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​Chapter 1-The Life I Knew
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BEFORE EVERYTHING SHIFTED, my life was a serene and predictable rhythm. At seventy years of age, I was retired and finally settling into a pace that felt well deserved — slow mornings, calm evenings, and simple pleasures that filled my days. After decades of hard work, I finally had a life that was steady and familiar. I thought I understood the concepts of peace and safety. I just never realized how delicate it all was, or how easy it could all be taken away..

The Comfort of Routine

Most mornings began the same way for me. June, my wife, would turn on the light to wake me and let me know it was time for her to go to work. I got up around 6:00 AM, so I could drive her to work. The alarm clock rarely got the chance to go off — June always woke before it went off, walking softly through the house, gathering her things, careful not to make too much noise. By the time she nudged me, the air would already carry that faint chill that comes just before dawn.

––––––––

[image: ]


I’D SIT THERE ON THE couch, putting on my shoes, and sit there for a few moments, waking up slowly, rubbing the sleep from my eyes while June crept around the room. There was something comforting about her movements — the soft sound of her voice, the click of a clasp on her bag, the muffled shuffle of shoes on the hardwood floors. It was the music of our mornings, a song we both knew by heart.

By the time I got to the garage, June was usually already standing outside, her lunch in hand, breathing in the cool air of a world not quite awake. There was something about the way she waited — calm, patient, steady — that always made me smile. I’d pull the car out of the garage, and she’d slip into the passenger seat.

The ride was short, barely five minutes. We didn’t say much; it was a matter of fact that most of the time we didn’t say anything at all. We just sit trying to wake up so we can get started with our day's work. 

By the time I returned home, the streets were even quieter. The darkness thinned slightly, the first hint of morning pressing against the horizon. I’d climb back into bed, pulling the blanket up around me, and fall asleep to the soft ticking of the clock. That little routine — dropping her off, coming home, dozing for a few more hours — became one of those things I didn’t think much about at the time. But looking back now, I realize it was one of the pillars holding up the life I knew.

A Body I Trusted

I had always been healthy. Sure, my knees creaked a little when I climbed the stairs, and my back sometimes reminded me I wasn’t thirty anymore, but those were minor complaints. My health was a quiet companion; I never doubted. I didn’t think about it because I never had to.

I trusted my body the way you trust the ground beneath your feet — it has always been solid, dependable, and strong. I had no reason to believe it wouldn’t continue to carry me, to hold me up through the years ahead. I didn’t see fragility anywhere within me; I saw resilience.

Looking back, maybe that trust was naïve. Or perhaps it was just human.

The slow, easy days of retirement had given me something I hadn’t realized I was missing: time. Time to breathe. Time to sit in the quiet without the guilt of not doing anything. It's time to rediscover the little joys I’d ignored when work had consumed my days whole.

My afternoons belonged to the small things. I’d spend hours in the backyard tending my modest garden — a patch of dirt no bigger than a small bedroom, but rich with life. Each season had its rhythm: planting, weeding, watering, waiting. I grew watermelons, peppers, tomatoes, and a few other vegetables, letting the earth do its quiet work beneath the surface. There was something deeply grounding about digging my hands into the soil, feeling the earth crumble between my fingers, kneeling under the hot Kansas sun while birds darted overhead.

Gardening gave me satisfaction in a way nothing else could. Watching a sprout push through the dirt felt like witnessing a minor miracle. Every bloom, every ripened tomato, every melon heavy on the vine whispered the same promise: That life keeps going.

Most of what I grew, I gave away — a bag of tomatoes left on a neighbor’s porch, a few peppers handed over with a smile, a watermelon traded for a hand shack or a “thank you.” Those little exchanges reminded me of something beautiful and straightforward: we’re all connected to this universe, even if in the smallest ways.

Through the Lens

When I wasn’t working in the garden, I often had my camera in hand. It wasn’t anything fancy — an old, worn-out Sony camera, smooth in places from years of use — but it still captured the world in a way I loved.

I would drive out to the lake or a nearby park, searching for the perfect photo. There was an art to waiting for just the right moment, sitting there still and letting the world unfold in front of you. Some days, I would catch a deer grazing in the golden haze of the morning light. Other times, it might be a duck gliding effortlessly across the water, its reflection trailing behind it. And sometimes, I’d just sit there for hours and come home with nothing more than the memory of nature's beautiful scenery and grace, and how we are connected with it.

Photography wasn’t about taking pictures. It was about noticing slowing down long enough to witness what most people walked past without seeing. Behind the lens, I felt quiet, grounded, and present.

June — My Anchor

And then there was June.

She has always been my balance, the one steady thing in a world that spins faster than we’d like. We were partners in every sense — from the daily errands to the big decisions, from yard work to movie nights. She has a quiet strength about her, a way of grounding me without needing to say a word.

Some evenings we would just sit out on the patio with cold drinks, watching the squirrels chase each other through the trees. Sometimes we’d talk, trading stories, dreams, and memories. Other times we’d sit in silence, just watching the world move in small ways — the breeze stirring the leaves, the last rays of sun slipping behind the fence.

Those moments never demanded anything of us. They simply existed. And that was enough.

The First Headlines

When the news of COVID-19 began to spread, it felt far away — something happening on the other side of the world, just a headline, more than a reality. I remember sitting in my chair one evening, flipping through the TV channels, catching glimpses of crowded hospitals overseas. June sat next to me, her legs tucked under her, scrolling through her phone.

“They’re saying it’s spreading fast,” she murmured once, eyes on the screen.

I shrugged. “They always say that.”

I didn’t panic. None of it felt real. I kept watering my garden, taking pictures, and driving June to work. Disasters, I thought, belonged to other people. Not to me. Not here.

Driftwood
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EVEN NOW, WHEN I LOOK back on those quiet days, I hold onto them tightly, like driftwood floating down a river. I think about June’s laugh in the soft evening light. I think about the cool soil beneath my fingernails, the smell of tomatoes warmed by the sun, the sound of birds calling at dawn.

Those memories are proof. Proof that I was more than the sickness that came. Proof that I am more, still.

Because everything changed — quietly at first, like a shadow slipping under the door — and then all at once.

Everything shifted—a headline here, a whispered worry there, a creeping unease that I brushed aside.

I told myself it was nothing.

I told myself I was safe.

I told myself life would go on just as it always had.

I couldn’t have been more wrong.
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​Chapter 2 – The First Signs
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IT BEGAN LIKE ANY OTHER ordinary day.

The sky was quiet, washed in that pale Kansas blue that always made me feel like the world was holding its breath. The house was silent too, filled with the soft sounds that had become part of the background of my life — the creak of the old floorboards, the hum of the refrigerator, the distant tapping of June’s keyboard from the bedroom.

I was in my recliner — my usual spot — resting after a long stretch of doing nothing in particular. The chair had molded itself to me over the years, holding the imprint of a thousand lazy afternoons. I could lean back into it and feel my body sink into something familiar, something safe. From that spot, I could see the TV across the room, playing some show I wasn’t really watching. The voices washed over me like distant noise, background chatter in a world I thought I understood.

It was June’s day off, and she was in the bedroom, playing on her computer, the quiet tapping of her fingers carrying faintly down the hall. That slight sound reassured me in a way I didn’t fully appreciate until much later. It was the music of normalcy — of life moving forward without interruption, of routines holding steady.

Another peaceful morning.

Another day, I assumed, would be like all the rest.

Nothing Felt Wrong

I didn’t feel sick. Perhaps a little tired and a little foggy, but nothing alarming. Just the kind of sluggishness you chalk up to age, or maybe a stormy night’s sleep. No pain. No fever. No cough. No reason to worry.

The day before, I’d sat out in the backyard for a while, watching the squirrels chase each other up the trees and the birds flutter down to the feeder. Something is soothing about the simple rhythm of nature, the way life unfolds in small, unnoticed patterns. I didn’t know then how much I would come to miss that — sitting beneath the trees, with the warm earth beneath my feet and the sunlight scattered through the leaves.

But that morning, I wasn’t thinking about sickness, or death, or fragility. My mind was as still as the house around me.
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THE VOICE THAT NEVER Lies

I’ve always had a spiritual view of life and death. I believe we don’t really die — not in the way people usually think. I believe we’ve always been here in some form, and we always will be. Just as energy never disappears, I believe the soul never does either. We transform. We return. We move forward.

I’ve believed in reincarnation for as long as I can remember. In my younger years, I devoured books about near-death experiences, ESP, the afterlife, self-hypnosis, and the possibility that the mind could stretch beyond the limits of the body. I always sensed there was more to this existence than what we could see or touch. That knowledge has never left me.

For me, belief isn’t just an idea. It’s a deep awareness, something I carry like a compass. And every so often, it speaks to me — not in words exactly, not in the way we talk to each other, but as a presence, a knowing.

Some people would call it God’s voice. Others might call it the soul. I’ve always thought of it as the voice that never lies.

It has been with me my entire life — steady, quiet, and sure, especially when chaos swirls around me. It never shouts. It doesn’t argue. It just tells the truth.

And that morning, sitting in my recliner with the TV murmuring and June tapping softly in the other room, I heard it again. Not with my ears, but somewhere deeper.

"This is it," it said.

"Pay attention. Everything is about to change."

The Invisible Weight

When it happened, it came without warning. One moment, I was leaning forward to stand, and the next, something slammed me back into the chair as though an invisible hand had shoved me.

It wasn’t pain at first — it was pressure. A crushing, relentless weight that seemed to press down on my chest from the inside out. My breath caught halfway. My arms went limp. It happened so suddenly, so violently, that I didn’t even have time to panic. I just landed hard against the back of the chair, stunned and frozen.

It wasn’t clumsiness. I didn’t trip or lose my balance. It felt like being tackled by a ghost.
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FOR A MOMENT, I SAT there blinking, trying to make sense of what had just happened. The TV kept playing. The light in the room was unchanged. The air smelled faintly of something sweet, just as it had a

moment before. Everything around me was the same — and yet, nothing was.

Then the pounding began. My heart was slamming against my ribs with such force it felt like it might burst through. My vision blurred around the edges, tunneling inward. I tried to stand again, but my limbs felt disconnected, as though they were filled with wet sand. My breath came in short, shallow gasps, as if I were trying to inhale through a narrow straw.

I opened my mouth to call for June, but no sound came out — only the ragged rasp of air struggling through my throat.

The World Narrows

There was a ringing in my ears, sharp and insistent, and underneath it, an eerie stillness, as if the whole world had paused. The scariest part wasn’t the pain — there wasn’t much of that yet. It was the confusion. The feeling that something unnatural was taking over my body, something I didn’t recognize and couldn’t control.
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I WASN’T UNCONSCIOUS, but I felt like I was fading, like the edges of reality were blurring. The walls, the TV, the window — they all seemed far away, as if I were sinking underwater and watching the surface recede.

Somewhere in that haze, I must have made a noise — a groan, a thud, something — because suddenly June appeared in the hallway.

I’ll never forget the look on her face. Her eyes were wide, pale, searching mine as if trying to recognize me. She didn’t panic — not outwardly — but I could see something in her change in that instant. She knew.

June’s Race

June rushed to me, her hands trembling but steady enough to grab her phone. She pressed the power button once, twice, over and over, and then I saw her shoulders drop—dead battery.

She looked at me for just a moment — long enough for me to see the fear flash across her face — and then she bolted out the front door. Through the window, I watched her sprint across the street to a neighbor's house to call for help.

I wanted to call out to her, to tell her I was okay, even though I wasn’t. But my voice wouldn’t come.

The silence that followed was suffocating.

Time Stretches

I sat slumped in the recliner, my breath shallow and ragged, the room swaying around me. My thoughts were scattered, looping in circles: Is this a heart attack? A stroke? Is this how I go?

Oddly, fear wasn’t the sharpest thing I felt. It was the helplessness. My breath, my strength, even my heartbeat — none of it felt like mine anymore. I wasn’t steering this ship anymore; I was a passenger, watching as something unseen took control.

It’s humbling, and it can be very terrifying, to realize how fragile life is. One moment, you’re sitting in your chair thinking about nothing in particular, and the next, you’re stripped of all control, your survival resting entirely in someone else’s hands.

The Sirens

At first, I thought I was imagining the sound — a faint, distant wail barely audible over the ringing in my ears. But it grew louder, swelling until it filled the air, and with it came the flashing lights that painted the walls red and white.
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THE FRONT DOOR BURST open, and two paramedics rushed in, their voices calm yet clipped and efficient. One knelt beside me, shining a light into my eyes, asking rapid-fire questions I couldn’t answer. The other rattled off numbers I didn’t understand, adjusting something on a monitor, pulling supplies from a bag.

I let go then — not hope, but resistance. The need to explain, to deny, to pretend I was okay vanished. I just wanted whatever this was to leave me forever.

They slid me onto a stretcher, strapped me down, and wheeled me into the ambulance. June was outside, standing in the driveway, trying to figure out what was happening. She was trying to be strong, but her eyes gave her away. I reached out as far as I could, and she gripped my fingers for as long as they let her. Then they closed the doors.
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