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Preface

    Dear Reader,

    This volume, “Time, Space & Spirit,” is composed of half of my earliest stories. Originally, I published them all in one huge volume. Recently, for the sake of better organization and so that readers could better access the kind of stories they like, I have split the stories into two collections based on genre. The first collection, “A Very Long Night,” is composed mostly of general fiction and a few science fiction stories. The second collection, the one you have here, is mostly science fiction, horror, and stories of the supernatural. Also included here are many stories on the theme of reincarnation. Both collections include some experimental fiction.

    As I stated in the preface to “A Very Long Night,” I do not claim to be a literary genius in any sense, but I do hope that I can entertain you and provoke some thought. While reading these stories, keep in mind that they are my earliest attempt at storytelling, written while I was still trying to find my way as a writer. I’ve published them only for the sake of posterity, not because I’m particularly proud of them. That said, if you enjoy them, I encourage you to read some of my later work.

    Charles Rocha, 2024


    
Helen Visits the Coast

    The morning sky was a menacing shade of gray, and the wind howled with destruction, carrying away tree branches, roof shingles, and other fragments of the small town. Officer Ray Harlan closed the door of the patrol car and started the engine. In the passenger seat next to him sat Old Man Freeling, the last resident of the town to be evacuated. Ray put the transmission into drive and made his way slowly down the partially flooded boulevard.

    “Why do I have to go?” Freeling asked. “I’ve been through hurricanes before.”

    “Helen’s a monster. Everyone must go to the shelters, even old-timers like yourself. Governor’s orders.”

    “But I’m an old man. I’m gonna die soon anyway. It doesn’t matter.”

    “I’m only doing my job, Freeling.”

    “Yeah, yeah, I know.”

    A squall of rain pelted the windshield of the patrol car. Ray turned on the windshield wipers. This helped little. The sky seemed to be growing darker by the moment as if the night were coming. He looked at his watch. It was not even noon yet.

    “Hot damn!” Freeling exclaimed. “Will you look at those waves!”

    Through the side window, Ray saw a huge wave crash against the sea wall, filling the air above it with a heavy, white mist. Already pieces of the sea wall had broken away, and what remained was on the verge of collapse. Ray knew that if the barrier surrendered to the sea, the gigantic waves would wash freely over the town, submerging it.

    Freeling turned to Ray. “This whole thing reminds me of something strange I saw in my seagoing days. It happened during the great hurricane of ’54. We were offshore in a freighter about forty or so miles north of the Cuban coast carrying a load of cigars. You know, those were the days before Cuba was communist, and you could still have a good time in the clubs of Havana.”

    “Is that right?” Ray asked, straining to see the road through the torrent of rain pouring down the windshield. The wind blowing outside shook the patrol car with each blast. Something struck the roof of the car with a loud bang.

    “Yeah. Anyway, it was a mean old storm. Samuel, the first mate, and I were alone in the wheelhouse, guiding the ship while the captain was sick below with food poisoning, probably something he ate in Havana. The ship tossed and turned in fifty-foot swells, and the sky was a dark, ugly gray. The wind yowled like a banshee, and lightning flashed in the distance. We stood in the wheelhouse, scared to death, not saying a word. Now comes the strange part. I was staring out one of the windows of the wheelhouse, wondering how bad the storm was going to get when I saw a woman walking on the waves.”

    Ray was not sure that he had understood Freeling correctly. “You mean swimming.”

    “No, I didn’t say that, did I?” Freeling snapped. “I said walking. Her feet didn’t touch the water at all. She seemed to be enjoying herself, too, stepping and skipping from wave to wave.”

    As silly as the story seemed to Ray, he could not help imagining the scene. “What did she look like?”

    “I didn’t see her that close, but I could tell she had black hair and was wearing this billowy, yellow dress that streamed behind her in the wind. She seemed good-looking too, although a little too much on the skinny side for my tastes. She didn’t look like she was getting wet, either, even in the middle of the downpour.”

    “Then what happened?”

    “Well, then I said to Samuel, ‘Come look at this! You won’t believe it!’

    ‘What is it?’ he asked me. I said, ‘Just come here. Hurry!’ He looked out the window and saw her too. You should have seen the look on his face!” Freeling laughed.

    “Are you sure about all this?” Ray asked with skepticism.

    “Yep, every word of it is true. We studied her at the window. She just ignored us. We noticed that whenever she walked, she moved fast. I mean, when you take a step, you move as far as you place your foot, about this far.” Freeling held out his hands about two feet away from each other. “But when she took a normal step, she moved ten feet or so. It was like she glided rather than walked. And all the while, I’m telling you, her feet never once touched the water.”

    “Did she come toward the ship?”

    “No. She disappeared behind a swell, and we never saw her again. Afterward, Samuel denied he’d seen anything. Made me look like a fool. I guess he was afraid he’d lose his job as first mate for talking that way.”

    Ray grinned. “That makes sense.”

    Freeling turned away from Ray and gazed out the side window of the patrol car as the rain pattered against it. “Whenever I see the weather like this, I think of her,” he remarked in a wistful tone.

    Pushed along by the wind, a large, metal dumpster strayed in front of the car. Ray carefully nudged it out of the way with the bumper. The storm was getting worse. Luckily, they were almost at the gym.

    Freeling continued, “I’ve always wondered why they give names to hurricanes. I think it’s a bad idea.”

    “Why do you say that?”

    “It reminds me of paganism. It’s like Ancient Greece, where they worshiped the god of this and the god of that. When you give a human name to a force of nature, you give it a personality. That’s fine and dandy if the personality likes you, but what if it decides it has something against you and becomes hell-bent on destruction?”

    Ray looked at Freeling. “But Helen wasn’t the name of a goddess.”

    “It doesn’t matter,” Freeling said in an irritated tone. “You saw the weather report, didn’t you? Maybe you didn’t notice, but tropical storm Helen didn’t start moving toward the coast until the weather bureau named it.”

    Ray nodded without verbalizing his skepticism. Sergeant Dugas had warned Ray before he left the shelter that Freeling, to put it lightly, was somewhat of an eccentric, and that any argument with him was a no-win situation. And on this occasion, Freeling really seemed to believe his outrageous story. “Okay, Freeling. Whatever you say.”

    Freeling glared at Ray. “Yep, she’s a monster, just like you said. You’d better start praying now she doesn’t kill us all!”

    Ray sighed. It was going to be a long day.

    They pulled up to the high school gym, where an emergency shelter had been set up. Ray got out of the patrol car into the gale force winds and rain and opened the door for Freeling. He noticed that the light bar, including the radio antenna, was missing from the top of the patrol car, shorn off by a piece of flying debris. A chill ran up Ray’s spine. Another foot lower, and that would have been his head.

    Ray and Freeling ran to the gym, clutching their coats. They burst through the doors, followed by a gust of rain-laden wind. Ray closed the door behind them, sealing out the hostile weather.

    Sergeant Dugas approached them. “Thank God you both made it.”

    Ray shed his soaking wet coat. “Yeah, it’s getting bad out there.”

    A pretty, young woman wearing a Red Cross armband entered the room carrying a clipboard. “Mr. Freeling?”

    “Right here,” Freeling answered, holding up his hand.

    She checked off his name on her clipboard and then looked up at Ray. “Hi, Ray.”

    Ray was surprised that the woman knew his name. Although she looked familiar, he did not know who she was. “Uh, hi. Have we met before?”

    She smiled sweetly at him. “No, I just remember seeing you around town.”

    “Oh. Well, I’m glad to meet you—” He read her name tag over her left breast. “—Linda.”

    “Likewise.”

    She smiled again at Ray then turned to Freeling. “Please come along with me.” Freeling followed the woman to the adjoining room.

    “She was asking about you earlier,” Dugas said to Ray. “You certainly have a way with women. How do you do it?”

    Ray shrugged, “I have no idea. Maybe they can sense that I like them.”

    “Hey, would you like some coffee?”

    “No, thanks.”

    “Are you sure? The Red Cross volunteers just made some.”

    Ray shook his head. “Naw, that’s okay. Maybe later.”

    “I tried to contact you with the radio, but you didn’t respond. I thought the worst.”

    “The radio is out on the car. So, do we have everyone out of the town?”

    “I’m afraid not. We still have one family unaccounted for, the Livingstons out on 225 Clover.”

    “Isn’t that the diner by the beachhead?”

    “Yes, that’s the one. We tried to call them, but the lines are down. They haven’t been seen since the hurricane warning was first broadcast. A neighbor thinks they might be holed up inside, trying to ride out Helen.”

    “That place will be blown apart like it was made of toothpicks.”

    “I know, but I don’t think they know that. Helen is a killer. She’s already claimed seven lives. We’re praying that she’ll be merciful with us once she hits the shore.”

    “How much time do we have?”

    “The weather service says Helen will hit in full force before noon. They think she’ll go west across the Gulf Coast, maybe as far as Texas. What a mess it’s gonna be.”

    Ray glanced at his watch. “I still have time to get the Livingstons.”

    “I don’t know. It’s risky.”

    Ray left the gym and drove back into town. In some places, the street was flooded by over a foot of murky, brown water. The going was slow, and visibility was poor. The sky grew darker by the minute. Occasionally, a board, roof shingle, or other piece of debris would strike the car with a resounding bump. A rock struck the windshield, putting a crack in the passenger side.

    Finally, he arrived at the diner on Clover Street. The view through the passenger-side window was blurred. He rolled down the window to get a better look. At a glance, he saw that a few of the large pane glass windows had been blown into the building. He got out of the car and struggled through the wind to peer through a window.

    Inside, the place was a catastrophe. Broken glass and junk from the street were strewn everywhere. Toppled tables and chairs were scattered helter-skelter throughout the serving areas.

    “Mr. Livingston!” Ray called out into the diner. The only response was the roar of the wind through the broken windows. Ray hurriedly searched the entire building. There was no sign of anyone. He noted a hole ripped in the roof where rain poured through.

    He left the diner and attempted to make his way back to the car. The wind howled about him and pelted his arms and shoulders with heavy drops. He covered his face with his hands to stave off the stinging rain. Nearby, the heavy oak advertisement sign for the diner, hung by rusty chains, broke free. Pushed by wind, it sailed downward and struck Ray on the crown of his head. He crumpled unconscious to the wood-littered sidewalk not knowing what hit him.

    * * *

    When Ray awoke, it was eerily quiet. His head hurt. He wiped his scalp. There was blood, but not a lot. He felt dizzy, and he had a tremendous headache. In addition, he was soaked to the skin. He struggled to his feet, bracing himself on the buckled wall of the diner. His eyes slowly regained their focus. He saw that a tree had fallen on the patrol car, crushing the passenger compartment. He cursed himself for his stupidity in parking beneath the tree. He looked around. The street was choked with wreckage from buildings and their contents. The town was a mess.

    Angry gray storm clouds now lay in the distance. The sky directly above was a cheerful blue. Ray realized he was within the calm eye of the hurricane. He knew the stillness would not last. Bright, vicious lightning flashed in the approaching gray clouds of the eastern sky. Ray felt in his viscera the growling thunder that followed shortly thereafter.

    Ray walked up the street toward the boulevard. The ruin was enormous. He thought of the horrendous destruction yet to be wreaked by Helen when she continued farther inland.

    Finally, he made it to where the sea wall was in sight. It had collapsed in some places. The eastern side of town had three feet of standing water in the street. Ray went over to a leaning phone booth and listened at the receiver. The line was dead.

    Suddenly, the wind began to kick up again, this time in the opposite direction. The sky above him was gradually growing darker with rain-laden clouds. A repeat performance of what he had already gone through was imminent.

    Ray quickly scanned the boulevard for possible shelter. Most of the buildings in this part of town were of the less-sturdy wood frame type and already damaged. Then he spied movement on the boulevard just past the sea wall. It appeared to be a person. From what he could see, a blond woman in a white dress was strolling amidst the wreckage that was once Third Avenue.

    “Hey!” Ray called out to her. She did not respond. Ray pursued her. He called again. She continued without breaking pace. Ray reached for his revolver to fire into the air to attract her attention. To his dismay, he found it was missing.

    He continued in his pursuit. She turned a corner. The wind began to howl around him. Droplets of rain began to fall. She walks incredibly fast, he thought. He climbed over an uprooted tree. Finally, he was at the corner. She was now downwind and in plain view, her dress fluttering gaily in the wind.

    “Miss!” Ray called to her, “The hurricane’s not over. We need to find shelter!”

    She continued walking as if she had not heard him, seemingly oblivious to the hostile environment that surrounded her.

    Ray found himself running to keep up with her, all the while dodging the wreckage. “Just what I’ve always wanted to do,” Ray muttered to himself between heaving breaths. “Chase a nut case down the street in the middle of a hurricane.”

    Finally, she reached Rushing Street and began heading west.

    “Hey, lady!” he yelled, “This is no time to be out sightseeing!”

    He followed closely behind her. With her back to him, she did not heed his presence. The gale force wind did not seem to affect her movement in the least. Even her hair stayed put. Only her dress billowed upward in the wind, immodestly revealing a shapely pair of legs and white panties. Ray did a double take when he noted that the strange woman’s bare feet did not seem to touch the ground. As she strolled, the buildings on either side of her groaned and collapsed, sending bits of wood, metal, and glass swirling violently skyward. She stopped at the Rushing Street T-intersection. The roof blew off the wood-framed building immediately in front of her. Lifted from their shelves, thousands of books with their covers open and pages flapping sailed high through the air like a confused flock of birds. The building collapsed as if it were made of playing cards. The same thing happened to the building behind the bookstore. A direct path to the west was cleared where the buildings had stood. The woman continued forward over the wreckage-strewn lots.

    Ray trembled. Obviously, this was no ordinary woman. She seemed to be the type of personage Freeling had described to him earlier, and this time her name was Helen. Ray stood unmoving, not knowing what he should do. She was headed farther west, just as the weather service predicted. He knew the destruction she would cause was unthinkable: nothing but ruin all along the Gulf Coast, all the way to Galveston. Then he had an idea. She was a woman, or at least seemed to be. Perhaps if he spoke, she might listen, and he could reason with her.

    “Helen!” he called out to her. “Helen, wait!” Terror washed over Ray as she broke stride and stopped. Oh my God! Is this really what I want to do?

    She turned toward Ray and studied him inquisitively. His mind blanked out with fear. He did not know what to say to her. He only observed that she was strikingly attractive, a useless evaluation when considering the situation. After a few moments, she smiled and turned away.

    Just then, a wind-stressed telephone pole snapped. Ray let out a yell and jumped away, but he was too late. The pole fell across his legs. It pinned him to the ground atop a pile of boards. He tried to get free but found he could not. Only the tension of the wires to the other poles kept his legs from being outright crushed.

    “Helen!” he cried out. He could no longer see her from where he was. The rain beat down upon him, stinging his face.

    There was a blur of movement. He looked up and was aghast to find her standing next to him, staring down at him pinned beneath the pole. A frown had replaced her smile. Ray saw that she had large, bluish-gray eyes. In their depths, he thought he saw the destructive power of a thousand storms.

    He thrust out his hand to her. She stared at it as trying to fathom the meaning of the gesture. Then, perhaps out of pity, she leaned down and clutched his hand. Her grasp was cold yet firm. Suddenly, Ray felt weightlessness in his stomach, as if he were descending on a roller coaster. She pulled, and he slipped effortlessly from beneath the telephone pole.

    Once Ray was on his feet, he continued holding her hand. His eyes ached when he looked into hers. It was like looking straight up into a bright blue sky on a clear sunny day. He lowered his eyes to her neck. To his surprise, she wore a gold necklace that resembled one he had once seen in a museum—an ancient gold necklace that was recovered from the wreck of some Spanish galleon or Viking ship. It occurred to Ray that perhaps the necklace had tickled her fancy when she discovered it deep beneath the Atlantic, and so she had decided to wear it on her visit to the coast.

    Smiling again, she released her grasp and resumed moving to the west. Lightning struck nearby. Ray felt a jolt of electricity in the water that soaked him. Bone-rattling thunder filled the air.

    “Helen! Don’t go that way!”

    She broke pace and turned back to Ray with a puzzled look.

    “We are so fragile compared to you. You will cause misery and destruction if you go inland.”

    She cocked her head as if deciphering a message floating in the wind while rain poured down on Ray, dripping down his face.

    “Helen, there’s nothing for you there. Please don’t go that way.”

    He struggled toward her over the wrecked remains of a wood frame building. She watched him with cool, detached interest. He slipped suddenly on a split two-by-four and fell. He put out his hand to catch his fall and accidentally impaled it on a nail sticking up from a piece of timber. He grimaced in pain and cursed as he pulled the board from his hand. He picked himself up and stumbled forward. Finally, Ray stood at arm’s length from Helen. He forced himself to look into her ancient eyes. Her lips were poised with the hint of a smile.

    “You are dangerous,” he said to her. “But now I see there is beauty, even in destruction.”

    She smiled endearingly. He knew where she wanted to go, but he could not let her.

    Ray put his hand gently on her shoulder. She gave him her perplexed, curious look. Slowly, he drew close to her and kissed her. He half expected her to move away, but she remained still. When their lips touched, he felt hers to be cool, yet incredibly soft and yielding. In an instant, he felt the destructive power of the hurricane surge through him. He was overwhelmed. He began to weaken and swoon. Their lips stayed connected for a brief joining of the living and the supernatural. She breathed his life, and he, her power. There was an abrupt halt in the howling of the wind. Ray felt himself slipping out of consciousness. He clutched her body as he slowly fell to his knees, all the while gazing into her face, which displayed a haunted look of amazement. Ray vaguely noticed that, along with her, he was no longer touching the ground.

    * * *

    A featureless blue sky rested serenely over the chaos of the wrecked town. Ray awoke to a jumble of movement and sound as men lifted him on a stretcher into an ambulance. Despite a loud ringing in his ears, he heard the shouts of the men in the town cleanup crew.

    Sergeant Dugas spoke to Ray. “Hey, buddy, how ya’ feeling?”

    “Where am I?” Ray asked groggily.

    “You’re in an ambulance. You have a severe bump on the head, among other injuries.” The door to the ambulance was closed. Dugas continued. “That was brave of you to go out into the hurricane looking for the Livingstons. We found out later that they left town earlier in the week. They were safe all along.” The ambulance began moving.

    “Where’s Helen?”

    Dugas looked startled by Ray’s question. “She’s gone. It was the most amazing thing. The people in the weather bureau are still trying to figure it out. The hurricane was heading inland. They were braced for the worst. Then, inexplicably, the winds changed direction, and Helen headed back out to sea. Right now she’s degenerating into a tropical storm somewhere over the Atlantic.”

    “I saw her.”

    “Who did you see?”

    “Helen. I saw Helen.”

    “You mean you saw the hurricane,” Dugas corrected.

    “No, I saw Helen. And she’s a woman.”

    Dugas gave Ray a look of concern.

    “I know. You think I’m crazy. But she does exist, and she wears a white dress.” Ray tried to sit up but found he was strapped down to the stretcher.

    “Ray, you sound like you’ve been listening too much to Old Man Freeling.”

    Ray struggled in the stretcher. “Unstrap me!”

    Dugas put his hand on Ray’s to calm him. “Look, Ray, you’ve taken a bad hit on the head, and you’re imagining things. If I were you, I’d keep quiet about all this until we get you to the hospital, and they take some X-rays.” Dugas glanced down at Ray’s hand. “What have you got there?”

    Unaware that he held anything, Ray looked down at his hand. Clutched in it was an ancient gold necklace.


    
The Resting Place

    And ever has it been that love knows not its own depth until the hour of separation.

    — Kahlil Gibran from The Prophet

    “I can feel it in my bones,” Vincent gasped from the hospital bed. “They can’t help me anymore.”

    Richard clutched his father’s hand. “You’re a tough old guy, Dad. You’ll make it. I know you will.”

    Vincent saw desperation in Richard’s eyes. He knows I’m going to die. Unable to return his son’s gaze, he turned to the poster on the wall as he had done many times during his long hospital stay. It was a poster of a tropical shoreline, complete with palm trees and a lone couple embracing in the distance. Somehow, the idea of a tropical beach always appealed to him, although he’d never had the chance to visit one. The poster, held up with cellophane tape, seemed out of place in the white, sterile hospital room.

    The door to the room opened, and a prim-looking, middle-aged nurse entered. She stopped at the foot of Vincent’s bed and studied the information on the clipboard that hung there.

    “Mr. Henries?” she asked finally.

    Vincent nodded weakly.

    “How are you today?”

    “How does he look?” Richard snapped.

    The nurse frowned at Richard. She cleared her throat. “Mr. Henries, I’m here to prep you for your operation. It’s time for your visitor to leave.”

    Richard gazed at his father with a tender expression. Vincent felt the sweat from Richard’s hands. He knew that his own hands were cold.

    “Dad, you just wait and see. After the operation, you’ll be as good as new. You’ll be back in that old woodshop of yours just like always. Remember that? Ma could never get you out of there once you got to working on something. Still, to this day, I’ve never met anyone who could carve wood as well as you.”

    Vincent forced a smile at Richard’s attempt to cheer him. The nurse closed a white curtain around them, leaving open a narrow slit. She waited.

    Richard leaned over the bed. “I’ll be praying for you. So will Jeanne and the kids. We love you, Dad.” He embraced his father and then reluctantly left the room.

    After the nurse had finished, Vincent was alone again. The relaxant drug she had given him made him feel groggy, yet it did not ease the pain in his chest. He looked at the poster on the wall. He could almost feel himself walking along the soft sand of the beach, with the warm waters of the waves brushing against his ankles. Vincent wondered who had placed the poster there. Was it some altruistic young nurse who wanted to brighten up the coronary care ward?

    Two young male orderlies in starched white uniforms guided a gurney into the room. The angels have come for me, Vincent thought. With choreographed efficiency, the two men removed his covers, lifted him onto the rolling bed, latched up the side rails, and wheeled him out of the room.

    Vincent’s anxiety increased as soon as he left the hospital room. To take his mind off of what was to come, he counted the fluorescent lights in the ceiling as he passed beneath them. Along the way, he saw other patients loitering in the corridor in their bathrobes and hospital gowns. Some of them, clutching their movable IV stands for support, stared at him. At 58 light fixtures, his gurney passed through large double doors into a white, tiled, sterile room. Why are hospital rooms always white? he wondered.

    The two orderlies left the room. He heard the surgeon and nurses in an adjoining chamber chatting with each other as they scrubbed for the operation. They were laughing about something. A nurse wearing a face mask wheeled him into the O.R. Vincent cocked his head to one side and caught a glimpse of the medical machinery that would be used during his open-heart surgery.

    Gentle hands slipped beneath him and lifted him off the gurney and onto the thinly padded operating table. Directly above him were bright, multi-sectioned, high-intensity operation lamps. The light hurt his eyes, so he closed them and instead saw a bright shade of red from the blood in his eyelids. Someone pulled down the thin sheet that covered him, exposing his shaved chest.

    “Good morning, Mr. Henries,” came a man’s voice immediately to his left.

    Vincent turned his head. Although the man was masked, Vincent could tell by his eyes that he was young, possibly in his early thirties.

    “I’ll be your anesthesiologist today. How are you feeling?”

    “Lousy,” Vincent croaked, feeling short of breath.

    “Well, don’t worry about a thing,” he said soothingly as he wrapped a section of latex rubber hose around Vincent’s forearm. “Your doc will get you all fixed up, good as new.”

    He felt the anesthesiologist swab a vein on the back of his left hand, then came the prick of a needle. The anesthesiologist removed the hose.

    “Now, I want you to take three deep breaths, Mr. Henries, then I want you to count to ten for me.”

    “One…two…three…” Vincent started. The ringing in his ears intensified and changed to a raspy buzz. Before he reached seven, he faded out of consciousness.

     

    When Vincent awoke, the pain was gone. It was replaced by a feeling of lightness. His eyes were still closed, and dimly he heard snatches of tense conversation with the hum of machinery in the background. One of the machines was sounding an alarm beep.

    “Angie, give me a clamp on the bleeding.”

    “I can’t see where it’s coming from, doctor…”

    “Hold this while I release…”

    “Blood pressure’s dropping. We’re losing him,” the anesthesiologist said.

    The anesthesiologist? Vincent thought. He opened his eyes and found himself looking straight down at an operating table. The surgical team clustered around the table, frantically attempting to revive a deathly pale man whose open chest cavity was filling with blood.

    Is this a dream? he wondered. The grogginess was gone, and he saw the objects of the room and the people in it with a heightened sense of clarity. He could even make out the tiny beads of sweat on the brow of the anesthesiologist, who appeared acutely worried.

    Feeling a sudden lack of interest in the drama unfolding in the operation room, he floated to another place, where he saw Richard sitting in a waiting room. Jeanne slept in the seat next to Richards, with her head resting on his shoulder. Richard appeared weary, and considering the number of coffee cups on the table next to them, he had been waiting there for a long time.

    Vincent floated down to the floor and stood in front of Richard. “Richard! Here I am. I feel great!”

    He stared through Vincent, and did not even seem to acknowledge his presence.

    “Richard, can’t you hear me?”

    Jeanne stirred suddenly and frowned as though she were having a bad dream. Richard continued staring straight ahead.

    Perplexed, Vincent sat down on one of the chairs and thought about his predicament. Perhaps this is a dream after all, though it seems real. And what is going on in the operating room? Was that really me on the operating table? And where is the pain? Can this be death?

    It was business as usual in the hospital corridor before him. Orderlies and nurses went about their tasks, wheeling patients in wheelchairs and making their rounds, all oblivious to him. There has to be more than this.

    The hospital corridor took on a translucent quality and began to fade. Blue sky and a long sandy seashore with swaying palm trees appeared through the walls and ceiling. The hospital dissolved further while the tropical beach scene became increasingly clear and real. The din of the hospital corridor segued into the sound of crashing surf. The hospital faded until it was completely gone.

     

    
      [image: Transition]
    

     

    Vincent found himself sitting alone on a deserted beach, wearing nothing but a pair of shorts. What is this place? he wondered. Is this real? He ran his fingers through the sand. It felt real, all down to the way it stuck between his fingers. The sand was hot from baking in the sun. He looked at his arms. They were no longer the ashen, pale, wasted arms of an old man on his deathbed. They were the strong, tanned arms of a man in the prime of life. He stood up. Strong legs lifted him. He had almost forgotten how easy it used to be to move. With a burst of energy, he ran along the shore at full speed, with the water from the waves dancing at his feet. He leaped, somersaulted, and landed in the sand, laughing. He could not remember the last time he’d felt so good. Best of all, there was no longer any pain.

    He lay resting for a long time, letting the warm rays of the sun soak into his skin. He listened to the surf as it crashed on the shore. The sound soothed him. This is too good to be true. The question is: how long will it last?

    He sat up and took in his tropical surroundings. The ocean horizon was a straight edge against the cheerful blue sky. A few cottony white clouds floated in the distance. Behind him was the lush foliage of a tropical jungle. The scene was reminiscent of the poster he had seen in the hospital room.

    The rushing swell and ebbing sound of the waves called to him. He somehow knew that the water would be warm and inviting. He was considering taking a swim when he saw someone walking toward him in the distance. It was a woman wearing a bikini—an attractive woman at that. He stood up quickly and brushed off the sand. She stopped about ten paces from him.

    They stood facing each other on the beach, neither of them moving, as they studied each other. Vincent felt a strange attraction to her that he did not understand. He felt as though he had known her from somewhere, yet he could not think from where. She seemed uncertain of him, so he approached her slowly. She remained where she was. He stopped a few yards from her. Like him, she was in the prime of life. Vincent noticed she quivered slightly. He saw apprehension in her eyes.

    “Do you live here?” she asked.

    “Do I live here?” he repeated. “I don’t even know where I am.”

    “Then I guess that makes two of us.”

    A large wave crashed up the shore and washed over their feet. The water was warm. They took a few steps up the beach to where the sand was drier.

    Vincent continued. “This might seem kind of strange, but I found myself on this beach only a short time ago. I have no idea how I got here.”

    Her eyes lit up. “The same with me. The last thing I remember was going to sleep in my bedroom. I turned out the light, closed my eyes, and then I found myself waking up by the tide pools down there.” She pointed down the beach in the direction she had come from. “I thought at first someone had moved me while I was sleeping.”

    “I was having open-heart surgery when something went wrong.” He smiled. “I sprung a leak, I guess.”

    Vincent looked the woman over. She blushed and self-consciously held her hands over her body, as though her hands could hide more than her bikini could.

    “Excuse me for my indecency. I was wearing this when I woke up. I don’t know where it came from.”

    Vincent smiled. “Don’t worry. You look great. What’s your name?”

    “Roberta.”

    “I’m happy to meet you, Roberta. I’m Vincent.”

    “Vincent? Oh, I’ve always liked that name. I named my son Vincent.”

    “Did you?”

    They began to walk along the beach.

    “So where are you from, Vincent?”

    “Minneapolis. And you?”

    “I was born in Denver, but I moved to Sacramento when I was eight.”

    Vincent nodded. He gazed at the jungle and the sparkling ocean. He took a deep breath. The air was fresh and clean. “So tell me, Roberta, what is this place?”

    “It’s an island. I know that much.”

    “Who else is here?”

    “No one, as far as I can tell. I’ve been all over the island, and you’re the only person I’ve seen.”

    Vincent nodded. “Is there food?”

    Roberta pointed to the trees. “See for yourself.”

    The trees were full of ripe fruit of every kind imaginable. They walked over to one of the trees. She pulled off a yellow, pear-like fruit.

    “Here, try one. They’re delicious.”

    Vincent bit into the fruit. It was juicy and sweet, and without a doubt, the most luscious thing he had ever tasted.

    “What else is in the jungle?” Vincent asked, wiping the fruit juice from his chin.

    “A lovely pond. Let me show it to you.”

    Roberta led Vincent into the jungle. The foliage was lushly green, and vibrantly colored flowers were in full bloom everywhere. Birds twittered in the trees, and the air smelled sweet with nectar. Eventually they came to a small pond. After admiring their youthful reflections in the still water, they drank from it. The water was cool and refreshing. They sat on a large rock by the water to take in their idyllic surroundings. They rested together for a long time without speaking.

    “Vincent, do you suppose this is heaven?” Roberta asked finally.

    He shook his head. “I sense it’s more of a resting place, a kind of stopping point on the way to more important places. It could be between heaven and hell.”

    “You think we’re in purgatory?”

    He gestured to the tropical foliage. “Well, is this what purgatory is supposed to look like?”

    A moment of silence passed between them. A warm breeze swished through the trees.

    “You’re thinking of your wife,” she said.

    “Yes. How do you know?”

    She shrugged. “I don’t. I just sense it somehow.”

    “I was just thinking about how she was such a good mother to our son. We were married for 33 years. She passed away of breast cancer. Having her go like that was the worst thing I’d ever gone through. I never remarried. But you know, in all the years we were married, I don’t know that I was ever in love with her. I loved her, but I wasn’t in love. Do you know what I mean?”

    “Yes, I thought I was in love a few times when I was young,” she said wistfully. “I’m afraid I was only deluding myself. I had two unhappy marriages, but great kids from both of them. When I look back on my life, I realize that I’ve never been happy.” She picked up a stone and tossed it into the pool. Concentric ripples spread across the mirror-like surface of the pool, distorting the reflection of the surrounding jungle.

    They got up from the rock and left the pond. While passing through the jungle, almost without thinking, Vincent took her hand. She squeezed his in return.

    They reached the seashore and walked along the beach, holding hands, not speaking. Vincent spotted a piece of driftwood floating ashore on the waves. He ran into the water and retrieved it. He was examining the wood when Roberta caught up with him a moment later.

    “What is it?” she asked.

    “Driftwood.”

    She looked at the wood and then out at the perfectly flat horizon. “Where do suppose it came from?”

    “I don’t know,” he said, turning it over in his hands. “It would be great for carving, though. I sure wish I had a knife.”

    A wave washed over their feet. Roberta reached into the swirl of sand and water, and plucked out a shiny knife. “Like this?”

    Vincent winced. “Where did that come from?”

    “Beats me. Something shiny in the water caught my eye, and I just reached for it.” She handed him the knife. “Is it what you need?”

    “Yes, this will do nicely,” he said. “Come sit with me for a while, and I’ll show you something.”

    They sat beneath the shade of a palm tree. Vincent began shaping the piece of driftwood with the knife Roberta had found. He worked swiftly, carving intricate lines and grooves into the wood. Each caress of the knife in his skilled hands brought the wood closer to the image in his mind’s eye. Soon, the work was finished, and he held up the final product for Roberta.

    “Oh, Vincent! That’s so beautiful!”

    He had carved the rough piece of driftwood into a small figurine of a man and woman passionately embracing in an act of love. He smiled at the girlish wonder in Roberta’s eyes as she studied the eloquent details of the piece.

    “Where did you learn to carve wood like this?”

    “It’s just something I picked up.”

    Roberta glanced up at Vincent and embraced him. His mouth found hers, and they immersed themselves in a prolonged kiss. Memories flooded back. They had been together in this hallowed place before, after the last lifetime, and the ones before that. The time between lifetimes was always so short, and this would be their only time together before drifting to the higher planes, and thereafter, another lifetime of separation.

    He gazed into her eyes. She returned his gaze with affirmation of their shared memory. They both smiled.

    “I believe we’ve been apart for a very long time,” she said.

    “A lifetime.”

    “But we’re together now. Let’s make the most of our time. It never lasts for long.” She reached behind her back to untie the bikini she was wearing.

    Just then, a ringing began in Vincent’s ears, accompanied by a feeling of weakness. A dull ache swelled beneath his breastbone. He brought his hand to his chest.

    Roberta gazed at him with a puzzled expression. “Are you all right?”

    “I’m not sure.” The pain and ringing subsided, and his strength returned. He looked up at her. “I think it passed.”

    “What happened?”

    “I don’t know. I felt a little sick for a moment.”

    “You were as white as a ghost.”

    “Well, it’s gone now.” He smiled.

    Vincent touched her cheek. She tenderly kissed his hand. Suddenly, the pain returned with a vengeance. He felt as though he were having a heart attack. He pressed his hand against his chest.

    “Vincent! What’s wrong?”

    He tried to reply but found he could not breathe. The pain in his chest quickly intensified until it became unbearable. He fell backward and writhed in the sand, clutching his throat and chest, arching his back from the pain.

    Roberta grasped him and cradled him in her arms. Vincent felt his young, strong body beginning to wither and age. The healthy complexion of his arms faded and took on a cadaverous pallor. The flesh of his muscular legs appeared to evaporate from beneath the skin.

    “Vincent!”

    Vincent fell away from Roberta and the island into a shell of darkness and pain. The last things he heard before he lost consciousness were her desperate pleas, echoing in the ether as though far away: Vincent! Don’t leave me!

     

    Vincent awoke in a dark cell without dimensions. The crushing pain in his chest persisted, only now it was accompanied by a dull sensation of physical heaviness and pressure all over his body. He felt as though he were lying in the deep end of a swimming pool, something he had done once as a boy. He was in his body again—this he felt certain. But he felt confused, disoriented, as if he had just awoken from a deep sleep in which he’d had a powerful dream.

    Hours or days seemed to drift by. Vincent wavered in and out of coherence. His mind remained a jumbled mosaic of disconnected images and random thoughts. Sometimes, he imagined he heard shuffling noises around him or strange, unintelligible voices. On his skin, odd, prickly sensations would come and go. Only the darkness, the pain, and the haunting, persistent image of some unknown woman’s tear-streaked face remained constant.

    Through his muddled senses, Vincent perceived what sounded like a bird chirping nearby, accompanied by a windy, rushing sound, like waves on the seashore. Gradually, his thoughts and senses began to coalesce, and the chirping bird became a slow, steady beep, and the rushing waves a bellows noise. Eventually, he realized the steady beeps occurred in sync with a vague throbbing in his chest, and the bellow sounds coincided with a swelling and receding pressure in his lungs. It became apparent to him that he was awake in a nightmare.

    The pain was unrelenting, and a profound sense of loneliness and isolation took hold in him. He sought refuge in a fanciful dream he’d had, a dream that seemed to have taken place long ago at some indeterminate time but was now nearly forgotten. It was a dream of an island paradise inhabited by two, a place of delicious beauty. When he dreamed of it, he knew he wasn’t really there—he was only observing it inertly, the way one admires a lovely picture hanging on a wall. Yet it was only when he dreamed of this place that the pain subsided and he found a kind of solace from his suffering.

    Vincent was walking alone on the beach in one of these dreams when a clinical-sounding male voice came to him from somewhere beyond the waves: “Come along, now. We haven’t got all morning!”

    The beach dream suddenly vanished, and Vincent was lost again in darkness. The voice spoke quickly, impatiently.

    “And note this patient—gather around, please. Don’t be shy. A hemorrhage occurred during his heart surgery. The leak was repaired, and the bypass was completed successfully, but the patient never awoke after surgery. Some diagnostics were performed. Here. Have a look at his chart. Can any of you tell me what is ailing this patient?”

    “CNS damage caused by anoxia,” a woman said after a pause.

    “And the prognosis?”

    “Not good. This man is a brain-dead.”

    “Correct.”

    A younger man spoke up amid a rustle of papers. “But an EEG taken on the twentieth showed some activity.”

    “Sporadic electrical activity resulting from the brain injury. Nothing more,” the older man said. “I assure you: this man is completely comatose. Allow me to demonstrate.”

    Vincent heard the rustle of linen and felt a sharp pinprick in his left large toe. He tried to pull his leg away.

    “See? No reaction.”

    The chief doctor and his interns continued their discussion of him. Vincent struggled to wiggle his toes, twitch a finger, flutter his eyelids, anything, to give them a sign of acknowledgement. Then it became apparent to him, for the first time, that some sort of spiritual break had occurred between his mind and body. It occurred to him that maybe he should have died during the surgery, but had not been allowed to. He began to weep, but only inwardly, because no tears came to his eyes. For all the physical sensation he felt from his grief, his body was only an unfeeling chunk of flesh.

    The visitors soon left, and he was alone again. In the depth of his despair, a face came to him. She seemed more real to him than the outer world. He longed to speak with her, yet he could not even recall her name. It seemed she had hundreds of names, yet none. Who are you? Are you real or only the product of my damaged brain? How is it that I’m yearning for you? My memory fails me.

    He drifted into a semi-sleep state. The static beach scene did not appear this time. Instead, he had a powerful dream of himself floating in a place lit with a cool, ethereal light of indescribable color. He was bound in a silvery cocoon to an ugly, inanimate, corpse-like image of himself. The corpse-thing stared at him with its dead eyes. Vincent struggled frantically to free himself, but the silvery wire that composed the cocoon held him fast. It seemed unbreakable. His soul wept in despair. For the love of God! Can anyone help me? Is there any mercy in the universe? Then, within the tangle of the cocoon, he felt someone take his hand. It was not the hand of the corpse-thing, because it was warm and full of life.

    A familiar voice resounded in the ether: “Dad, it’s me.”

    Vincent found himself back in what he perceived as the hospital room. Richard!

    “They told me you’re not with us and that you can’t hear me. But think you can.”

    I hear you, my son.
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