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Chapter 1


And just like that she was born. Out into the cold world, the small miracle protested at the chilly latex-gloved hands that passed her around. She screamed to the maximum capacity of her tiny lungs, her small fists clawing at the bitter air. Her little red body wriggled, her legs kicked wildly as a nurse wrapped her in a soft white blanket and handed her to her mum. Jennifer. Jennifer gazed, mesmerized, at the now quietened baby girl. She drew her eyes away and looked up to her husband’s proud face.  
“Shelly,” they murmured together, and Shelly stared back in wonder. She reached out a petite hand and grasped a lock of her mother’s long dark hair, damp from the efforts of labour, and clasped it hard.
“I can’t wait to get you home my little girl,” her mother whispered. Baby Shelly yawned and blinked, her heavy eyes closed as she nestled against her mother and drifted into sleep.
Shelly was like most other babies. She established a normal routine of sleeping and feeding, crying and pooping, just as all other babies do. From the day she was born, she was intrigued by the world around her and her big green eyes drank the world in. As she cooed quietly in her cot, Shelly’s eyes would often wander around the room, and she would laugh and giggle at what she saw there. Her older sister Mia, who adored Shelly, would delight in watching her little sister grow and learn. They grew and played together, Shelly always in awe of her older sister. The sisters would amuse themselves with dress-ups and dolls and watch cartoons on the local TV station. Mia had taken after their father, George, and was fair with blue eyes, she had a laugh that could light up any room. Shelly had taken after her mother, her olive skin, green eyes and dark hair were striking. 
Mia sheltered Shelly, and protected her from hurt, providing comfort and reassurance to her little sister at every bump of the head or graze of the knee. Both girls, one fair, one dark, had a happy childhood and shared a bond so strong that they were almost inseparable. In every way, shape and form, Shelly was just like every ordinary young child. Until the age of six... 
Shelly awoke one morning and immediately felt there was something amiss. The light which filtered through the floral curtains at her window had a dusty silver tinge to it, the air tasted bitter and cold. She rubbed her sleepy eyes, sat up in bed and kicked the covers off. The chill of the morning air bit at her toes. Shelly swung her legs around and slid off the edge of the bed onto the floor and poked her feet into her pink bunny slippers. She shuffled to her bedroom doorway, making as little sound as possible. When she peered around the corner and listened carefully, a faint sobbing could be heard coming from somewhere in the belly of the house. Alarmed, Shelly crept down the hallway. The sobbing became louder as she neared the kitchen door and she moved more carefully so as not to make a sound. She opened the door a crack and peeked in, her senses heightened. Her mother and father were both sitting at the table crying. Shelly was confused and anxious, she had never seen her parents cry before. She opened the gap in the door a little wider, enough for her to squeeze in and sidled up to her mother. Quietly, almost a whisper, she asked, “Mummy, why are you crying?” 
Jennifer buried her face in her hands and didn’t reply. Shelly reached out to her father. 
“Daddy?” Her tiny voice quavered; her face white as a sheet. George’s face was sad, he gazed at her through tear-filled eyes and held out his hand, Shelly crept around the corner of the table and slipped her tiny hand into his. He picked her up in strong arms, cradled her on his lap, and kissed her forehead ever so gently. Shelly leaned back and stared into his face, as tears began to well in her eyes. She was frightened, and her voice trembled as she asked her father once more. 
“Daddy, what’s wrong?” 
George pulled her close, gave her a long hug and cleared his throat. 
“Shelly,” He tried to blink his tears away. “Remember how Grandma has been very sick for a long time, darling?” 
Shelly paused to think for a moment and replied confidently. 
“Yes, we always go to see her at the hospital.”
George nodded and brushed a strand of Shelly’s hair away from her face.
“Yes sweetie, Grandma has been very sick and this morning she passed away. Do you know what that means?”
Shelly shook her head and looked down at her fingers which she twisted in her lap. George pulled her close. She rested her head upon his warm chest.
“It means she’s gone to heaven now Shelly, and we can’t go and visit her anymore.” 
George’s chest rose and fell. His shoulders shuddered momentarily as he tried to control his grief. Jennifer let out a small cry and began to sob all over again.
Shelly was even more worried, she didn’t know exactly what passing away meant, but she was pretty sure that going to heaven only happened when people died. She pulled back from her father’s chest looked him directly in the eye and whispered. 
“Daddy, did Grandma die?”
He nodded and stroked her cheek with trembling fingers.
“Yes, my darling girl, she did.” 
Shelly was immediately sad. The only other death she had experienced had been when she was four and her goldfish Bob was found floating in his bowl. Her mummy had put him in a special little box and they’d buried him in the garden, and said some very nice words. Shelly had felt very sad when Bob died, so she turned to her mother and reached out for her hand.
“Mummy, I’m sorry your mummy died.” Shelly’s bottom lip quivered. She didn’t know what else to say. She could remember going in the car with her mother and father and Mia to see Grandma in the hospital, where it was very quiet and smelled of disinfectant. Grandma had always been calm and reserved, like most of the people at the hospital. Sometimes some of them were noisy, but the men in white took them away. Grandma had to take a lot of tablets, but Shelly didn’t understand just why Grandma was sick. She hadn’t understood how badly Grandma was sick. She had not understood that one day her Grandma would go away forever.
This was Shelly’s second experience with death. The concept of one’s soul leaving the body and ascending to a higher plane of existence was too large for her to fathom. Only her father’s reassurance of safety and happiness after death gave her comfort. Grandma was going to be okay, wherever she was.
That night, and every night following, the dreams came, though Shelly could not tell if they were dreams or not, for on many occasions they seemed so real. The very first night after her grandmother died, when she first dreamed the ‘Real Dreams’. Shelly woke up frightened her sheets soaked in sweat. She had the distinct impression there was someone lurking in her darkened bedroom. She squeezed the belly of her Glow Worm plush toy and its face glowed with a pale light. Too afraid to make the dash to her parent’s bed, Shelly pulled the blankets over her head and cried until she fell back to sleep. From that night on she dreamed the Real Dreams every night, dreaming of people she had never met, places she could not recognise and, sometimes, she dreamed of Grandma. When Shelly dreamed of Grandma she didn’t feel frightened at all, but safe and happy, and it was during only these occasions that she wished with all her might to stay in the dream. But then Grandma would be whisked away to be replaced by something all the more horrible and fearsome. 
Dreams of ghouls and shadows and evil creatures plagued her sleep. The fear was so strong she would force herself to stay awake. This fear of sleep led to red-rimmed eyes every morning, irritability and exhaustion. It wasn’t long before Shelly did start making the sprint to her parent’s bed. It was the only place she felt safe and the only place where the dreams couldn’t touch her. Shelly would talk to her mother about her nightmares. Jennifer comforted her daughter, but always with a worried expression. She told Shelly they were only dreams, and could not be real, and not to worry her pretty head about them.
The years passed and Shelly grew into a teenager. Though her nightmarish dreams persisted she learned to adjust and was able to lead a happy daytime existence with her family. She was beginning to make friends at school, which her parents were pleased about. Shelly would often spend those days helping her mother bake, or outside playing on the blue and yellow swing set with her best friend. Her best friend was also her cousin, Sarah. Sarah was a year older than Shelly and they were very close, and when Shelly finally chose to confide in Sarah about her Real Dreams, Sarah believed her. Sarah didn’t think Shelly was being silly at all and always wanted to hear more about the dreams. Shelly was happy to oblige and would describe her horrifying dreams in vivid detail, racing ahead in her colourful descriptions and then backtracking through each important aspect of a dream. Sarah was delighted and intrigued by the extravagant tales, though Shelly was always careful not to tell her the scariest dreams; they were too frightening to be said out loud.
By the time Shelly was fourteen she had stopped having so many dreams at night, though the odd one did occasionally slip through. The occurrence of a Real Dream at this age often left her unsettled and out of sorts for the rest of the day. It was around this time that Shelly began to notice strange things: she would glimpse a shadow move out of the corner of her eye or walk into an empty room and feel like she’d just caught the end of a conversation. She would suffer eerie sensations when she went to certain places, feelings of great elation or deep dark depression. These experiences always severely affected her mood. By the time she was fifteen these mood changes interfered with her relationships at school. The boys called her Freak and Emo and the girls were even nastier with insults like You’re Gross, Fat and Ugly and telling Shelly, She should never have been born. This taunting and teasing at school caused Shelly to turn inwards and by the time she entered her last year of high school she was a nervous young woman with low self-esteem and very few friends. Due to her lack of social activity, and having nothing better to do with her time, Shelly threw herself into her studies and graduated at the top of her class. She conceded that the lack of a social life had presented itself with the opportunity to excel at school and the study had been a welcome distraction. 
Not long after graduation, she met a young man and despite all her best efforts, she fell deeply in love. His name was James, and for everything that Shelly seemed to have out of control in her life, he seemed to have together in his. By happy circumstance they had both applied to attend the same University, and, upon being accepted for their first choices of study, began to make plans for their future. A life with James brought a promise of stability and contentment, something that Shelly desired with all of her being. When they moved away together Shelly knew her life was going to change completely. Aside from her family, Shelly fell out of touch with everyone and everything she had ever known. She had made a fresh start in life.




Chapter 2


“Honey, can you get the phone, please? My hands are covered in onions!” Shelly shouted to her fiancé James as she prepared his favourite chicken casserole for their dinner. They were four years into their relationship and, for the most part, things had gone swimmingly. It was sometimes a struggle to balance their studies and still make time for each other, but the two souls always sought each other out at the end of a long day. The phone ring was piercing. 
“Yeah, hang on,” James replied as he leapt from the couch and sprinted to the hallway. 
Shelly heard the tiny ‘pip’ as he pressed the answer button on the cordless handset, and she went back to chopping up the onions. Her eyes stung and the hair on the inside of her nose bristled at the acrid aroma of the vegetable, but after a few fierce blinks her vision cleared, and she turned her attention to the potatoes. She eavesdropped on James’ conversation. He laughed as he spoke, his tone one of deep fondness. Shelly smiled to herself. 
It must be one of the boys. 
James had a large circle of friends, most of whom had joined the army after leaving school. Initially, James had wanted to join them, however he hadn’t passed the entry physical due to an old football injury. His knee was junk, and he could never pass the fitness test. Still, James and his buddies kept in touch, and when they weren’t on tour they would catch up for a laugh and to reminisce on their younger days. James was guarded about his childhood in many respects. As an only child from a wealthy family, Shelly imagined that he would have grown up with ease of access to anything he had ever wanted or needed. His reluctance to talk about his youth told a different story though, so when James and his buddies all got together to talk about the past Shelly relished the opportunity to learn more about the man she was going to marry. 
Over the years Shelly had met most of James’ high school friends. He had attended a private school and despite all the mischief he and his friends had gotten up to, he’d graduated with exemplary results and seemed to be content to study full-time. James was a tall and slender man, with soft, black hair, olive skin and bright blue eyes. His blue eyes, combined with his Mediterranean heritage, gave him an almost ethereal appearance, and both women and men alike were instantly drawn to him. James made friends easily and had no shortage of female admirers. He stood about a head taller than Shelly, who was five feet, nine inches herself. Shelly, by comparison, was equally as attractive. She had a slender body and full ample breasts, and the combination of her dark hair and green eyes gave her an exotic air. Her indigenous ancestry lent her a slim but strong jawline and high cheekbones, which stood out whenever she smiled. Her smile was disarming, though she’d always found such comments embarrassing, so when it came to smiling, she often did so self-consciously, unless she was in a fit of laughter and then her face would light up brighter than the sun. James could bring out that laughter in her and it was something she loved about him. Experiencing joy with James was effortless. They were a good-looking coupe, and certainly admired by their close friends and family. Though slim, James was well-built and his Greek ancestry gave him sharp angular features and a strong, lean body that made Shelly blush when she thought about him. Shelly pondered James’ physique as she cut up the chicken for the casserole, lost in her own little world, and distracted, lost her grip on the knife. It dropped to the floor with a loud clang. She stifled a giggle, bent down to pick it up then focused her thoughts back to the task at hand.
She heard James say goodbye and another ‘pip’, as he hung up the phone. Then, his quiet footsteps sounded as he crept up the hallway to enter the kitchen unnoticed. Shelly was waiting for him, knife in hand and let out a roar, right as he entered the room. James yelped in fright as he fell to his knees. He gasped, then laughed so hard he had tears in his eyes.
“You got me that time Shelly,” he chuckled “Just you wait though, I’ll scare the bejeezus out of you next time!”
Shelly laughed so hard she almost couldn’t contain herself. She placed the knife on the bench and reached down to help James up. Once upright, he leaned in for a kiss, his lips pressed gently on hers and lingered for a moment. Shelly pressed her face into his shoulder, and they embraced each other as one. If this was what the rest of my life with James is going to be like, I’m going to be the happiest woman alive. 
After it had been properly and creatively assembled, Shelly placed the vegetable-laden casserole into the waiting, preheated oven. Then she and James moved into the living room to snuggle up on the couch. The pair sat coiled around one another like snakes and watched most of an episode of ‘House, MD’. Shelly tried her best to determine the patient’s ailment, all the while enticed by the delicious aromas of the casserole that wafted from the oven. 
Finally, the buzzer on the stove went off, and abandoning her quest to solve the obscure medical problem on the television, Shelly got up to serve the meal. It was piping hot, but tasty and one of her favourite comfort foods. It reminded her of winters on her aunts’ farm, a roaring bonfire and a bubbling camp oven in the red coals by its edge. Cooking had always been one of Shelly’s stronger points, having spent so much time in the kitchen with her mother growing up. She often wondered how she wasn’t the size of a house with all the calorie-loaded meals that she cooked, but she put it down to a stressful career choice and a fast metabolism. The rest of Shelly and James’ evening was wonderful, the hearty meal was followed by several glasses of good red wine and a half-hearted attempt at some study.
Shelly was enrolled in Medical School at the local university on a scholarship. The discipline hadn’t always been such a passion of hers, but she had applied with the intention of challenging herself and with the ambition to prove those in her past wrong about her conviction and abilities. Over time, however, Shelly had developed a love and fascination for the subject and found that her desire to help people far outweighed her want or need to prove herself. As a result, she was now in her fourth year of study and had only one more year to complete before she would be eligible to intern at some of the best hospitals in the region. 
James studied Structural Engineering, following in his father’s footsteps. He was being groomed to take his place in the family’s construction company, Moretti B&C. James came from money, and he wasn’t shy about it. Shelly’s meagre upbringing had made her proud, however. She consistently made a point about making her own way in the world, despite James’ constant offers to spend large sums on her.
Despite the differences in their upbringings, James and Shelly got on like a house on fire. Shelly felt protected and loved and her troubled past was a long-ago memory. She had not shared things from her childhood with James either, or with anyone else save Sarah. It all seemed like a dream from long ago. It hardly mattered now though; Shelly’s life had changed so much in the past four years that she believed herself to be an entirely different person. Her core values were still the same, but she now carried herself with an air of grace, a far cry from her gangly childhood self.
The two lovers sat across from each other at the cleared kitchen table, spread out their books and began to read. They paused occasionally to make notes or to contemplate their text. Every so often one would glance up to observe the other, sometimes catching their eye, there would be a momentary smile and they would get back to work. There was silence but for the rustling of paper, scratching of pens and the sound of their quiet breathing. After about forty minutes, James sat back in his chair, stretched his arms above his head and exhaled a sigh. Shelly, her concentration interrupted, glanced at him with a vague smile on her face. Her mind was still partially embedded in her study of kidney function and more specifically, glomeruli nephritis. James leaned forward and reached out across the glass table, his hand clasped Shelly’s and he stared into her eyes. 
“You know, I really admire you, Shelly,” he said.
“Why is that?” Shelly asked, surprised. James was an affectionate person, but he never complimented unnecessarily.
“Because of what you’re doing with your life; you’re going to be a doctor. That’s a huge responsibility and the fact you are going so well in your study just goes to show how utterly brilliant you are. I’m proud of you.”
Shelly was immediately shy. She was not used to praise; in fact, she was quite uncomfortable with it. Though she knew James loved and respected her, his comment felt out of place. She drew a slow breath in. 
“It feels right for me to do this James. I mean, when I was younger there were a lot of times when I needed someone’s help and there was no one to reach out to. If I can help someone else, even a little, I’ll feel like I have a purpose in life, I’ll feel like I’ve succeeded.” Shelly gazed across the table at James and furrowed her brow at his worried face. 
“Where is this coming from?” 
James cleared his throat.
“That was Nate on the phone earlier, he was calling me to let me know that his divorce was finalised a few days ago, and just in time it seems because he is flying out to Afghanistan tomorrow.” 
The worried expression on his face spoke a thousand words.
“Did he ever give you a reason why he and Julia got divorced?” Shelly queried. “I mean, they seemed like the perfect couple. I just can’t understand it.”
“He wouldn’t give me a reason Shelly, he just said that he’d made a big mistake and wouldn’t elaborate.” Shelly looked at James, her face a picture of bewilderment, and he continued. 
“I hope nothing like that ever happens to us, Shelly.” He stared at her intensely and gripped her hand a little tighter. “We’re good, aren’t we? I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to us…” 
Shelly’s eyes creased as she smiled and squeezed his hand. 
“We’re good James, we’re better than good. Nothing like that is ever going to happen to us.” Shelly, eyes downcast, thought about Nate and Julia’s divorce. Then her face brightened. 
“Hey, I forgot to ask you earlier, did you ask Nate if he would be your best man at our wedding?”
James laughed. 
“Yes, I did! He said he would rather be the groom. Ha! He’s such a joker. But he did agree to be my best man.” James beamed. “He wants to make a special toast at the reception as well. I hope he doesn’t embarrass me too much.” His cheeks flushed pink as though he remembered occasions in his younger years that were less than desirable, and would rather they stay in the past.
“So, we’re all set!” Shelly exclaimed. “In three months, we will be husband and wife!” 
James grinned at her as though he’d won a prize at the fair. Without warning, his eyes turned dark and stormy. He pulled Shelly toward him across the table by the hand and kissed her. Shelly, caught off guard, pulled back and gazed into James’ crystal blue eyes. She saw the desire there and quickly rounded the table and sat in his lap. They embraced, skin heated, and Shelly kissed her fiancé as though she would never get another chance. James’s hands explored Shelly’s body, inch by tender inch, and she craved his touch with every part of her being. Then, without their lips parting, James lifted Shelly up. She snaked her hands around his neck, and he carried her to the bedroom where he lay her down on the soft, linen covers. James’ mouth moved away from Shelly’s lips and made its way down her neck, pausing to nibble on her earlobe, before kissing her chest and opening her shirt to expose her breasts. Shelly gazed at him with such love, and they sank deep into their passions, making love quietly and sensually until they fell asleep, bodies intertwined.




Chapter 3


Shelly dreamed.  
She was at her local convenience store in the act of loading groceries into a red plastic basket. Whilst meandering up and down the aisles she ran into an old friend. They embraced and chatted and strolled along with their baskets and chose their items without even looking at them as they made their way through the store. Dull supermarket music trickled down from overhead speakers, the air inside the store was cool and crisp. Suddenly, after a long period of what seemed like ambiguous and inconsequential occurrences, everything snapped into focus. Shelly looked down and realised she was naked. In horror, she looked up again and found that she was back in her apartment. James was standing in front of her, his face contorted with rage. Shelly tried to cover herself, ashamed of her nudity though she didn’t know why. James had seen her body before. She felt weak and vulnerable, a hot tear escaped the corner of her eye. It splashed onto her left breast. She wondered why James was so angry with her and reached out to console him. Shelly could feel the heat of his fury emanate from his body like a blazing fire. She reached out again. He immediately picked up the nearest thing to him, a shoe, and threw it at her. It hit her in her bicep and she felt an intense searing pain deep within the tissue of her arm. Like something akin to in a scene from a horror movie, James’ mouth opened wide, his jaw distended, displaying rows of sharp jagged teeth and an infinite blackness beyond.
“You’re a liar Shelly!” The ‘demon’ James roared at her. “You’re insane!” 
Shelly cowered and fell to the floor feeling exposed. The pain in her arm intensified. The air behind the ‘demon’ James turned black and smoky. Long greasy, grey tendrils reached out toward her. Shelly summoned an ounce of courage, leapt to her feet and raced to the front door of the apartment. It was the only escape, but she found it locked, and she could not get out and away from this ‘thing’ that was not her fiancé. She cried as the smoky tendrils spiralled closer. The evil James advanced until she could feel his touch, Shelly trembled with fear. His fingertips grazed her skin, they burned as flame and stung like ice. Evil James opened his putrid mouth and leaned forward to kiss Shelly, his gaping maw covering her lips. She could feel the hate in his breath and smelled the rank odour of rotting flesh. Just as his lips touched hers… 
Shelly awoke.
She flew upright in bed, out of breath, and gasped as she gulped in the cool night air. She felt the hot tears on her cheeks and the sweat on her brow, though the bedroom wasn’t warm by any stretch. She fumbled in the dark and switched on the lamp beside her. James was fast asleep, a faint smile on his handsome face. Shelly reached out to touch him, his skin was warm and soft, and he lay in a deep slumber. He snored. Somewhat reassured that it was only a dream, Shelly turned the lamp off again and lay down in the dark quiet of the bedroom. She relaxed for a few moments and then gripped her pillow tightly as realisation dawned on her. She hadn’t been having a nightmare, she’d had a Real Dream! Shelly hadn’t experienced a dream like that for so long that she’d almost forgotten what it felt like. Fear slowly crept over her. Her skin prickled and her eyes grew wide. Her breathing grew soft and shallow as her ears strained to pick up any unusual sounds beyond their bedroom door. 
After what seemed like an eternity Shelly minimised her vigilance and attempted to unwind again so she could go back to sleep. She lay in the bed shivering, not wanting to remember the dream but trying to figure out all the same what it might have meant. She felt alone and confused. 
James is not a bad person. 
She felt guilty for having such a negative dream about him. After some time, she began to feel tired again. She rolled over to face James and stroked his hair for a few moments. He mumbled in his sleep, something unintelligible. Shelly closed her eyes and focused on the sound of his breathing, then slowly, but surely drifted into a dreamless sleep.
James woke Shelly the next morning with a big squeeze and a kiss on the forehead. Shelly rose sleepily and pulled her arms from the bed covers to return his embrace. James gazed at her in adoration.
“I’m never going to get tired of waking up next to you.” He pushed a strand of her hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ear. “I’m going to put the kettle on, do you want anything in particular for breakfast? Or is it just cereal again today?” Shelly blinked her eyes several times and then put her arms above her head and stretched out her whole body.
“Just cereal babe,” was all that she could muster. The dream from the previous night hung over her like a dark cloud and Shelly couldn’t even look him in the eye. James walked out the bedroom door and toward the kitchen. Shelly took a few minutes to gather herself. It was just a dream, it wasn’t real, it doesn’t mean anything. Except she knew that it did. 
Sighing heavily, she swung her legs over the edge of the bed and donned her robe and slippers. As she walked into the living room, she heard the kettle begin its simmer and she realised how awful she felt. She backtracked through the bedroom and into the bathroom where she washed her face and stared at her reflection, her expression bleak. 
What is going on with you Shelly? You had better snap out of it. 
She tied her long brown hair back into a neat ponytail and went back into the bedroom to find an outfit for the day. Jeans and a T-shirt again, it was her usual selection, and it was no different today. A skinny leg jean and a grey printed t-shirt that her mother-in-law had bought for her in Paris. Satisfied with her casual yet tidy appearance, Shelly padded out on the plush carpet to find James in the kitchen.
There was a cup of tea waiting on the bench for her and an empty bowl with a spoon. She picked up the cup of tea, put it to her pale lips and glanced over the rim. She smiled faintly at James before taking a tentative sip. It was too hot. In a slightly automated fashion, Shelly placed the cup back on the bench and opened the cupboard next to the fridge to find her cereal.
“What’s wrong baby?” James asked. “You’re awfully quiet this morning.”
Shelly placed her cereal on the counter next to the bowl and avoided his gaze. 
“I didn’t get a very good sleep last night… lots of bad dreams,” she mumbled.
She felt James move in behind her and wrap his arms around her waist, his warm breath made her skin prickle as he kissed her neck. 
“Don’t let it ruin your whole day Shelly, they’re only dreams, after all.” She relaxed, turned around in his embrace and gave him a hug.
“Okay, I’ll try.” Shelly attempted a smile.
“See, that’s better!” He exclaimed. “What are you up to for classes this morning? I have to leave in a few minutes if you want to hitch a ride with me.” James gave her a mischievous look and Shelly couldn’t help but grin.
“My tutorials don’t start for another hour, so I think I’ll drive myself, James. I need some time to prepare my notes anyway.” 
“Okay, my beautiful girl,” James said. “I’ll see you for lunch at our usual spot. Love you.” 
James gave Shelly a quick kiss on the lips then went to collect his satchel on his way out the door.
“Love you too…” She murmured as she watched him leave.
The sickening feeling from Shelly’s dream stayed with her for the next few days, it haunted her at every turn. It affected her relationship with everyone around her, especially James. She was withdrawn and, for the most part, unreceptive to James’ affections and the attention of her friends, who began to remark on her distant nature and need for solitude. To Shelly, it felt as though she had been yanked back ten years and into her childhood, where Real Dreams had followed her every move. She went to her classes and tried to participate, but it felt as though everything went in one ear and out the other. She couldn’t concentrate, and her mind always drifted back to the dream. As Shelly sat alone eating lunch one day, she pondered the potential recurrence of the dreaded dreams. She was startled out of her daze when her best friend Ella sat beside her.
“You know you’re not doing yourself any favours by isolating yourself,” Ella stated. “There’s obviously something on your mind. Come on, spill!”
Shelly regarded Ella’s pretty face. Ella was a dark-skinned beauty with everything in the right places, and when she smiled it was like the whole world might melt. Ella was giving Shelly one of these smiles now and Shelly could not help returning the expression. 
“I’m sorry Ella, I’ve just had something weighing on my mind lately. It feels like something from my past has come back to haunt me. Like a bad dream.” 
Shelly laughed at her description of her problem, glanced at Ella, and grinned. 
“Yeah, it’s probably stupid anyway. I need to get over it.” Shelly there and then made a snap decision, there was no way she was going to let some silly dreams from her childhood ruin the life she had built. 
“Wow, that was fast!” Ella exclaimed. “Here I was thinking I could solve all your problems and you’ve gone and done it yourself!” Ella chuckled. 
Ella’s boisterous laughter was infectious. Soon Shelly was laughing along with her. 
“What do you say girlfriend? You want to come and have some lunch with the rest of the gang instead of being all on your lonesome?” Ella flashed another perfect smile and Shelly gave in. She picked up her bag and her half-eaten salad sandwich and followed Ella to their regular picnic table under an almond tree. They sat down with the rest of the group, who gave a good-natured cheer. Shelly fell into the group conversation and after only a matter of minutes,es it seemed like the dream was a distant memory. She pushed it to the furthest part of her mind and left it there.
Over the next week, Shelly’s life returned to blissful normality. She and James were as in love as ever, and their lives revolved around their studies and each other. They studied diligently in the evenings and for a couple of nights they had classmates join them at home for study sessions, to help each other out and to enjoy a glass of wine or two. Life was good, and in their spare time the couple made plans for their upcoming nuptials. James sensibly left most of the details to Shelly, though she did ask his opinion on a few things, like the choice of table decorations, where to seat their friends and whether they should have a band or a DJ. Shelly hadn’t picked out a dress yet and James seemed eager for her to come to a decision.
“You know the wedding is getting pretty close babe. You’re going to have to pick out a dress soon.” 
“I know,” Shelly sighed. “It’s just that I don’t know what kind of dress to get or what I can afford. We still have Ella’s cousin, Sasha’s wedding to go to and I bought that dress for her wedding, and it’s taken a bit out of my budget.” Her face was a mask of disappointment as James, who sat next to her at the table, gave her a sideways glance.
“You know, you could still take my mum up on her offer you know. She would be more than happy to buy your dream dress for you.” James stated.
“I know she can afford to,” Shelly said, frustrated. She rolled her eyes. “I mean they did buy us this apartment, which is a huge spend. I just feel like buying my wedding dress is something I should share with my own mum and my sister. It’s not that I don’t love your mum, she’s great. But I want my family to be involved too.” Shelly looked at James, her eyes pleading for his understanding. He placed his arm around Shelly’s shoulder and gave her a tight squeeze.
“It’s okay, we’ll work something out. Maybe we can organise a bit of extra cash for your dress and if you feel that strongly about it you can always pay my parents back once you graduate and start working.” James said gently.
Shelly, embarrassed, gazed at the floor. 
“Maybe…” She murmured.
That night Shelly dreamed again. The dreams unfolded eerily, with shadows moving through choking red dust and a suffocating heat that made her mouth dry and her eyes burn. She heard a child cry and raised voices, but the dry dust filled her eyes and her vision blurred. Shelly drifted in and out of this dream until her mind settled on the deep cool darkness of a numbing sleep.
Early the next morning Shelly woke to her alarm. James stirred in his sleep but did not wake. Shelly remembered it was his day off from classes and she would be getting ready on her own. She slid out of the bed and strolled to the bathroom, washed her face and then came back to the bedroom. Quietly, so as not to disturb her lover, she dressed and headed out to make her breakfast. In the kitchen Shelly ate her food quickly and gulped down her cup of sweet tea, to which she had added some cold water so that it wouldn’t burn her tongue. Without fuss, she gathered up her books, locked the door on her way out, and made her way down to her little beat-up sky-blue sedan, parked on the street. After several attempts at turning the key, the noisy four-cylinder engine kicked over. Shelly pushed in the squeaky clutch before finding first gear and taking off down the road. 
She wound down the window and let the early morning air, crisp and cool, run over the side of her face and through her hair. The local radio station pumped out a dance song through the tinny door speakers. Shelly tapped her slender fingers on the steering wheel as she negotiated turns and traffic lights on her way to campus. She glanced down at the little cassette player and sighed, she would kill to have a cd player in her car, and air-conditioning for that matter. She much preferred travelling in James’ car. His parents had bought him the latest BMW coupe; it was black, shiny and very fast. Whenever they went anywhere together, they went in James’ car, he wouldn’t be caught dead in Shelly’s little heap of junk. Still, she loved her car - it wasn’t much, but it got her from A to B and it was hers. She let out another sigh as she pulled into the medical school’s parking lot. Like clockwork, she paid for her parking ticket, placed it on the dashboard, grabbed her bag and then locked the car. Not that it’s worth stealing. She strode out of the car park with purpose.
Shelly made her way up the steps of the six-story red brick building and wound her way through the corridors to her tutorial room. She peeked in through the small window in the door, the whole group was there, including the professor. Shelly checked her watch, she was late, again. Sighing, she pushed the door open and rushed into the room offering her apologies. 
“So nice of you to join us,” the professor said, smiling sickly. Shelly rolled her eyes; Doctor Jacobs, her renal professor, could be a sarcastic old man, but overall, was kind and understanding.
“I’m sorry I’m late Doctor, lots of traffic on the way here, you understand.” Shelly flashed him a sweet smile. The professor chuckled and gestured toward the empty seat beside him. Shelly groaned inwardly. She hated sitting next to the professor, it meant that he could glance over all her notes as they were working through their hypothesis from last week’s tutorial. Shelly flopped down into the hard plastic chair, and the tutorial began.
“Now last week we were discussing the causes and mechanisms of acute renal failure,” the Professor began. “Would anyone like to start us off with a cause? And then we’ll go from there and discuss how it causes renal failure.” He looked down at Shelly’s notes and she closed her eyes in annoyance. 
“Ah!” Jacobs gave a happy grin. “Shelly, I can see you have been focusing on Non-Steroidal Anti-Inflammatory Drugs! Would you care to elaborate?” The rest of the class tittered at Shelly’s unfortunate position and Shelly felt hot. She felt extremely hot. She opened her eyes, and the room was a blur. As she held up her hands and wiggled her fingers, they blended into one another, and her head swam. She was vaguely aware of her classmates laughing.
“Shelly?” the Professor inquired. Shelly blinked several times to clear her vision and then the colour drained from her face.
“Shelly, are you alright?” This time she could hear Ella’s voice from across the table. Shelly felt dizzy and sick, and the room started to spin. Ella called out again urgently, “Shelly!”
Shelly screamed. Her chair shot back two feet as something hammered into her stomach. She doubled over, gasping. Sweat beaded on her forehead, and puffs of red dust escaped her lips as she coughed in an effort to breathe. She moaned and grasped at her stomach. It felt warm and wet to her touch. She lifted her hands and placed them in front of her face. They were covered in blood. Shelly looked at the professor and whimpered. 
“Help me! I’m bleeding!” The Professor gave her a concerned but confused look. The whole class gawked at Shelly for a few moments until she let out a quiet moan and her eyes rolled back into her head. To the shock of the entire room, she began to seize, falling to the floor, gasping and gurgling as though she were drowning. In between the muscle spasms, Shelly gasped for air. Her breathing became laboured and slow, as her body turned cold and weak. She was aware of her classmates as they, and the professor gathered around. She felt something soft being placed under her head and was vaguely aware of someone holding her hand. Gradually all sound faded away and there was nothing but the ringing in her ears. Shelly closed her eyes, and the world went black.




Chapter 4


Shelly woke with a start and drew in a deep breath of air. The action reminded her of movies she’d seen. The ones where people lie dying on the ground, beyond hope and life rushes back into their bodies, as they gasp for life while becoming fully conscious. It never happened in real life. She’s always considered it mere Hollywood drama, though her current awakening gave her pause to re-evaluate the ‘re-enactments’. Having taken a few moments to adjust to her sudden revival, Shelly’s eyes darted around the room. Bland curtains, speckled vinyl floor and a light box on the wall… She realised she was in hospital. She lay in a bed that surprised her with its comfort and tried to centre herself. The memory of the classroom incident exploded in the forefront of her mind. Shelly reefed down the sheet that covered her and pulled up her shirt. She searched for the wound that had caused the blood on her hands in the classroom. There was nothing. She rubbed her hands over the bare skin of her stomach and held up her hands, palms turned toward her face. Nothing! No blood, no pain, nothing to indicate there had ever been a wound, though Shelly could have sworn her hands were covered in red before she’d passed out.  
With tremendous relief, she lay her head back on the pillow, pulled the sheet up to her chest and stared at the ceiling. She listened to the noises
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