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			“Angels in the OR is about a spiritual journey of a very alive and honest woman. She hides nothing from her truthful account of living dying and living more fully. Tricia Barker is an engaging and compassionate person who has found her purpose in life. Following her beautifully written story will confirm the readers about their own journey. Share the light with her as she brings the love into our world.”

			—Howard Storm, author of My Descent into Death, is a minister, writer, and painter

			“This is one book you won’t want to miss! Angels in the OR: What Dying Taught Me about Healing, Survival, and Transformation is exceptionally beautiful and enthralling. Tricia Barker’s near-death experience is remarkable. With each turn of the page there are powerful insights and understandings that could change your life. This outstanding book is expertly written, remarkably easy to read, and enthusiastically recommended.”

			—Jeffrey Long, M.D., author of New York Times bestselling Evidence of the Afterlife: The Science of Near-Death Experiences 

			“Tricia Barker’s Angels in the OR is far more than the story of a profound near-death experience. It is a book of profound spiritual wisdom, which comes from the author’s life of healing from great physical pain, emotional trauma, and most of all from her inspiring dedication to her life as a teacher. I was deeply moved by this book. The light and infinite love of God often shines through Tricia Barker’s words.”

			—Kenneth Ring, Ph.D., retired Professor Emeritus of psychology at the University of Connecticut and a researcher within the field of near-death studies
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			FOREWORD

			The light shines in the darkness, 
and the darkness has not overcome it.

			—John 1:5

			Those who have had near-death experiences open a window to what exists after death for those of us who have not yet had a glimpse of it. The sill widens to allow us new insight and an infusion of light.

			One of the remarkable things I have learned through my research of near-death experiences and those in coma is that often the most compromised of physical bodies have the most transcendental experiences.

			Imagine your back completely crushed in a car crash, so forcefully that you are constrained by a body cast for months. Tricia Barker shares with us how, in moments after an accident, she was touched by a profound radiance. Its presence imbues her storytelling and her life.

			The two angels sent waves of intense light, which transferred many messages to me all at once. The light emitted from the eyes of the angels flowed directly into my spirit body, allowing me to access information faster than the fastest possible broadband speed. Messages were given in the form of completed thoughts and feelings, not individual words. The knowledge they sent into my spirit form not only felt comforting, but it also altered the way I viewed everything about my life.

			Light is central to the accounts of people who have had near-death experiences, so much so that books about the topic often include the word in the title: Transformed by the Light, Lessons from the Light, Divine Light, and The Light Beyond. Tricia describes her experience of the light:

			Light seemed to contain both healing power and knowledge… A large part of me never wanted to leave the safety of that place. I felt no stress and more love than I ever imagined possible. I felt more joy and contentment than even the brightest moments this life ever provided, and I did not want to return to my body. No person had ever shown me a love like this love. I had no idea it was possible to feel this good. If a soul could smile, then my soul smiled, and I drowsed comfortably without worry.

			In every way, this book is about following the light and trusting it even when everything around us is aimed at extinguishing it. Some books about NDEs have a kind of fairytale ending, as they share the miracles that lead to grand transformations. However, Tricia offers a more sober, measured view of the near-death experience and how life unfolds in its wake. The book is a reminder for me that monumental change occurs very often in small steps. Even after the greatest revelations, life may bring us setbacks, intensified self-doubt, challenges to our new-found wisdom. The divine, Tricia reminds us, is ever-present, but so are the challenges of our very ordinary lives, as we reconcile past trespasses with the present and seek love, meaning, and self-confidence.

			As Tricia shares her life story with us—as she rises from poverty, heals from a devastating car accident, and the collisions that love can bring—she also shares the light, the powerful but gentle, ever-present light that inspired her to become a teacher, and find new ways to love and live.

			One of the most important things I have learned from dying is that death is not real but feels like birth into a new realm of understanding. We go on, and we keep learning and exploring. We continue to understand our connection to God and how deeply we are loved.

			Once Tricia has fought back to health from her immobilizing car accident, she is only in her mid-twenties, and travels in hope to fully heed the words of wisdom of her angels to “become a teacher.” She lands in South Korea to teach English, but while living in this country she is brutally raped. And yet, the light persists. The light guides her through this moment so that she can later help students who survived similar traumas.

			In Tricia’s story, I see my story, and I imagine you will see yours as well because it is a tale of how we must struggle sometimes to bring the light of our spirits into a world that can be cruel. Tricia captivated me; her writing is so beautifully detailed and authentic as she shares not only the breathtaking moments of near-death but also the very challenges of bringing the light back, as she confronts the realities of violence against children and women, unsympathetic institutions, and the classrooms of students who bring lifetimes of rage and frustration with them.

			I recognize in her story the incalculable distance at times between the sacred and the profane. How many of us have had deeply spiritual moments perhaps in meditation, at our houses of worship, or simply walking on the beach, or on a mountain trail at sunrise? In those moments, we may feel profound connection to Source, and its palpable presence in our lives until we are back at work or betrayed by a sweetheart or assaulted unexpectedly.

			What makes Angels in the OR so compelling to me is that not only does it ride the remarkable wave of Tricia Barker’s near-death experience, but that it is also pulled by the currents of history as she questions how we can best live a good life and bring the light into the shadows of this world.

			The questions Tricia asks, and the answers she shares with us, speak to the issues of our time, as the #metoo movement and human trafficking gain greater attention and more people are asking questions about what it means to be a woman or a man in these turbulent times. And how can we all balance the realities of our sexual identities with what Tricia describes as our eternal self?

			I couldn’t find an answer to why women were often treated as objects both in the U.S. and in Asia. I knew that I was an eternal being, far greater and vaster than my physical form, but being in the body of a young woman was beginning to make my journey feel treacherous… How was I going to help other women? My gender seemed an unfair cross to bear, and I missed what it felt like to shed my gender and be a spirit.

			We all stand in both worlds with the constraints of our bodies and the limitless, timelessness of our souls and spirits. I loved that Tricia put a voice to this reality and throughout the book, she teaches us of the polarities of our lives as we swing between our embodied identities as men and women and that of being eternal souls; our ability to betray one another and our great capacity of love; the light-filled innocence of our spirits and the darker forces of those who bring suffering to others.

			The truth is, I would’ve preferred to stay on the other side, but I didn’t have a choice. The decision was made for me to return. I felt my soul sucked backwards through a dark wind toward my body. Re-entering my physical body felt like being swallowed by a painful, narrowing darkness.

			Many of us who have not had NDEs can also relate to the painful, narrowing darkness Tricia describes. How do we bring our spiritual practices and the expansion of spirit we may feel when we engage in them into our day-to-day lives? We hear from certain spiritual perspectives that we each individually create and manifest our own reality, and yet, how do we make sense of this in a world where there are real injustices? Tricia writes:

			Guilt wouldn’t help me heal, and the only thing that seemed accurate is that rape happens to young women all over the world and the statistics are horrifying. My vibration didn’t manifest a stalker or this rape; rather, the collective unconscious had created rape culture—a culture that gives men power over women and doesn’t often hold them responsible for violence against women. From that point forward, my power would lie in my ability to survive PTSD, to learn ways to heal, and to fight to create a safer world.

			Part of Tricia’s answer lies in first learning to fully love ourselves as we also turn that light outward: We are intrinsically and deeply connected to this powerful divine light, and it is our divine right to love ourselves the way God loves us.

			The answer also rests in our acknowledging the very real injustices that exist and, in whatever ways we can, bring light to them.

			When Tricia Barker died, the light of God instructed her to return to her life and pursue a career as a teacher. Teaching, at its best, reveals the inherent goodness of both teacher and student. Teaching also heals, as it levels the field so that all can have the tools to express their voices and find mastery in the world.

			I walked with one of them into town and told him that teaching was a holy profession to me. Though I might make mistakes in the rest of my life, I wanted to be there for their soul’s journey in any small way.

			The light offered Tricia a remarkable gift as she was called to teach. True callings have that quality of the angels or muses sitting on our shoulders, whispering in our ears as they guide our way, often as we mend what is shattered:

			I could read the emotions of students, knowing when they zoned out, when ideas and connections happened in their brains, and when their hearts were moved. I could tell when they squinted in disbelief, so I pushed harder, breaking through their cognitive barriers. I felt the presence of my angels at times, taking over my body and giving me the right words at the right time.

			Tricia extends the light of her near-death experience to the neglected voices and perspectives of her students and the institutions where she works. For thirty years, I also taught in some of the most under-served neighborhoods. I have witnessed the power of teaching and writing to shed light on students’ truths and empower their lives. As Tricia explains:

			I made him promise to keep writing about his life and to write his way out of that life. I did my best to give him a thread of light to guide him to a new place in life. For a few magical moments, I watched his face transform as he looked at me, believing that I saw something special in him.

			When we see our learners with the very eyes that the angels see us, we can inspire them to greater good, just as our angels inspire us. Tricia followed the guidance of her NDE and has brought the gift of learning to her students. Now she also delivers lessons to those of us whose classrooms have no walls.

			Angels in OR offers true inspiration and affirmation that something beyond this Earth exists and can be accessed for personal and social good. This book also invites each of us to consider the realities of our broken world and our broken selves and how in the very fissures we may find healing and light.

			 

			Lisa Smartt

			Author of Words at the Threshold

			Athens, Georgia 2018

		


		
			 

			PART I

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER ONE

			THE ACCIDENT

			“It is worth dying to find 
out what life is.”

			—T.S. Eliot

			I am one of the worst passengers you could ever have in your car. I hang on to the door, bite my nails, and narrate everything happening on the highway—just in case the driver didn’t immediately see the red taillights of the car five thousand feet away. I wouldn’t want myself as a passenger, but I don’t enjoy driving either.

			The only time I’m not afraid in a car is when I’m driving over tall bridges. I imagine if the car were to somehow veer off and fall, the impact would result in instant death. You see, I’m not afraid of death. I am afraid of the physical pain from surviving a car wreck. I’ve survived one before, on a Sunday morning in April 1994. That was when my 1988 Honda Civic Hatchback collided with a SUV at sixty-five miles per hour.

			I was twenty-two years old and in my best physical shape since starting college. I had been training hard for the Austin Capitol 10K, even allowing myself to dream of placing or winning; however unlikely, the image of success made me run faster.

			I had a lot of pain to outrun, especially some harsh words from a man I’d loved more deeply than I believed I could love. I pictured outrunning the image of his beautiful face marked by his cruel mouth and devilish goatee. I ran away from his prediction that terrible things would happen in my life and he didn’t want to be around to see any of them happen.

			I always practiced the last mile at full speed, grimace-smiling as I reached speeds that were damned fast, nearing my five-minute mile goal. I ran toward graduation, only a few short weeks away. I ran through the pain toward a bright sunlight that represented my future in my mind’s eye. I had no idea on the day of the race that my decision not to stop for coffee at 7-Eleven, as was my habit, would alter my life forever.

			The wreck seemed to happen instantly. I barely even had time to move my foot to the brake before the impact of the collision. A tall, broad-shouldered man—I would later learn his name was Mister Flores—got out of his SUV holding his two-year old daughter, blood streaming down his face. His windshield had shattered and embedded pieces of glass in his forehead and head; my heart pounded furiously when I realized his little girl was injured as well. A tiny stream of blood ran from her hairline down her face.

			As gruesome as Mister Flores and his tiny daughter looked, I quickly realized I was in much worse shape because I couldn’t get out of the car. I couldn’t even reach my registration and insurance in the glove box, and my body felt incredibly hot. I sat slumped against the driver’s door, screaming loudly out the window, “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! I’m sorry!”

			I didn’t know if the accident was my fault, but I assumed it might have been and felt relieved that this hadn’t happened coming back from a party or a night out on Sixth Street. I know the first light at the long, curved intersection at Guadalupe and Lamar was yellow. I know I gunned it, hoping to get a good parking spot for the race. I know I wasn’t aware of anything until it was too late, and his vehicle was barreling toward mine rapidly, yet as if we were in slow motion those last few seconds. My car crumpled up around me like a soda can, and the small bones in my right ankle crunched immediately. Running the Capitol 10K was clearly not happening that day.

			Mister Flores refused to look at me and concentrated on getting someone to stop for us by waving his right arm around while holding his daughter to him with his left arm. I remember the silence in my car once I stopped screaming out apologies. I looked down at my fractured ankle and bleeding knees and thought, perhaps melodramatically as twenty-two-year-olds are prone to do, that my broken outside now mirrored my broken inside.

			I could barely stand the silence inside my car as I realized my fate was out of my hands and rested instead on who might decide to stop for us. Three cars drove by as Mister Flores tried to wave them down. A group of teenagers slammed on their brakes, screamed in horror, and sped off.

			Eventually, a good Samaritan, who happened to be a nurse, stopped and sat in the car with me while her boyfriend drove to a gas station to call for an ambulance. I barely remember her—just her soft, comforting voice and long, auburn hair.

			She told me that the paramedics would put me on a board, but she didn’t tell me how much it would hurt to lie on that board, looking up at the puffy cumulus clouds and wishing I was at the race. I had no option but to give over control in that moment, and I briefly beseeched God in my terror. I hadn’t prayed since childhood, and I had no idea if my words would matter. Still, I imagined my small plea flying across the sky, like a random bird I caught sight of before the ambulance door slammed shut.

			On the slow ride to the hospital, I ran through possibilities in my mind: would I walk or be in a wheelchair, live with chronic pain or run again, have a long recovery or die in surgery? At the time of my accident I considered myself agnostic, believing with some fear and sadness that we simply cease to exist when we die. Though I was raised Christian, I didn’t care for the hypocrisy and judgment I had observed in churches.

			I worshipped intelligence, and I didn’t hear eloquence, good rational appeals, evidence-based reasoning, or much of anything that appealed to me at church. Having grown up poor, I always placed last in the fashion show in our place of worship, so I worshiped in lecture halls. I made friends at parties and bars, laughing and dancing late into the night.

			The ambulance seemed to be moving at five miles per hour; I was anxious for answers about my condition, but I would do a lot more waiting before being told the full extent of my injuries. When Mister Flores, his daughter, and I arrived at the ER, attendants quickly took us each in separate directions.

			I met Missus Flores, the mother of the man in the other vehicle. She sat with me and prayed for me, assuring me that her son and granddaughter would be fine. They were both immediately taken into plastic surgery for the cuts on their foreheads. The liability insurance I had on my car assured their care. Missus Flores’s kindness and willingness to stay with me touched me, and I was relieved to hear that her family members had suffered no broken bones or internal injuries. The image of the little girl intermittently crying and clinging to her dad’s shirt haunted me all morning.

			I tried to be a kind, albeit somewhat weepy patient for the first eight hours, asking many questions about spinal injuries and possible outcomes. The nurses refused to speculate but also assured me that people do walk again after fracturing their backs. My grandmother showed up first and thanked Missus Flores for waiting with me. Other family members arrived and then went away to eat, talk with each other, and find hotel rooms.

			As hours rolled by, I was often left unattended in the hallway outside the room where the MRI and X-rays were taken. This isolation stoked my fears, and I began to lose my senses. The florescent lights beating down on my broken body were horrifying, and the snippets of conversation I overheard from nurses were discouraging. I knew three vertebrae in my mid-back were fractured, but I wasn’t allowed even Tylenol because I would have to go in for surgery as soon as possible. The pain was hot, intense, and unbearable, but the nurses ignored my pleas for relief, briefly explaining that the surgeon had to make the call about palliative care in case I had extensive internal injuries. With hindsight, I realize the medical necessity of not quashing my pain in the moment.

			Eight hours after the accident, I overheard a nurse, standing behind a curtain, place the phone back on the wall and say, “I called him, but he’s not coming in. He’s staying on the golf course because she doesn’t have health insurance.”

			The other nurse replied, “Typical. What are we gonna do with her?”

			The nurse’s frustration slammed into me with palpable force. I felt vulnerable and extra sensitive lying on that cold metal plate. The surgeon’s disregard for me sent me over the edge, and after so many hours in agonizing pain, I lost my composure. Through an imagined tunnel in time, I imagined him clearly—preppy clothes, a polo with a contrasting color on the collar, white baseball cap, short gray hair, jocular, full of himself, cold, and not that great of a golfer, just decent after a lot of practice.

			I hoped his arteries clogged up from the French fries he surely ate at lunch. I hoped his future heart attack had complications. I hoped he survived that heart attack only to have a crazed man with a tire tool randomly beat him senseless one morning just after he grabbed a cup of coffee. I hoped the coffee spilled on him. I hoped he cried hot tears for his broken body, strapped to a board as if he were an animal waiting for an experiment to begin and his life to end. I hoped he felt like me. No painkillers, just the knowledge that his back was broken, and the neurosurgeon was choosing not to be available.

			Of course, I didn’t know that surgeon personally, but I guessed at his type: a man who maybe faced a few obstacles in adolescence but made his way in the world and thought to hell with everyone else trying to scramble toward a better life. And I was trying. My parents refused to let me consider expensive university options, but my senior year I applied for scholarships like a woman obsessed and received several.

			I was proud to get into The University of Texas at Austin, and admittance gave me the opportunity to blend in with wealthier, more privileged kids. I took out student loans and opened credit cards to purchase Nikes, workout clothes, Doc Martens, and alternative wear for parties. I felt visible for the first time in my life, even desirable.

			Growing up, I never had braces, yearly checkups, or health insurance. It never crossed my mind to purchase any. I assumed I would get health insurance with my first job out of college. Did the surgeon bother to ask how old I was, if I was a student, or anything about me? Probably not. He probably only asked, “Does she have insurance?”

			I’m sure I’d served him or his type drinks at the bars I worked at in Austin, navigating my way through crowds of people and wearing boots and miniskirts or short, leather shorts to display my body for better tips. Now, my body was just a body again, something that wouldn’t impact his income positively. I never realized how difficult it was to scramble up the social ladder until that moment. I never realized that my life was a throwaway to some people. Beneath the surface, I had a stockpile of rage, and when I heard that surgeon’s response, the dam broke and it all came flowing out.

			I yelled at the nurses, at no one, at everyone, and mostly at the large, white rectangles on the ceiling, “Fuck him, fuck him, fuck that surgeon! I’m a college student. Not a loser. I will not be dismissed. I need this operation so I can walk! Fuck him, fuck him, fuck him!”

			My mom, aunts, and grandmother exited the room, terrified at my outbursts. I imagine I wailed about the surgeon for a while, but my cursing eventually became moaning which transitioned into loud sobbing, full of self-pity and misery.

			After I eventually lost my voice, quiet tears flowed down each side of my face for hours. By nightfall, my left leg had lost most of its feeling, and I had lost hope, simply watching time pass by.

			When Doctor Flawn, a young, blonde surgeon looked at my chart and told me she was an off-duty neurosurgeon, I came alive. I grabbed her arm and said what I couldn’t say to the man on the golf course: “Please operate on me. I’m sorry I don’t have insurance. I’m a student, and I swear I’ll kill myself if I can’t walk again.”

			She nodded, made eye contact with me, and then studied my chart silently.

			For a magical split second, Doctor Flawn saw me as a human being, and I knew this meant she would help me. I felt fortunate that we resembled each other a little physically and hoped this might make her connect with me. She was probably fifteen years older than I was, a little younger than my mom.

			I felt thrilled to meet a successful woman because I hadn’t met many growing up in a small town in East Texas. Women who were my professors at U.T. were the only other successful women I had encountered. I knew my grandmother would be astonished that a woman would be my neurosurgeon, but I felt thrilled.

			For the first time in twelve hours, I behaved like a persuasive, rational human being; I asked her questions about where she lived in Austin and where she had studied medicine. I gave our brief interaction my charming all. I expressed concern for her well-being when she informed me that she had been on duty for forty-four hours and that she must go home, eat, and get a bit of rest before operating on me. I truly believed Doctor Flawn would return to help me and she did, even sooner than she promised.

		


		
			CHAPTER TWO

			ANGELS IN THE OR

			“Birth in the physical is death 
in the spiritual. 
Death in the physical 
is the birth in the spiritual.”

			—Edgar Cayce, Reincarnation & Karma

			Seventeen hours after my accident, two nurses finally wheeled me in for spinal surgery. A hospital staff member, whose face was only a blur through my tears, asked me to sign a consent form. I’ve always been a fast reader, but my eyes lingered for a moment on 17 percent chance of death.

			Every surgery has a risk, I thought as I paused. What choice do I have but to sign it?

			The hallway outside of the operating room was much quieter than the ER, and I considered the times I’d viewed a scene like this on television or in a movie. Being in the scene was surreal, unsettling. The chilly air, greenish gray walls, and florescent lights were exactly what I expected to see, but the tableau made me feel empty and sad. Several people in green gowns passed me and headed into the operating room. Doctor Flawn patted my arm and said, “Let’s do this.”

			I couldn’t see the anesthesiologist who placed the mask over my mouth, but I did hear his instructions and counted down from one hundred to ninety-eight while gazing at the ceiling. By ninety-seven, I entered a place where I floated in the blackness of sleep, in the nothingness that I imagined death would be like.

			I’m not sure how long the doctors had been at work before my spirit body popped out of my physical form, slightly above and to the right of the operating table. The first moments outside my body felt exciting and electrifying, and my spirit danced a bit of a jig realizing that there is more to existence than the physical. No one, except possibly the most committed atheist, could have been more surprised than me at the onset of my near-death experience. I wanted to pop back into my body, just so that I could tell my agnostic friends that we do go on. I felt certain I could convince them.

			Even this first moment of my near-death experience transformed my outlook and understanding. In this environment, I felt like a child again, happy to see what came next and glad that my spirit body retained the essence of who I am. It is difficult to explain what I felt about my physical body on the operating table. I felt some concern for it, but at the same time disconnected from my body. It didn’t matter to me if I returned to it or not. My eternal nature made the body somewhat irrelevant and simply a vehicle for the physical experience.

			Soft rock music played on the radio, and my back had a long, bloody incision. Surgery appeared more brutal and gory than I had imagined, especially from that vantage point. My vision outside my body was 360 degrees, so I perceived the operating room differently than if I had been physically standing beside myself. I could see above the doctors and the entire operating room all at once without blinking or relying on my eyes.

			There, in that space with the doctors, nurses, surgical technicians, and others, I felt incredible joy and awe knowing that an essential part of myself would never die. After joyfully contemplating this first discovery, I noticed two of the most intelligent beings I had ever encountered.

			The calm, loving energy they possessed put me immediately at ease. They were very large, approximately eight or nine feet, androgynous with shoulder length hair, and composed more of light than solid form. I refer to them as angels only because I have no other terminology that befits what I saw. These angels were part of an enhanced reality and nothing like a dream or a hallucination.

			People always want to know more about what the angels looked like. They ask, “Did they have wings?” “Were they clothed?” “How did you know they were angels?”

			I don’t know if these two beings were angels, in the traditional, biblical sense. I only know that I immediately recognized them as unbelievably intelligent souls whose presence gave me indescribable peace. My own awareness of this new dimension seemed much more limited than their understanding. Most of what I realized outside of my body in the operating room came through immediate impressions, the way a child sizes up whether an adult is trustworthy or not. The angels were trustworthy and there to help and comfort me, so I did not question their authority.

			The two angels sent waves of intense light, which transferred many messages to me all at once. The light emitted from the eyes of the angels flowed directly into my spirit body, allowing me to access information faster than the fastest possible broadband speed. Messages were given in the form of completed thoughts and feelings, not individual words. The knowledge they sent into my spirit form not only felt comforting, but it also altered the way I viewed everything about my life.

			Though I could not process everything the angels were telling me in that moment, I knew that their communication would be something that helped me throughout my life. These messages would wait inside of me for the right time. The angels wanted to change me so that I would never be as lost as I once was, and they wanted me to help others feel the same peace that they were granting me.

			The angels were not only able to interact with my spirit body; they were also able to interact with the doctors, and more importantly, through them. The doctors, most likely, did not realize this interaction. I understood that my awareness, my sense of the world, and my ability to experience joy were growing exponentially. Just before the monitor started to beep, signaling that my heart had stopped, the angels slowed down their communication, looked at me intently, and said with force, “Watch this!”

			They then sent the same light they had beamed into my spirit body through the backs of the doctors, through their hands, and into my physical body. My corporeal form was instantly altered and healed in ways that the doctors might not have been able to accomplish on their own. I knew this to be true because of the information transferred to me from the light of angels. By observing their healing light, I understood that I would regain my ability to walk, that the fragments of bone would be picked out of my spine, that I would feel healthy and alive, and that I would even run again at some point in the future. Light seemed to contain both healing power and knowledge.

			As the angels worked on my body, I realized that the surgeons were conduits of their energy and that the angels’ energy was an essential part of my healing. Perhaps the surgeons’ egos would not be able to hear that or perhaps they would be empowered to recognize that spirit worked through them. I only knew that I needed to remember this moment vividly. The angels wanted me to understand that they could work through me in the future. While the angels and surgeons continued their efforts, my physical body shimmered with light and energy.

			I have experienced thousands of dreams, but this was more real than any waking moment in my lifetime. In dreams, the dreamer exists in a scenario that feels real, but during the interval that I existed outside of my body I saw a larger, more comprehensive picture, or at least a vast intelligent connection that I had been missing while in physical form. In college, I dropped acid a few times and the hallucinations were minor—more shadowy—nothing like this vivid experience. I had a complete awareness that this vantage point was more real than any reality I had ever experienced in my physical life.

			I could never call the angels a dream; rather, their undeniable strength and presence reminded me that I was not alone. The angels saw deeply into me and communicated with me in a more complex way than human beings communicate. Since these two angels had so many messages to relay to me, the term “messengers of God” feels accurate.

			From television shows, I had heard what a monitor sounds like when a heart stops beating. I heard that jarring sound, and I briefly saw the surgeons step back while the anesthesiologists and others rushed into action. Through telepathic communication, the angels let me know that it would be okay not to stay in the hospital room.

			Now that I had technically died, I didn’t want to watch what happened to my body. My spirit form sped through the walls of the hospital, pausing only because I caught sight of my stepdad, Jim. My mom married him while I was in college, and I hadn’t really gotten the chance to get to know him. I knew that he made her happy, so I was pleased that she had found him.

			I thought he was a health nut like her, so I was surprised when I saw him stopping at the vending machine to buy a candy bar. He pulled out a Snickers bar, always a favorite of mine. In high school, I skipped lunch on occasion just to have a Snickers bar. I thought about how I would probably miss certain foods in this new realm. I didn’t know why I spent time watching him, but later I would recognize this would be my verifiable instance outside of my body.

			Though I realized I was leaving many family members and friends behind, I felt free, happy, and more peaceful than I had ever felt in my body. Death was not scary, but rather like an exciting trip to a new country—a liberating, fun, new, freedom-filled reality. My spirit body sped quickly through the hospital and out into the night sky above Austin. I thought of the half-hearted prayer I had offered while being transported in the ambulance. I thought about how I was free and flying now, much like the bird I had seen before the door to the ambulance shut.

		


		
			CHAPTER THREE

			THE EXPERIENCE OF GOD

			“Earth has no sorrow that heaven cannot heal.”

			—Thomas Moore

			In this space of this new freedom, I experienced a connection to God, as if a thread of light ran from my spirit body and connected to wisdom of God. Though far away, I felt that this all-loving, deeply intelligent force was now my guide. The angels had cared for me at first, but now I would be guided by the light of God.

			The Austin night sky transitioned into a quick tunnel, and as I journeyed through this tunnel I felt myself being pulled through something that felt comforting and peaceful. Outside of the tunnel, I floated in a warm, safe place filled with stars, and I witnessed a quick life review, which mostly contained the beautiful highlights of my life. Scenes from my life were quickly flashed into parts of a dark sky. The intelligent, loving light didn’t want me to relive any pain others had caused me or I had caused myself. Any abuse, neglect, or mistreatment seemed blacked out of existence.

			All self-harm, self-loathing, insecurity, and confusion were forgiven by the most loving force I have ever encountered. All the fears and pain of my life seemed to be brushed away, like a cloud that evaporates during the next bright day. These concepts simply did not matter. In fact, I heard the exact words love is all that matters, and I saw glimpses of love that I had given to the world. I wished I had given more love. Even smiling at a sad child or talking with a lonely older person in a waiting room held significance, and I saw how much kindness matters.

			As the life review continued, I felt a growing understanding and oneness with everyone I had ever known. I had not been a mean person at the age of twenty-two. I was rather shy, insecure, and spent a lot of time reading and lost in my own thoughts and daydreams, opening up and connecting with others only after several drinks. I had disappointed a few people, but I had not hurt anyone deeply.
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