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PART ONE: THE AFTERLIFE

When She’s Gone

Every week, JD, Mark, Ben, and Billy got together for poker and general gossip about the previous week – “the who did what or why that trade?” JD and Mark met in college, then served in the military during the Vietnam War. Mark and JD swapped each week as each other’s wingman in college. Mark met his wife, Mary, because of JD. This Friday, it was Mark and JD. Ben and Billy were off on their respective honeymoons. Billy had been Ben’s best man, and Ben had been Billy’s best man. Their wives agreed to having the weddings together but declined joint honeymoons.

“Mark, I am not joking. There is something out there and it’s been tracking me,” JD said.

“It was probably the wind. You know how it is in the canyon,” Mark said.

“It was a foggy morning. No wind at all,” JD said.

“Then what do you think it was? Sasquatch? A mountain lion?”

“Sasquatch in Texas? Too funny. And I don’t think it’s a mountain lion. I know that property very well. I have never seen the tracks of a mountain lion. As far as I know, they are as scared of us as we are of them. No, I don’t know, but I will find out.”

“Have another beer before Mary shuts us down. Sit back and enjoy the sounds of the evening. I’m certain it was nothing. Are you okay? It’s been fifteen years. You need to get back out there. You know, Mary has a cousin who wants to meet you. She’s really cute. And she’s smart and nerdy like you. Her name is Marjorie.”

“I’m fine. Yeah, it still hurts at times, but I’m fine. I don’t want to get back into dating right now. Every time I tried, it ended badly.”

“That’s because you keep putting Kira up as the standard. No one is ever going to replace the first love. Look, have dinner with Marjorie and us. Nothing else, okay?”

“Fine, whatever. Geez, you can be a nag at times!”

“Great, how about next Saturday evening? Now, go home and get some rest. You’re getting obsessed with this spooky action. It’s probably nothing. I bet it’s some wild animal or the wind.”

“Mark, I know what I felt was not the wind. I am going to find out what it was.”

“Well, how about you grab your fancy camera and take a hike tomorrow morning. Document this thing of fantasy. I think you’ve been working too many extra shifts since Ben and Billy have been away. You should have hired some temp help while they are gone. You are hanging onto the past. You should sell the land that the canyon is on. I thought you were going to donate it to the park system?”

“I am going to donate it, but it is all I have left of her. How can I let that go? As for work, I’ll be fine. We scheduled jobs around their absence. And I always have my camera with me. I’ll see you next week with proof!”

“Okay, I don’t understand, but I’m your friend. Please get some sleep tonight and go find whatever is on the property. I still think it’s your imagination.”

“Thanks, Mark. You’re a good friend. I’ll see you next week.”

JD was up early and at the property in the morning. It was another foggy, misty morning in early summer, and unseasonably warm. The maple trees and oak trees were full and green. Above-average rainfall in the spring kept the creek flowing through the canyon. The waterfall poured over the cliff to the pool below. The ample green vegetation and waterfall created a tropical setting. JD busily searched for something to photograph and document.

A few maple tree leaves from last fall lay on the ground, covering some of the rocks. That was enough for JD to stop and take a photo. After getting his camera several years ago, he carried it everywhere. Photography had become his stress release from work. JD had photographed every tree and every rock on the property, yet he always found something new to photograph.

JD snapped the photo and let the camera hang around his neck. He walked over to his favorite tree below the waterfall and sat down to have some coffee and a muffin. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a blur. JD felt the breeze as something zoomed past him. Whatever it was, it stopped behind the tree and giggled.

“Hello? Is anyone there?” JD said without turning around or getting up. “I know you are there. I know you have been following me.”

Something or someone touched JD’s shoulder.

“You’re it!” A voice said. “Catch me if you can!”

JD swung around, tossing the coffee out of the cup. He looked down and saw footprints appearing in the sand. The footprints disappeared by the edge of the pool below the falls. A fog-like mist hung over the pool’s water.

Water splashed up from the pool like someone had jumped in. “I’m over here. Come on, the water’s fine. Are you scared?”

“Who are you?”

“A friend. Come on, let’s slide down to the pool below. It’s fun!”

JD felt more than heard the next words. “Come here, I will help you.”

The words were more like a request he could not refuse.

As JD walked to the edge of the pool, he saw the shape of a woman’s form rise out of the mist in the water. A hand appeared in front of him. He took the hand, felt the pull, and then was under the water.

“Hahaha, you didn’t see that coming. You’re too easy.”

JD came up for air. “Real funny! Show yourself, and we’ll see who has the last laugh. Are you scared?”

“Oh no, has JD lost his sense of humor? Come back tomorrow.”

“Why would I want to do that? So, you can tease me again? Show yourself now!”

“And JD has lost his patience. Come back tomorrow at sunrise. You haven’t lost your curiosity, too, have you?”


Was that Sasquatch?

JD wasn’t certain what had happened the day before, but he wasn’t afraid. He was curious and cautious. He parked the jeep at the top of the canyon by the trail down into the canyon.

JD walked down the trail listening to the roar of the waterfall as it pounded the rocks below. He remembered the legends about the waterfall being a door to other worlds. Kira’s grandmother said her people believed waterfalls were portals to the afterlife.

A sandy beach surrounded a pool of clear water. JD sat down under the tree next to the beach. It was his favorite spot by the oak tree. The oak tree spread its branches over part of the pool. The canyon wall was beyond the tree. He sat there, drinking his coffee, eating a sticky bun, and remembering that day long ago. His trip down memory lane was interrupted by the sound and a breeze as a blurry object passed before him and went behind the tree.

He thought it might be the strange woman from the day before. “This cloak-and-dagger stuff is getting old. Can we talk face-to-face?”

There was no answer. Instead, he heard a growling, grunting noise behind him. This sounded more like a wild animal. Maybe Mark was right. Maybe mountain lions were prowling the canyon.

JD stood up. He had his .22-caliber rifle with him. It would kill a snake, but not much more than that. What he heard was no snake. The sound it made as it zoomed past was more like a bear moving as fast as a cheetah. JD turned and met his stalker face-to-face.

Whatever stood in front of JD cast a ten-foot-tall shadow. It towered over him. One more step and he was convinced it would maul him to death. Stories of people being mauled by surprised encounters with bears raced through his brain. He looked up and down. The body was dark and hairy, like that of a bear. He stared at the creature realizing that this was no bear, nor any other animal known to man. It was nothing like anything he had seen before. Its skin glowed. It carried a club in one hand. Slender long fingers with sharp, pointed nails extended from large hairy hands.

The creature bent down and sniffed JD. The nose was attached to a hairless head with spinning, glowing eyes. The beast grunted again and stuck out its tongue. Sparks of fire shot out from the tip of its tongue. JD’s face flushed from the hot breath spewing from the creature’s mouth. “Run, you have to run!” he thought. He desperately wanted to run, but his legs would not respond. The creature raised its club to strike him.

As the creature swung at JD, he heard a rustling sound in the leaves behind him. The wind picked up the leaves, swirling them around in a vortex. He swiveled and dropped to the ground to avoid the creature’s swing. He landed face down on the ground with his head pointing to the new threat. Behind him was a ten-foot angry thing ready to pound him into the ground. He lifted his head to see what was now in front of him.

The creature grunted behind him. JD raised his head and saw an opening appear in the cliff behind the tree. The blurry life-size image of a person stood in the opening. Wind rushed in towards this phantasm, creating a vortex. The opening bent in and out, warping the image of the person standing there. He fully expected the creature behind him or the thing in front would soon kill him. Instinctively, he reached for his camera to record what he was experiencing.

The camera flew off his neck and out of his hands. “It is not permitted.” No words were spoken, but JD heard it. JD tried to get up to run but could not.

The person in the doorway said, “Stay down.” Again, no words only a thought echoing in JD’s head. A thought that could not be ignored. He wondered if this is how dogs feel when they are told to stay.

A beam of light shot out from the opening. JD turned over on his back. The creature behind him moaned, dropped to its knees, and fell forward. JD rolled out of the way as the creature landed next to him. The smell of burnt flesh rose from a blob of glowing goo that slowly dispersed, disappearing into the grass.

JD lay on his back, trying to grasp what had happened. He looked up. Standing over him was a woman with long flowing hair. She wore a shimmering, gown-like garment.

JD lay there, his heart pounding, still frozen in fear.

“Sit up,” the woman said. When the woman spoke, JD heard a whisper like the buzzing of a bee. He lost conscious control of his body. Compelled by the sound of the woman’s voice, JD sat up and leaned his back against the tree. The woman sat down in front of him. Like one of those quick-change artists, the woman’s gown was replaced by pants and a t-shirt.

“Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you,” The woman said in a whisper-like voice that now sounded exactly like JD’s voice.

JD decided to try the friendly first contact approach. He mustered up enough courage to offer a greeting. “Hi, my name is.”

“John David, but your friends call you JD,” the woman said, finishing JD’s sentence.

“Who are you? Have we met?”

“Many times. Who I am will be revealed in time.”

“I don't understand.”

“No, you would not,” the woman said. “I must go now. Meet me in the meadow behind the house tomorrow after sunset.”

Then she was gone. She did not walk away or return through the same strange phenomenon; she disappeared in the blink of an eye.


A Fire in the Meadow

JD sat trying to understand what had happened in the canyon yesterday. He had a PhD in physics and a master’s in linguistics and ancient languages. JD understood most things. He did not understand this. His mom was spiritual, but she would not have understood this either. This experience left him perplexed and wondering if it was a dream. He was more comfortable figuring things out and fixing them.

JD was a professor of physics at the local university. Teaching and research kept his brain running nonstop with all sorts of ideas. JD decided to take a sabbatical and open a car repair shop with Ben and Billy. Ben ran the day-to-day operation of the shop. JD chose to be a mechanic with Billy. Working on the cars helped keep his brain quiet.

On his days off, he grabbed his camera and went to the canyon. Photography also kept his brain quiet. The canyon was where his heart and soul felt at home. The memories of that day, exploring the canyon with Kira, kept him anchored. His brain was quiet and at peace in the canyon, especially below the waterfall.

What happened today had his brain working overtime. He could not wrap his head around what he had experienced. Did he imagine what he saw, or was it a hallucination? He was ready to shrug it off, but his scientific curiosity ensured he would show up in the meadow the next day. He did not share what had happened with Mark.

JD started to tell his mom what had happened, but he feared he would be examined or receive another long Bible lesson. He loved his mom, but even at the age of thirty, JD found it difficult to share his inner thoughts and emotions with her.

That evening, JD walked down the hill behind the house to the meadow along the creek. JD’s flashlight barely cut through the fog that rose from the meadow. He could feel his pants and socks slowly getting wet as he walked through the short grass. He remembered when sunflowers used to grow in the meadow. Now, only grass grew there. She was gone, and so were the sunflowers.

The meadow lay in darkness, hidden by the surrounding bluffs. JD stood on one of the bluffs, looking over the meadow. He rubbed his eyes and squinted. He wasn’t certain what he was seeing.

Coming from the river was a cloud of blinking lights. It looked like a shimmering cloud of fireflies gliding along the tops of the grass. Fireflies could easily be seen in the meadow in the early summer months. JD had seen them in the meadow several times, but never as a cloud. Emerging from the cloud was that same woman. The fireflies were hovering around the silhouette of her body as she walked. They streamed behind her like smoke billowing.

JD stood there, not in fear, but in complete amazement. He could not turn away, and after yesterday, he dared not attempt to take a photo. The woman walked up to JD.

“Stretch out your arms,” the woman requested without the sound of any words spoken.

As JD stretched out his arms, the fireflies swarmed around them. His arms now looked like two outstretched lanterns.

“What? How?” JD said, “How is this happening?”

“I asked them,” the woman said with a smile. “They were not busy and thought it would be fun.”

“You asked them?” JD said, “So you speak firefly?”

“No, silly, fireflies don’t have a language. Well, not like humans do. It’s too complicated to explain but simple to do.”

“Someone I knew once was able to do the same thing you did.”

“Yes, I know. You have many questions, but I have to go right now,” the woman said.

“Questions? Where do I begin?” JD said.

“Sorry, but your questions will have to wait. I came here only to show you this. I must return now. I have already pushed the boundaries too much.”

“Return to where? What is going on? You appear in some phantasm. Kill an out-of-this-world creature. Now you leave without an explanation?”

“Oh, yes, well, my appearance was dramatic - that was for show. I thought you would like the science fiction appearance. The creature was real. It was there to scare you.”

“I’m not easily scared,” JD said. “But it looked like it was going to do much more.”

“It would have hit you but not killed you. It was sent there to intimidate you into selling the land. That’s all I can say about that. I’m very sorry, but I have to leave. I will come back. Meet me by the waterfall, early on the first day of spring. I will be able to explain more. Will you do that, please?”

“Okay, I don’t seem to have a choice, but I am not happy about it,” JD said.

“Oh, JD, chin up and cheer up, you’ll be fine,” the woman said.

Then she was gone.


Dream Walking

JD now had even more questions than he had before. Waiting for the first day of spring to come was as difficult as waiting for Christmas to come when he was a kid. But he was at the waterfall before dawn on the first day of spring. The waterfall was one large waterfall plus a series of smaller ones created by the overflow from the spring-fed pond on top of the ridge. The large waterfall created a pond at its base. The pond below the waterfall was the size of a large swimming pool with clear water. The water fell over sixty feet from the top of the ridge. JD sat on a rock under the oak tree near the pond. He usually brought a thermos of coffee and some sticky buns. Kira loved those. Today, he didn’t bring anything. He was anxious and curious at the same time.

Whenever he camped at the property, this was his favorite spot. The water pounding the granite rocks over the years created a sandy edge to the pond. JD would set up camp near the pond and cook breakfast over a fire pit he had made. Then he would sit down, slowly drinking coffee and listening to the water falling on the rocks. In rainy seasons, the water flow would increase, and the sound of the water crashing down would be too loud to sleep. During those times, JD would lie back on the sandy beach and look at the stars. Most of the time, the waterfall would be like a gentle shower softly falling on the rocks below.

Today, it was a foggy morning with no wind. As JD sat under the oak tree waiting, a light breeze rustled the vines hanging down the cliff wall behind the tree. JD saw the opening appear again on the face of the cliff. This time, there was no science fiction phantasm. The same woman he had seen before now stood in the opening. A light in the opening shone behind her, silhouetting her figure. Water cascaded down from the top of the cliff and flowed around her, but she was not getting wet. He felt he knew this woman. He tried to remember, but it was like a dream that couldn’t be recalled.

“Do you have any coffee?” the woman said.

“No, I didn’t bring any,” JD said.

“No worries, I have some. Here, have a cup. How about a sticky bun? I brought some of those, too.”

JD was sitting on the beach when he noticed the woman walking toward him. The next moment, she sat beside him, handing JD a cup of coffee.

“Uh, thanks,” JD said. “Nice, strong with a touch of milk, and these buns are delicious. Did you bake them? Well done.”

The woman smiled. “The way you like it. I know,”

“Okay, look, can we cut the mysterious voodoo stuff? Who the hell or what the hell are you?”

“Same old JD. Still stuck in the black-and-white scientific world. If you can't measure it, it does not exist. Right, JD?”

“Well, how do I know it exists if I can’t experience it? I don’t have to measure the wind to know it exists, but I can experience it.”

“The tree in the forest, right? Or the quantum state does not collapse on its own,” the woman said.

“Something like that. But you make it sound like it's wrong to be skeptical. And none of that answers my question. Who or what are you? “

“Hmm, yes, you’re right, of course. You need some evidence. It would be easier to show you.”

“Okay, and how is that going to happen?” JD said.

“Come kneel on the beach facing me.”

Without getting up or making a move, JD was kneeling on the beach, facing the woman. Their knees were touching.

“I've been permitted to share a dream walk with you,” the woman said. “It should answer some of your questions.”

“Is this going to make me bark like a dog?”

The woman laughed. “No, it won’t, but you should hold my hands; this can be unsettling.”

“Is this a way to get me to hold your hands?”

“Quiet now. Close your eyes and clear your mind. Breathe deep in and out.”

JD blinked. There was a momentary flash of light. As he opened his eyes, he felt uneasy. He wasn’t kneeling on the beach anymore. He was standing on the edge of a cliff overlooking a large horseshoe-shaped bay. He could barely see the other side of the bay. JD’s knees and legs started to shake. The sound of the water roaring over the rocks above them was deafening. They were standing below a waterfall on the edge of a small cave. A protrusion in the cliff above the cave opening split the water as it roared down on either side of them.

The woman leaned over and whispered in JD’s ear. “Steady on there. I said, it would be unsettling.”

“I think I’m going to be sick,” JD said.

And he was. The contents of his stomach headed down the side of the cliff.

“What you are experiencing right now to you is real, but not the way you think it is,” the woman said. “You are in a dream walk. It’s the closest thing to being here without actually being here. You can see, hear, smell, and feel like you are here. But you and I are still kneeling on the beach. Except that, I’m probably now covered in your brekkie. Hold my hand and let’s back away from the cliff’s edge. We can sit down over there and talk.”

“Thanks, sorry about the vomit,” JD said, “I was a bit disoriented. I’m fine now. I want to see it. I’m okay.”

“Alright, if you’re sure,” the woman said.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” JD said. “Dream walk?” So, did you hypnotize me?”

“No, not at all,” the woman said. “What you are experiencing is like a virtual reality program; only you don’t need a headset, and you have a full sensory experience. Like the RPG video games, you like to play.”

“Virtual reality, huh?” JD said, “Wow! Incredible! So, what is this place?”

As JD looked beyond the cliff, he could see several waterfalls over 300 meters tall, dumping tons of water into the apex of the bay. A large lake at the bottom of the waterfalls overflowed into a river that eventually emptied into a sea beyond the bay. All around the lake and the borders of the bay were rainforests. The sides of the cliffs surrounding the bay were honeycombed and stair-stepped. A layer of puffy white clouds hung over the lake beyond. JD could make out a few vessels that looked like fishing boats. The entire area was like a tropical rainforest. It looked like paradise.

“This is my home and the home of my people. To be more accurate, it’s the eternal home of my people.”

“Eternal home?” JD said. “So, your people are not from Earth?”

“Yes and no. This isn’t easy to explain. For now, that is all I am permitted to tell you.”

“So, are you and your people like angels or aliens?” JD said.

“We were human. We are now much more. I cannot tell you more than that. At least not now. I can show you my home. This is important. You must not and will not be able to share what I show you with anyone, not even Mark. You will remember everything, but you will not be able to tell anyone else but me.”

“Alright, I agree,” JD said, “But what’s going to keep me from telling Mark? And how do you know about Mark?”

“Hmmm, well, you won’t be able to form the words. And every attempt to share the information will bring pain. Oh, and I know much more about you than you realize. Enjoy your dinner with Marjorie.”

“Sounds like a good safeguard to me. And how are we going to get down from this cliff? That looks like over 300 meters down.”

“We are going to glide down. Put on this glide suit, and I will demonstrate for you.”

“What if I screw up and fall like a rock?” JD said.

“You can’t die here. Although it might seem real, it is not. Your spirit is here, but your body is not. Does that make sense?”

“No, not at all, but if this is a dream walk, why the glide suits?”

“You are telling me that JD, the boy who wanted to travel the world and experience everything, doesn’t want to fly like a bird?”

“Okay, fair point,” JD said.

JD slipped into the glide suit. It was more like the glide suit slipped onto JD. “Okay, I am ready. Let’s go.”

The woman stood there looking and smiling at JD.

“What? Did I put it on wrong?” JD said.

“Nothing, I’m remembering something. You can’t put it on wrong. Okay, so this is not difficult. The important thing is to focus on where you want to go. The suit will do the rest. I think it would be best if you focused on me. I will lead the way.”

The wind rushed past JD. He felt like a superhero. He was flying! Then he looked down and flipped with his head facing down and his feet straight up in the air. He was heading straight down like a bomb dropped from a plane.

The woman reached out her hand. “Here, let me help you. If you want to look down, think about it before you move your body or head. The suit reacts to the slight muscle twitches in your body, combined with your thoughts.”
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