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TWICE IN ONE LIFETIME
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​The Cold Wait
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Misty November rain and a gusting north wind drive the chill close to a 1923 record low. Baptist Hospital—tied to Wake Forest’s School of Medicine—has led regional cardiac and cancer care for fifteen years, a thought that steadies Michael as he waits.

Hidden in the hospital’s labyrinth is a small exam room. Nurse Reyes enters, wheeling a computer cart, and checks his wristband and compares to the chart.

“Emergency contact?” she asks.

Michael stares at the ceiling. “Caroline—my ex. Don’t bother; she’d probably celebrate.”

“Confirm your age, fifty-eight?” Tapping the keys.

Michael nods. “Yes, ma’am.”

Reyes doesn’t look up. “Children?”

His throat tightens. “Two daughters—Gabby and Leigh. Gabby’s the last one who answers.”

“Sibling?”

He exhales. “Brother—Mark Harris. He moved out West.”

The door opens again. Michael glances into the next room. He looks back at the ceiling tiles. “I doubt I’ll fit in that...”

The technician’s smile is warm beneath a heavy country drawl. “First time in the tunnel? Don’t worry—I’ve never lost anyone in here.”

Michael flexes his fingers on the cold table. “Lucky you. My greatest loss wouldn’t fit in this machine.”

The tech’s brow furrows. “Your wife?”

“Ex-wife.”

The machine hums to life, its vibration as hollow as an empty house—no Caroline, no Gabby, no Leigh.



Assisted by the technician, he struggles off the table, examining the new open-ended MRI machine that dominates the immense room with curiosity—anything to divert his focus from the purpose of his visit this morning, annoyed that the flimsy hospital gown barely fits around him. An irritation that is brewing just under Michael’s calm demeanor. 

The room feels freezing, and although he usually shrugs off low temperatures, today, he can't ignore it. The absence of anyone with him intensifies his loneliness, a solitude rooted in history. Despite understanding the reasons, it didn't alleviate the pain. Sitting patiently in the wheelchair, Michael grows irritated at being wheeled around. His legs are perfectly fine, and the feeling of being treated like an invalid bothers him. 

“Hospital rules, my ass!” Michael growls.

Time seemingly slows to a standstill as he is alone for an hour, although he has no way of knowing.  There is no clock in the room, and Michael followed the rules, as he was instructed to remove any metal back in the examination room.  Not even a watch could be around the MRI during the scan.  The old man fights the intense urge to complain vigorously.  He thinks this is no way to treat a human being.

“Hmph, you barely qualify as a human being,” Michael mutters in disgust, shaking his head.

Michael anticipates the orderly returning to the room. He waits in the cold room, listening to the quiet humming of the intricate medical equipment. This isolation is all that he has left. It isn’t like the technicians and orderlies care about him; they are just doing a thankless job that is often overlooked, he knows, but it is of no comfort to him.

“I'm sorry, Mr. Carson,” the young orderly apologizes as he swiftly waltzes into the room. The orderly flips the brake handles on both wheels. 

“Finally!” Michael tries to protest. “I’ve been left here over an...”

As the orderly whips the wheelchair around, he effortlessly drapes a thin blanket over Michael. He doesn’t seem to hear the statement, let alone react. After settling Mr. Carson, the orderly spins the wheelchair around in a different direction and exits the room. They rapidly move down the corridor.

“...hour!” Michael hangs on to the armrests, gasping as he yells, “Hey! Where’s the fire, kid?”

“That’s a good one, sir,” Rolling his eyes, the young man replies politely. “Just need to get you back to Doctor Silva’s office.” 

“Will he have an answer today?” Michael inquires, hoping his situation is not as dire as he fears. He tries not to be unsettled by the wheelchair's reckless maneuvering.

“Doctor Silva will discuss that with you, but I think it usually takes a week to get and review the results.  Oh, watch your feet, sir,” The orderly explains, spinning the wheelchair around. “Hold the elevator door, please!”

The orderly steps backward with the wheelchair into the large elevator car.  Michael shivers under the sad excuse of a blanket.  Michael decides the elevator is colder than in the MRI room. This is humiliating, and he wants to scream at the staff. He knew that was not going to help.  It probably would not make him feel better. He sighs. As the doors close, Michael can see across the hallway through the large glass windows that the cold November rain has turned to snow.  

“Perfect...” Michael quietly snaps. The tone is draped in sarcasm as the young orderly engages in a conversation with a pretty nurse as if Michael isn’t there.
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Storm​ of Regret
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Snow whips across the streetlamp, its light fracturing through drifting drifts. Inside Terry’s Bar, the warmth hits Michael like a wall—cotton-thick air, low hum of generators, amber glow flickering off brass rails. He slips off his coat, snow melting in puddles at his boots.

It’s January 29, 2022, and a heavy snowstorm blankets the East Coast, covering the small town of Denton, Rhode Island, in a layer of pristine white snow–it has fallen for twelve hours, leaving most of the town without power. Michael Willis Carson III, now in his late fifties, sits alone in Terry’s Bar—a place he’s frequents on many lonely nights. The bar is unusually crowded tonight beig one of the few businesses left with a working generator, but to Michael, it’s just another backdrop to his isolation. He’s seated at the end of the bar on his usual stool, a spot the regulars leave open out of unspoken respect—or perhaps avoidance.

Terry slides a Jack and Coke onto the scarred wood. “Rough night, Carson?”

Michael doesn’t look up. He lifts the glass by the rim, knuckles whitening around the cold metal. “Not rough enough.”

Gabby’s words crack through his mind: “I don’t want to see you ever again.”

His fist tightens on the glass— it rattles against the coaster. A shard cuts his palm; blood beads along a crease. He presses fingers to his lips, tasting metal.

Terry sets a napkin under Michael’s hand. “Shelter run tomorrow?”

Michael flexes frost-nipped fingers. He traces a circle on the condensation, then shakes his head. “Not in my plan.”

He stands and peers through frost-streaked windows at drifts piling against the door. Empty stools line the bar—he’s the only patron watching the storm bury the street. The generator’s drone fills his ears. He takes a slow breath, the sharp sting of regret in every inhale.

Encouraged by a local pastor, he’s reached out to those from his past, confronting the painful truth of his selfishness, control, and ingrained narcissism. For years, he believed he was one of the “good guys,” only to realize how deeply he’s hurt the people closest to him.

“I think the power company uses these storms to screw us,” One of the bald guys complains. A regular patrol that Michael enjoys debating, more like humiliatinng.

“Ted, shut up and drink!” His bald friend responds and downs his beer.

Michael shakes off the noise of the other people in the bar. He focuses on how he ended up here. At the pastor’s urging, Michael has taken steps to make amends, though many of those he wronged are no longer alive. Several friends have passed away, some tragically lost to suicide. His parents, too, are gone, and he regrets never apologizing to his mother for not being the son she deserved. He thinks of his father, knowing they were cut from the same cloth, but he wonders if he’d ask forgiveness if he could see him one last time.

Michael’s extended family is a similar story of regret. He was never close to his cousins, except Scott, who struggled through a difficult childhood only to fall into addiction. Their relationship soured over a pointless political argument, and they haven’t spoken since 2010. He wishes he’d been there for Scott. It’s one of many regrets he carries, a reminder of his selfishness.

“Stop beating yourself up, Michael,” The man whispers to his shot glass.

Then there’s his Uncle John, the last of his mother’s siblings, who passed away in 2018. They’d tried to reconnect, but Michael suspected his uncle’s avoidance was tied to Michael's many years of negative comments. John, a kind man who had quietly lived with his partner long before it was socially accepted, had been his mother’s favorite sibling. Another bridge burned, another painful memory of his own ignorance.

“So many have left me...”

The thought of his estranged brother, Mark, who moved to the West Coast to escape Michael’s toxic presence, weighs heavily on him as well. Some relationships are beyond saving. He pulls out his iPhone, looking at an old photo of Gabby and Leigh. The fond memory is spoiled by Gabby’s anger on the phone call still echoes in his mind, and the drink in front of him does little to numb the sting. Gabby had spoken the truth. For all his attempts at change, he knows he’s failed his daughters. Taking another drink of Jack and Coke, Michael searches for relief, but tonight, nothing seems to dull the pain of his past. 

It is coming to the point that Michael is ready to die, though he has no choice. There is nothing left.  His fear that an insensitive man is still in his heart, a selfish, immature child, and that is the underlying truth he can’t escape. Michael has to expend every ounce of his will not to be that man.  It is a tiring endeavor.  The monster will come back with the right trigger in his life. Tonight, Michael is exhausted from trying to keep his inner monster at bay. Disgusted, he took another drink from the glass but found it was merely ice.

Waving the empty glass, Michael demands another drink, “Terry!”

The owner and bartender, Terry, is uncharacteristically quiet tonight. Even after a couple of hours, there is no polite chit-chat.  Michael assumes it must be because he has been an ass to everyone for weeks. The news from Doctor Silva has spoiled any goodness he may have had left. Michael hates himself. He hates everyone. Even though he has made progress on being a better person, there isn’t anyone left for it to matter. Time has become his enemy.

“Uh, Mister Carson?” A young woman interrupts his thoughts.

Michael prepares to snap back bitterly but sees it is the young newlywed couple who lives in the townhouse beside his. “Yeah?”

“We don’t mean to intrude, sir,” The younger man answers.

“Oh...uh, Joseph, my apologies. You’ll have to excuse me, I don’t think I’d be good company tonight. Thank you, but it’s best if I remain in solitude,” Michael replies, sipping his drink.

“Is everything ok, Mister Carson?” She asks, compassion flowing easily from her heart.

“Yes, Sarah. Only spending quality time with my only friend,” Michael slurs in response as he holds his glass for them to see.

“We received a text,” Joseph motions with his phone. “Power company fixed the lines...”

“Yes, sir, we wanted to offer you a ride home,” Sarah adds with a nervous smile.

A tear forms in Michael’s eye, “Hm...that is most kind, but I'm not ready to be ferried home...” He fears being alone tonight.

Sarah looks at her husband with an urgent compassion. Joseph smiles, “Yes, sir. Sarah and I are going to order sandwiches; we can wait.”

“Would you...” Michael answers. “You would do that for me?”

“Absolutely, Mister Carson,” Sarah laughs in relief. “We will be over there.” Pointing at the corner booth.

Michael is speechless as he watches the couple walk away. He should have been in a better mood. His latest therapist commented that he is so proud of their last session.  For forty-six years, Michael lived a life with a self-loathing that smothered everything else. He felt that something had to be wrong with him. Some mental diseases that had to be cured.  The young Michael had no one to talk to about this. However, in retrospect, Michael’s mother was someone he should have trusted. 

As a teenager, he began spiraling out of control. He lost interest in everything. He was well-known in high school as a student who didn’t care. He started hanging with the wrong crowd. Those new friends were people who also made bad choices, which added poisonous fuel to Michael’s toxic tendencies.

Michael could feel alone in a room crowded with people. Battling depression and hopelessness, he tried alcohol and pot at nineteen, disastrous choices leading to life as an alcoholic.  Bouncing around from one empty relationship to another, he eventually succeeded in finding a steady girlfriend.  Their connection was simple. It was good sex.  A heterosexual relationship that his father and the world would approve of. Eventually, Michael dove blindly into a marriage doomed to fail. It took a few years, but Michael tried to turn his life around. It was unsuccessful. 

He was determined not to be an absent father like Willis Carson, Jr. was. His father had been distant and unloving to Michael and his brother. Decades have come with so many failures piling up. It was inevitable, considering that Michael did not have a good role model for how to be a dad. Michael’s choices became mistake after mistake, coupled with a selfish desire. Michael ended up being a carbon copy of his dad. Perhaps, by comparison, Michael was even worse. So many years wasted. It wasn’t until Michael started going to the last therapist that he was able to have a breakthrough. A highly regarded mental health expert in Providence, Doctor Ezekiel Elmhurst specialized in helping patients reconcile their past.  Terry, of all people, recommended him.

“Uh...Terry,” Michael yells. “I need another!”

Terry walks over and places the glass on the counter before him.  Michael lost track of how much he has consumed that day, but he doesn’t care. Gabby is his last chance to steer away from damnation. 

The call did not go the way I wanted, nothing has lately. Michael consoles himself. The monster has never left.  Gabby had forced it out. It isn’t her fault; Michael brought everything upon himself.  It was another phone call full of regrets and words that should not have been said. Terry slides the drink across the bar to Michael.

“Thanks, Terry...Hey, cheers, bud,” Michael lifts the glass, spilling a few drops amongst the drunken laughs.

“The good doctor would not approve,” A polite Englishman declares.

Startled by the comment, Michael looks around.  Sitting beside him is an older gentleman with a full head of graying hair. He is nicely adorned in a pressed white linen suit.  He has dark blue eyes that command respect but offer empathy. Michael smiles.  A new patron would rarely stumble into his web.  But Michael is not looking for a sparring partner tonight; he doesn’t want to be alone. The alcohol helping him forget about Joseph and Sarah, and Terry is not being friendly this evening.

“What doctor do you mean, old man?” Michael slurs, looking at the man suspiciously.

“Doctor Elmhurst.  I have seen you in his lobby,” The man’s voice is strangely calming. “I often bring the lost to see the good doctor.  He sincerely cares about all of his patients.”

“Elmhurst?” Michael clumsily answers.  “Oh, yeah... the new shrink. Listen up, bub, he may care, but he hasn’t done shit to help me...” Pointing his finger back to the kind gentleman’s chest.

“Come now, Micheal.” The older man smiles. “You underestimate the positive changes you’ve made since becoming his patient.”

Michael tries to stand but can’t. He almost falls to the ground, but the stranger steadies and sits him back down. Gabriel is strong for an older man, and Michael is not expecting that. The old man guides Michael back to the stool and helps him get situated. 

Stunned, Michael asks, “Thanks, uh...did you tell me your name?”

“My name is Gabriel,” he smiles. “Come, Michael, tell me what is bothering you tonight.”

Despite Michael’s demeanor, Gabriel is very polite and does not lose his composure. Michael is about to unleash a string of harsh sarcasm to chase the old man away, but he realizes that Gabriel is offering to listen to him.  Tonight, Michael only wants to be heard. He longs not to be alone.

“Ok, I just might,” Michael slurs. “But I only talk with people I share drinks with. Terry!”

Terry slowly approaches, “Are you needing something?”

“Terry,” Michael stutters. “I would die for a screwdriver. Hold the OJ, my good man. Oh, and my friend here; uh, this fine mate would like...”

Gabriel smiles, “Water and ice, Michael.”

“Oh, the hard stuff!” Michael laughs, slapping the wooden bar with his free hand. “Water on the rocks for this fine English gentleman!”

Terry grimaces, looking at Michael with curiosity. Without saying anything, he goes to the other end of the bar. Michael has a proud look on his face. He glances at Gabriel with a goofy grin.  Terry returns with two glasses.  He sets them both in front of Michael.  Terry lets out a huff and walks away.  Michael thinks I will have to ask Terry why he had such an attitude this evening, but at this particular moment, I do not care.

“A toast, my good sir?” Michael starts laughing.

“How about we toast you, Michael?  I would like to hear your story.” Gabriel speaks softly.

Michael raises his glass and taps the other, “Cheers, my good mate.  May fortune be kind to me before I die.”

“Haven’t you had a blessed life?” Gabriel asks with a comforting appeal to his voice.

"Blessed?" Michael grunts, his laughter bitter. "I'm a terrible person. The only one I ever cared about was myself. I deceived myself into thinking I was a better person than I truly am. Like a colossal tornado, I've left a trail of destruction everywhere I've been. I've hurt the people I claimed to love... if I ever even truly felt love. I don't know what I did to them, but I understand it's all my fault."

Gabriel sits patiently, absorbing Michael's confession. "No one bears the full weight of responsibility in the complexities of life. Human beings are interconnected in ways that often elude their perception. Every action can potentially alter another person's life, often without their awareness or consent. Yet, Michael, you must still take accountability for your good and bad choices."

“That doesn't make me feel any better.” A tear rolls down Michael's cheek as he responds, "I want to be a better person, Gabe. I do. But I keep messing it up! It takes every ounce of my being to resist becoming the monster that I am. But, I can't do it anymore. There's no one left to care about me." Michael sighs deeply, gazing at his glass of alcohol.

“You would be surprised, Michael,” Gabriel smiles, standing close to Michael’s shoulder.

“Nothing would surprise me, Gabe,” Michael utters in disgust, taking a significant taste of his drink. “The only thing I have to look forward to is death...”

"Perhaps, Michael. That’s a step in the journey that everyone must confront inevitability," Gabriel remarks, placing a comforting hand on Michael's shoulder. "Yet, in my extensive experiences, I've observed that humans often fear the challenges of life more than the prospect of death."

“Yeah? Even if their life is nothing but pain?” Michael asks with sorrow.

Gabriel laughs warmly, his eyes glistening in the light, “Probably more so when that is the case. But death isn’t the center of your pain tonight. Are you worried about the call with your daughter? I suspect that deep in her heart, she wants you to succeed. Leigh wants the same thing.  To gain forgiveness, you first have to forgive yourself, Mike.”

“Forgiveness?” Michael starts a drunken laugh, “You sound like a slimy preacher off TV beggin’ for money to get saved.”

“I am not here to save you, Mike,” Gabriel replies resolutely, folding his arms while observing Michael as he speaks.

“Or...uh...I bet you’re a speaker from a Dale Carnegie class.  Are you trying to sell me something?” Michael laughs hard; his eyes dance with a faint spark.  “Uh...wait.  Did you call me Mike?”

“I did.” Gabriel tilts his head slightly to the left, and a small smile grows.  “That is what your friends called you, wasn’t it?”

Michael is getting a headache.  He gulps down the rest of his drink.  It doesn’t help.  He shifts his weight on the stool.  His right leg grows numb, as always.  Years of being overweight have long past made the simple things complicated. He stares at Gabriel.  The old man is smiling.  He has a pleasant way to him. After a few moments, Michael does not feel the least bit hostile.  The longer they talk, the more at peace Mike feels.

“I haven’t gone by Mike since I dropped out of high school,” Mike clarifies, realizing he slipped up; he quickly counters. “But being a dropout doesn’t make me stupid!”

“Absolutely, Mike.”  Gabriel pridefully boasts, “You drove yourself hard to be a monetary success.  Despite not being a college graduate, you pull in a six-figure income.  You are better at analysis than the younger software engineers with all the degrees.”

“Damn, Gabe.  You been spying on me?” Mike slurs and leans forward, forcing portions of his drink to spill over the rim.

Gabriel chuckles, “No, but I have seen your file.  In my line of work, I must have full knowledge of the people I help.  Otherwise, I could make things worse.”

“My life couldn’t get any worse...”

Gabriel scratches his chin, carefully planning his next words. “You still have not told me why you are in such pain tonight. I know that Gabby upset you, but her anger is nothing new. Was it the MRI? No, that was over a month ago.  Tell me, what has brought you to this particular bar tonight?” The older gentleman thoughtfully watches Michael.

“Simple, it is the past; there is no future,” Mike lets out a tired sigh. “I was not joking about leaving a path of destruction. I have hurt everyone—loved ones, acquaintances, and strangers alike. I was oblivious to the fact that I am a bad person.  I have tried to reach out to anyone and everyone that is still alive to apologize. A few forgave me and will talk to me now. One forgave me but did not want any contact. Some cuss me out; others hang up.  Some never reply. It hurts, but it has never left a void in my heart...”

“Interesting. Who did that to your heart, Mike?” Gabriel probes, looking into Mike’s eyes. 

“The one person I'm speaking of is Robert Davis,” Mike fights back the tears. “Robbie was my best friend in high school. He and I were close for many years.  I think my soul died on February 17th, 1981.”

“That was a bad day for us all, Mike,” Gabriel consoles him, resting his hand on Mike’s shoulder.

Not listening, Mike continues, “I gave up.  I stopped going to school. Stopped seeing my friends. I met Catherine and thought I was in love.  It was just sex. Great sex! But empty. I let all that come between me and Robbie. I tried to locate him through the years...”-

Absorbing everything Mike is saying, Gabriel concludes, “I take it Robbie is significant to you.”

“Robbie was the once-in-a-lifetime kind of best friend, and I lost him,” Mike sobs. “...years ago, I had given up trying to find him.  I always assumed he had moved away and would never be found again. About three weeks ago, I was doing a job search on xFerma, a dedicated website for anyone on the Certified Analytics Board. It connects people with a technical background. The forum often suggests members with whom you can connect.  That day, Robbie appeared on my list. Just like that, out of the blue. After years of searching with no results, some algorithm finds him one day and puts him on my list. Maybe fate was being kind? I sent an instant message to him on the forum. I did not hear anything back. At least I tried, right?”

“You tried, but it wasn’t what you expected?” Gabriel asks. “Humans always want more.”

“A few days ago, I went to the website to check on one of the job postings I applied to,” Mike cries. “At that time, I noticed that he had blocked my profile. It is one thing to see that I messaged him and chose to ignore it. He blocked me... He had to take the time to set up a blocking filter. He must really hate me.”

“Maybe he thought you were from Dale Carnegie and was trying to sell him something?” Gabriel jokes.

“If that was the case, he could have just ignored the IM. The CAB Forum isn’t like other social media sites; I don’t know anyone who checks it regularly. Blocking me was a message,” Mike takes a deep breath, downing more of the liquor. “The pain was deeper than that. I did not get the chance to apologize to him. More than any of the other people I reached out to, not talking to him hurt the most. I hurt deep within my heart, Gabe...”

“Did you tell Doctor Elmhurst?” Gabriel suggests. “Perhaps the doctor could act as a liaison between you?”

“Gabe, are you crazy? That’s internet stalker talk!” Mike exclaims. “Besides, I'm afraid of what could happen.  I know I deserve this.  Robbie’s reason for closing me off could be because of any one of a thousand thoughtless comments or selfish actions I have done. I hoped that maybe we could be friends again. I wanted Robbie to be my twice-in-one-lifetime best friend. I was a fool for thinking such things. I was, uh, I am...so unworthy of his friendship.  I was a fool to think my life could end happily. The reality is that I just wanted to have closure with him.” Michael buries his face in his hands as the pain returns. He sobs quietly.

“Hmm,” Gabriel said with a smile of satisfaction, lost in deep thought. “Twice in one lifetime.  That is a great idea, Mike.  Another toast?”

With much excitement, Mike reaches for his glass, “Always ready for more booze, Gabe!”

Mike picks up his glass. He is confused; it is still full. He wonders when did Terry refill the drink. It didn’t matter; Mike proudly held the glass high. He smiles at Gabriel. Oddly, Mike is fv veeling at peace. The headache is gone. This impromptu therapy session has helped. Michael thinks Gabriel is much cheaper than the psychiatrist I have been seeing...

“OK, Gabriel.  Here’s to Twice in One Lifetime!” Mike yells out...
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​Neither Purgatory nor Hell
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The darkness of the void is all around him. Mike feels his existence spinning around in an uncontrolled fashion. He has nothing to focus on. There is no sound.  There is no sense of being.  However, Mike is falling like a stone thrown from a mountain cliff. He knows that this fall will end; it would have to!  

Michael spins in the void.

A distant roar—wind or memory—rips at his eardrums.

No light. No end.

Mike remembers his life.  It seemed oddly distant to him but incredibly clear at the moment. Mike thinks that he is hollow. In an undeniable sense, he is not a man anymore. Just a shell of a man in the emptiness. He has no visual reference but guesses he is falling at incredible speed. He could see the effects of the wind passing over him but not the sound or the feeling of reality.

Michael tumbles through an endless black.

A rushing hiss fills his ears—colder than any wind he’s known.

He thrashes, but the void yields no purchase. His fingertips scrape against nothing.

He tries to speak—voice fractures in his throat. Silence presses in, heavier than stone. His limbs jerk; phantom gravity clenches his chest. He coughs, breath ragged.

Somewhere beyond, a snap: like a breaking branch or the crack of his own spine. Cold seeps up his arms, though no breeze stirs. His skin prickles with ice and dread.

He tastes metal—fear bleeding across his tongue. He presses sweaty palms to his ribs, hunting for a heartbeat.

“Am I dead?” Confused, an uncertain Mike asks. But there is no one with him.

His voice is distorted. He thinks it is someone else speaking but using his voice. This must be some bizarre dream that I'm having. Yet it does not feel like a dream to him, and it does not feel like reality either. Mike screams in frustration and terror from the unknown.

“Dammit, answer me! Am I dead?” Mike pleads to the emptiness.

He is answered by silence. The idea that hell is a place of pain and torment is a commonly held belief. Mike instantly worries.  Is his eternity going to be this? Alone and forever falling to some dreadful ending. There isn’t even a demon here to torture and keep him company. 

“But is this purgatory where I can be redeemed?” Michael asks. "Or Hell and my final damnation?”

Michael Willis Carson, the third, is alone. Uniquely alone. The only object within this prison. It would be fitting if this is the verdict of the universe being served after a trial. The Judge deems Mike Carson guilty, and the sentencing is harsh. Eternity in solitude...

“I do not want to die alone!” Mike yells at the top of his lungs, believing he must still be in the bar.  “Gabriel! Help! Terry!  Anybody!”

The sound is the same.  It is disconnected and is not him. Mike is afraid. Being alone is the worst fate he could have faced. He knew it was too late to beg for forgiveness. No one would have listened to him. Tears begin to well up in his eyes. There is no one with him. The void is empty, except for himself. He has no idea how long he has been here. Time has no meaning to Mike. 

Then, his memories begin to flow in his mind. With flashes of vivid images of his life, he experiences each moment with an intensity, such realism that he cannot ignore.  He is five.  Michael has just stolen his older brother’s favorite toy.  Michael has no excuse.  He is in pain.  Their parents are arguing non-stop; if he could get them to stop and focus on something else! He wants to hug them both, but it is all in his mind. He is alone. Memory after memory appears in his mind, completely recounting his life.  Michael sobs uncontrollably.  He does not need this reminder of the bitterness in his life. But it worsens as the memories morph into a new perspective. 

He can hear the thoughts of those he has hurt. A loud chorus of condemnation. Indeed, this was the work of the devil, Mike fears. Time has felt like this experience has been countless days of constant guilt.  Yet time has no meaning in the void. Michael exists in nonexistence. He has not slept.  He is not tired. Michael does not want to sleep. His body could not sleep. This is his reality now. He is fully aware of every second.  Being forced to experience their feelings, there is no way to hide from his past, from their pain. Michael sees his parents. Every disappointment he gave them.  His grandparents.  He can hear his grandmother’s daily prayers.  He can feel how much Anne Marie Dalton loves him and the hurt she feels as he wastes his life.

“Stop!” Michael screams as the memories flow.

The pain worsens, and he can hear Gabby and Leigh's prayers. Their sadness burns like acid covering his heart. His body shakes from crying uncontrollably. There is no comfort, no relief, only the endless void, nothing in every direction. Mercy is nowhere close in this emptiness. Michael wants it to end.  

In desperation, Mike yells out, “Please!  Just fuckin’ stop. Forgive me, I beg of you...”
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​Second Chances
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Mike suddenly jerks and gasps deeply for air. His body aches as if he’s been falling for days, slamming down into his own past. A textbook tumbles off his desk, and he looks around, dazed, feeling every eye in the room on him. Mike sits upright, terror coursing through him.

Mrs. Austin, her expression a blend of frustration and pity, fixes her gaze on him and steps away from the blackboard. He feels exposed. He takes a breath and feels the air filling his lungs. He closes his eyes and draws in another. Mike surveys the classroom as Mrs. Austin places her hands on her hips.

“Mr. Carson, can you please...” Mrs. Austin barks.

“Sorry, ma’am. I do not mean to disrupt class—I must have fallen asleep,” Mike says, meeting his classmates’ eyes. “I apologize. It won’t happen again.”

He runs a hand along the rough desk surface—real, solid. This isn’t another memory; this is real. Mike raps his knuckles on the wood. The scent of chalk dust and the faint murmur of a locker slamming in the hallway bring him back—this is 1980, his high school, unmistakable. The hum of the fluorescent lights echoes overhead.

The shocked expression on Mrs. Austin's face highlights her deep concern. She has given up trying to solve whatever is troubling this student. In her fifteen years of teaching, she has never seen anyone give up so entirely as Mike Carson has. She even got to the point of not caring if he slept in her class. Nothing has worked with him before. Reluctantly, she had written him off some time ago.  

Mike looks around the room as if he needs to recognize where he is.  His hands shake as he reaches for his glasses, eyes wide with the realization: this is a second chance.  Michael remembers having corrective eye surgery in 2004. He thinks wearing glasses feels unnatural. He looks around the room in awe. For a moment, Mrs. Austin suspects drugs.  She will mention this to the guidance counselor. She decides to let Mr. Hammond handle this young man.  Mrs. Austin does not care any longer.  She returns to the lecture as if nothing has happened. She doesn’t let him steal any more time from her hardworking students.
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