visits. Not that it wasn’t
a possibility. She’d known an awful lot of women over the years,
though their faces didn’t always stick with her. “It’s always so
dimly lit, and there are usually about a dozen groups, some with
ten or twenty singers. Why would I remember this particular
one?”

Her mom smiled. “Is she pretty?”

Emery flushed. “Mom! It wasn’t like that. You
know I don’t care about looks.”

“I’m just asking. Making conversation. It’s
nice to have you interested in something other than rocks for a
change.”

“I’m not interested in her! I don’t
even know the woman!”

“But you said she didn’t seem like a
stranger. Do you know her or not?”

Emery’s head started to hurt. Why was her mom
grilling her about some innocent encounter that meant nothing? She
was sorry she’d mentioned anything about what happened. Normally
she didn’t share a great deal about her personal life with her
parents. This encounter had just felt so odd she had blurted it
out. For a few hours the night before, she’d shared some kind of
weird connection with this Lina person. But now, trying to explain
it, it lost the special feeling and she felt like an idiot.

“She’s just some woman, okay? She was
injured; I went along to help out. End of story.”

Her dad raised his eyebrows as he looked
across the table at her and her mom tilted her head and raised her
shoulders slightly, but they didn’t say anything else, thank God.
After several minutes of silverware clanking on dishes and her
father’s loud chewing—how had her mother stood that for so many
years?—Emery rose from her chair to carry her plate to the
sink.

“Honey?” Her mom’s voice was all innocent
sweetness.

Emery turned toward the table again and she
took in a deep breath and slowly released it. “Yes, Mom?”

“What are your plans for today? I thought we
could help decorate the altar at St. Paul’s. Maddie picked up some
lovely poinsettias and several of us are getting together to set
them up. The church always looks so festive at Christmas. I just
love it, but when I was working I was always too busy to help.
After that, we can go to UPS and drop off some packages for your
Aunt Julie and Uncle Frank in Ohio.”

Emery groaned inwardly. Church and a
mile-long line holding packages. What fun. She’d actually hoped to
hook up with one of her former classmates from undergrad. They’d
reconnected on Facebook, and as soon as Jennifer heard she was
going to be back in town, she’d wanted to see her. Sex with her had
been pretty decent, so why not?

“Since when do you send them presents
anyway?”

“Well, normally we don’t exchange, but with
their new grandbaby this year, I couldn’t resist some adorable
outfits from Ross, and a couple little toys, and…”

Great. She could listen to her mom go
on and on about how wonderful it must be to have a grandchild to
spoil, and then how nice it would be if Emery still went to church.
She hated being a disappointment, but breeding was never going to
be on her to-do list and the Church had not exactly changed its
stand on homosexuality the last time she checked. Even if that
weren’t an issue, Emery simply was not what you’d call a believer.
Science was something you could put your faith in, not something
she couldn’t see.

But what was she going to tell her mother?
She’d already disappointed Jen with a short text this morning,
ironically telling her she had to spend the day with her mom, when
in fact, crazy or not, Emery’s plans were to visit a certain
stranger in the hospital and maybe drive her wherever she needed to
go. She tried not to delve too deeply into why. Emery only knew
that she had to see Lina again.

* * * *


Chapter 5

Lina

When Lina woke up, the woman with the kind
eyes was gone, along with everyone else. She was lying in a bed and
for a brief moment it all felt like a dream, except the bed wasn’t
her own and neither was the sleep shirt she was wearing. Panic
gripped her as she recalled they’d wanted to take her to a
hospital, but the nice and very clean room she was in surely could
not be it. For one, she was alone and there was no moaning and
crying—sure signs of pain and suffering—anywhere to be heard.
Secondly, the air didn’t reek of illness or neglect, it smelled
like—

Lina sniffed cautiously but it was impossible
to place the smell or lack thereof. In the light that was coming
through the huge window, she could tell that the bedspread and
sheets were very white and her shirt was a faded cotton, often
washed but serviceable, and she made a mental note to thank the
woman who’d lent it to her. She must’ve put it on at some time last
night despite having no recollection of having done so.

Lina blinked a couple of times to shake off
the sluggishness that stubbornly clung to her and carefully turned
her head from right to left. The pain from last night was mostly
gone, apart from a little stiffness that would likely disappear as
soon as she got up and about. Bringing her right hand up to her
face, she touched the bandage someone had wrapped around her head.
No, glued to it somehow, for it stuck on its own. Her hair had come
loose at some point and hung past her shoulders, and she longed for
a comb or brush to untangle it. But first she needed to—

“Ow.”

Not only had her knee collided with the edge
of the bed which strangely was higher than the mattress, something
had yanked on her arm as well. A rivulet of blood ran from the
crook of her elbow down her wrist, but what alarmed her more was
the strange contraption she was tethered to. A container of sorts
hung high on some sort of metal stand from which snaked a long
tube. Fascinated, she watched a drop form inside the container,
watched it fall and—

“No!”

Tearing the tubing that contained the poison
from her arm, she screamed just as the door flew open and a woman
charged in. It was a tall buxom woman with skin the color of the
deer she’d seen on yesterday’s walk and her hair—if it was
hair—hung in many braids, alternating red and deep black, as if she
was the very devil.

“Aw, honey, now why in the Lord’s name would
you do that?”

Lina scrambled to one side of the bed as far
as the rail allowed but the woman had already grabbed her arm, and
weak as she still was, Lina was no match for her. Before she knew
it, the woman had wiped the blood from her arm and wrapped a
bandage around it. A real bandage, only it was not white but a
vibrant blue. It clung to her arm like a second skin.

“All done, see? No need to get excited.”

Lina took a deep breath. As outlandish as the
woman looked in her matching blue pants and top and her red and
black hair, her voice was that of a regular person and she was
looking at Lina now with what seemed like honest concern.

“I am not excited,” Lina enunciated stiffly.
“I was just looking for the chamber pot.”

“The what?”

The woman gave her a confused look, before
guffawing loudly. “Oh, sweetie, aren’t you the funny one? Now, you
stay right here and I’ll get you one, okay?”

Lina nodded and the woman procured a pot from
a cupboard across from the bed. “Lift your bottom, will you?”

“I will not.” Lina glared at the woman, only
now noticing the name spelled out on the front of the shirt she was
wearing. “Kiara. I shall do my business in private like any decent
human being.”

“My, my, someone is feeling better. Why don’t
I accompany you to the restroom then? Sorry, alone is a no-go,
according to doctor’s orders.”

Lina’s face grew hot at the mention of a
doctor but her need was pressing enough that she didn’t argue any
further. To her surprise, there was small room embedded in this
larger one and it held an actual commode, the newfangled, fancy
kind Lina had heard about but never seen. Relief was bliss—Kiara,
thankfully, had turned her back—but Lina was unsure whether the
neat little squares of paper she was handed were indeed meant for
wiping herself. There was no other option, though, so she quickly
dabbed herself dry and in vain looked for a place to dispose of the
little papers. Only when Kiara nodded towards the commode did she
let go of them, jumping when Kiara pushed a button and a waterfall
suddenly roared. Fascinated, she watched the papers disappear with
a loud gurgle.

“Come on, now. No, wash your hands
first.”

Kiara turned a knob and water flowed from a
spigot above a basin. She didn’t even have to pump. Lina stuck her
hand underneath to wash. She gave an astonished snort, for the
water was quite warm. How it had gotten there was akin to a
miracle.

Lina would’ve liked nothing better than to
wash her whole body with the warm water, but her head reeled and
she had to lean heavily on the arm Kiara offered as she slowly made
her way back into bed.

“Now, you stay put, hear me? There’s bound to
be a breakfast plate waiting for you somewhere.”

Kiara left and Lina once again bowed her
head.

“Our Father, which art in heaven—”

Was this purgatory? After a night’s rest, it
felt less possible, despite the toilet and warm water in the sink.
The grey light of winter was coming in from the large windows and
there were scuff marks on the worn linoleum next to her bed. In a
corner of the room, Lina spotted a dead spider. Also, the plaster
behind the shiny black rectangle that hung from the wall across her
bed was beginning to peel.

Surely if God had created this place, it
would be pristine. Scary, yes, for purgatory must be scary, but
certainly perfect in every other way. But—and a glimmer of hope
formed somewhere deep inside Lina’s body—what if this was not the
afterlife? What if she’d not plunged to her death when she fell
into that hole, but into another dimension too farfetched to
fathom?

As if on cue, the door opened and another
woman stepped in, also wearing a matching top and bottom, except
hers were black. She carried a large tray with several domes on it
and with her came a distinctly kitchen-y smell. She set it on a
small table on wheels, then rolled it so that the table stretched
across the bed and the wheeled legs disappeared beneath the bed.
That was handy!

Suddenly ravenous, Lina lifted the largest
dome. Underneath was a pile of fluffy scrambled eggs with several
sausage links beside them. The next dome covered a smaller plate
with two pieces of browned bread cut into neat slices. There was a
shiny rectangle with some colorful pictures across the top of it
and a smaller square wrapped in silver paper next to the bread
pieces on the plate. But what attracted Lina’s attention the most
was the steaming mug of coffee off to one side, next to a glass
that contained a thick, orange fluid.

The coffee was hot and Lina took a careful
sip. It was also weak but it was coffee, free coffee that someone
other than Lina had prepared, and to have it served in bed was
decadent and not at all what she’d expected. The scrambled eggs
were cold and didn’t taste like eggs normally tasted, and the
sausages were rubbery with some kind of strong herbal flavor, but
not ever having been one to snub food, Lina dug in with gusto. The
bread, however, was the real surprise. It was soft and spongy, and
in flavor resembled no bread Lina had ever before eaten. She ate it
anyway, the first slice plain, the second with what turned out to
be a rather peculiar and very sweet jelly. It said grape on the
label and was purple in color but it didn’t taste like anything
she’d previously encountered either.

She’d just swallowed the last bite and was
contemplating the small see-through container that held tinned
peaches when there was a knock on the door, and another woman came
in. It was the first woman Lina had seen in a skirt since she fell
through the hole and her eyes were immediately drawn to it, despite
it being shorter than modesty demanded. It not only showed the
woman’s ankles but half of her calves. The woman wore glasses in
bright and shiny red with sparkly stones on each side and her hair
hung loose and very unevenly cut around her round face. Over the
skirt, she wore not a blouse but a sweater in red and green that
had the most ridiculous design on the front of it. Some animal with
antlers that might’ve been a deer except for the big eyes and red
button of a nose. Lina stared at it so fascinated she completely
missed what the woman said.

“Hi, sorry to interrupt your breakfast,
Miss—” The woman looked down at some papers she was holding,
“Gavenredden?”

“Gaugenrieder.”

“Um, yes, Miss…may I call you Lina?”

Lina nodded, figuring it didn’t matter one
way or another as she’d already been called Sweetie and accompanied
to the lady’s room by Kiara.

“Okay, Lina. My name’s Amanda. I’m the social
worker assigned to your case. I understand that you came in last
night under sedation after attacking one of the EMTs and that
you’ve been unable to provide any information about your home
situation thus far. Is that correct?”

“Most certainly not.” Lina narrowed her eyes
at the woman, wanting to clam up, yet sensing she could somehow
trust this woman. She’d just have to teach her a lesson or two
about the impertinence of assuming.

“My home situation is just fine, thank you
very much, Miss, em, Amanda, and I certainly don’t make a habit of
going around attacking people. I am a respected teacher in town and
have been for many years. I was visiting my cousin Hans on the farm
over Christmas when I fell into this…this hole on his field.
I didn’t know I was in a cave, you see, until these angels came,
well, I suppose they weren’t real angels. I just thought they were
because of the light and—” She paused to catch her breath for a
second.

“There were lots of lights, more lights than
I’ve ever seen. Red ones and green ones, too, even blue ones,
and—well, you have to admit, that’s not natural. Not natural at
all.” She shook her head, recalling the wonder of it. But then
maybe her brain, exhausted from the experience, had just made it
up. For this room she was in, despite the unusually large windows
and newfangled toilet, was just that, a room.

Amanda chuckled. “I have to agree with you
there. I hate the commercialism myself. It seems like every year
people get more and more carried away. Seeing angels wouldn’t
necessarily be a bad thing in my opinion. But it’s important I ask
you some questions before your doctor releases you. Do you feel up
to having a little chat with me?”

“I can go home afterwards?”

“That will be up to your doctor, of course,
but it’s my job to make sure you have a safe living environment to
return to. Do you feel safe at home?”

“Yes.”

She hadn’t at first, not as a young woman.
But she was an old maid now, and as a long-term inhabitant of the
boarding house, she enjoyed special privileges none of the other
girls had. Fridolin, for example. She’d found him injured in the
streets when he was just a pup and while Frau Langstuhl had
balked at first when she’d brought him home, he’d become such a
faithful protector that the old lady gladly kept him with her for
the long hours Lina spent at school.

Fridolin. Lina swallowed drily,
willing herself only to think of the here and now and how to leave
this strange place.

“This may seem like a peculiar question, but
I’m afraid I was not myself when I came here last evening. Do you
mind telling me where we are?”

“We’re in Memorial Hospital. It’s the closest
to where they picked you up.”

Pressing her lips together, Lina nodded.

Just focus on getting out of here.

Once she had the dirt of the street under her
boots and could see the sky above, things would make sense. They
had to.

* * * *


Chapter 6

Emery

Emery pulled into a parking spot on the side
of the hospital near the big red Emergency sign and made sure to
lock her dad’s car. Hers was still in the shop, and she didn’t
relish the idea of public transportation if someone made off with
her dad’s ancient Jeep. As if anyone would want the thing.

The paired-glass doors at the entrance slid
open soundlessly as she approached. Immediately Emery’s senses were
assailed by unnatural, brash lighting, and even more unpleasant
smells and sounds as she approached the information desk. She took
her place in line in front of the harried receptionist. Finally,
Emery was face-to-face with the Plexiglass partition, the older
woman on the other side separated from humanity not only by the
smudged artificial glass, but a wall of her own making as she kept
her eyes on the computer screen, oblivious to the world around her,
or avoiding it for as long as possible.

“Ahem.” The woman still didn’t look up. Emery
squared her shoulders.

“I’m looking for a woman, um, the woman who
came in last night.” There were probably dozens of women who came
in last night. “I mean, I wonder if you have any information on a
patient by the name of…Lina…Carolina…uh, Gaugenrieder?”

“And you are—?” The woman grudgingly
acknowledged Emery’s existence.

Love your job, do you?

“Emery Cas—”

“Family member?” They were probably not
allowed to give out patient information to just anyone.

“Her sister.” What’s one more lie?
“She came in with a head injury last night. I just want to make
sure she’s doing all right. She was confused and, uh, didn’t
recognize me.” Now there was an understatement! She’d barely
regained consciousness before Emery finally decided she should
probably go home. “I was hoping I could see her this morning if
she’s feeling better.”

“Carol Gardner did you say?” She
scrolled the computer screen with a well-worn mouse. “I don’t see
any—”

“No, not Gardner. Gaugenrieder.
G-A-U-G-E-N…”

“I’m sorry, there’s no one here by that
name.”

“But she was brought in by ambulance around
seven last night.”

The woman picked up the phone. “Hi, Tony,
it’s Barb. Do you know what happened to a woman who was brought in
last night by the name of Carrie Garner?”

“Gaugenrieder! Carolina
Gaugenrieder!”

The woman scowled and held up her index
finger, gesturing for silence as though Emery was a disobedient
child. “Yes, that’s her! I know, never heard a name like…” She
cleared her throat. “She was admitted? Neuro? That sounds right.
Thanks.” She jotted down a number on a scrap of paper.

Emery resisted grabbing the paper from the
woman’s hand as it emerged through the opening in the window and
waited till it was released. The three rapidly scrawled numbers
swam before Emery’s eyes as she felt the room spinning. She took a
deep breath and grasped the countertop. Just another weird
coincidence.

The receptionist’s expression softened. “I’m
sure she’ll be fine. She’s in good hands. Take the elevator to the
left of the lobby to the second floor. Room two nineteen.”

Emery dropped the paper in the trash as she
left the waiting room for the elevator. Easy enough to remember
one’s own birthdate.

She was alone on the elevator, which was just
as well. Surely the fact that she had no business there was written
all over her face. The receptionist had probably already called
security. The elevator stopped with a jolt and the doors slid open
to a blessedly empty hallway. Emery followed the voices she heard
around a corner to a brightly lit nurses’ station. Several women
and one guy all wearing matching blue scrubs busily ignored her in
much the same manner the receptionist had. To be fair, they were
supposed to be doing what they were doing. She was the one
who didn’t belong, but she tentatively approached the desk
nonetheless.

“Excuse me.” No pause in the action. A little
louder this time: “Pardon me!”

The person nearest her was on the phone and
held up one finger in a perfect imitation of the woman
downstairs.

They must all learn that when they’re hired.
Don’t stop what you’re doing for uninvited outsiders. Maybe they’ll
go away.

Another woman, no, girl who looked like she
was still in middle school, approached the desk on Emery’s side
from somewhere down the hall. Her expression was friendly. She must
not have worked there long enough to learn the gesture.

“May I help you with something?” Her tone
matched the bubbly expression on her face.

“Yes, thank you. I’m looking for my
frie…sister. She was brought into the emergency room last night
with a head injury. Carolina Gaugenrieder.”

“You’re her sister? You don’t look anything
alike.”

“Yes, well, uh, I was adopted. “Shit.
If she kept spewing lies, her mother was going to be inclined to
agree. She certainly wasn’t raised like that! What was it about
this total stranger that was making her act like someone she didn’t
even recognize?

“I didn’t know she had any family in town.
I’m surprised she didn’t call you to pick her up then.”

“She left?”

“About fifteen minutes ago. I wasn’t sure the
doctor was going to discharge her, though.”

“Why? Had she gotten worse?”

“Not physically. All her tests were normal
and she ate a good breakfast and cooperated with the social worker.
But she wasn’t acting quite right, if you ask me.” She lowered her
voice. “I don’t want to worry you, but has your sister…that is,
does she always act like…I don’t know how to say this, but she
looks around like she’s on another planet. Like nothing makes sense
to her.”

That alone could make them related. Nothing
about this made sense to Emery, either.

“And the way she talks…You’d think she was
eighty instead of forty. I mean, her labs didn’t show any drugs in
her system, and the doctor didn’t see any reason to keep her. You
can’t force people to stay against their will if they don’t appear
to be a danger to themselves or others. But frankly, I wasn’t
really comfortable watching her walk out the door if she is not
quite all there, you know? And with no money, ID, or clothes
besides the costume she came in wearing. I mean, someone out there
might feel they can take advantage of her…confused state.”

“Did she say where she was going? Did she
leave with anyone?” It was absolutely none of Emery’s concern, but
concerned she was.

“I took her down to the lobby in a
wheelchair. It’s our policy. Everyone has to be wheeled out. When
we got to the door, there was no car waiting for her and she looked
even more confused than she had been. And what she said was really
weird.”

“What was that?”

“She looked at me in all seriousness and
said—Let me think. How did she put it? ‘Would it be possible to
procure a buggy or perhaps a taxicab? I should like to return to my
uncle’s farm posthaste. He must be at his wit’s end.’ I offered to
call
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