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For Peter and Neely




Prologue


I have heard many folks laying out their errant incantations of the Judgment Day. And any time I hear someone declaring the Judgment to be from God on mortal beings, I know that the orator has no business talking.


Oh sure, there will be a reckoning and a revelation. In the hereafter for each arriving soul, revelation is the unveiling of the life’s mission. It is the day when it is self-revealed, whether or not the soul fulfilled its assignment, or to what degree our dreams came to fruition. The judgment is not from God on us. We execute these judgments upon ourselves.


We are faced with accepting and relishing our outcomes, or orchestrating the completion of these purposes in eternity, when the soul is no longer in bodily form.


Indeed, it would be our fervent desire for the Great White Throne Judgment to be imposed by God. Because God is forgiving.


—Rev. C. J. Ellison, Tent Revivalist


My name is Calvinia Jean Prather and I can tell you right now, I’ve got a gift.


But before you think I’m talking about myself too fancy and proud, this gift was something I didn’t conjure up or beckon to myself. So, I am not claiming this in a bragging, smart-alecky way. It was a secret at first, even to me.


The gift hid itself, maybe waiting until I cleared my mind of things that don’t really matter. Setting up housekeeping in the back of my head, it came out from time to time in little pieces. I couldn’t always put my finger on it. But I knew it wasn’t right to be in a hallway all by myself, and then feel somebody brush me from behind. To top it off, it didn’t scare me when it happened. It was lightly peculiar in the beginning, so I didn’t even give it the time of day.


When I went into a spell from my gift, I was transported to the depths of my soul, during sacred moments when I could commit my mind fully. I was usually dizzy-headed and felt like I was dreaming, or watching a movie of myself. Sometimes I walked into a room and knew for sure somebody was there by the feeling in my bones, or I thought maybe somebody behind me was reaching through the window. Each time I looked for them, I felt a heavy stillness so quiet, I could hear my shoes crease as I stepped. When I checked the windows and doors they were latched shut.


Sometimes I pitched back, caught with a glare that blinded both eyes so bad that I thought my number was up. But no, it was not my time.


In my younger days, I was accused of putting bobby pins in electric sockets. And I have to say, guilty as charged. There always followed, a long pantomimed scolding about what it would be like to get electrocuted. But when I did it, I never felt anything but the swirl of a cool flying breeze. Many are the folks who have felt the passing draft. Few are those who can see the angels who created the cool gust. But I can see, because that is my gift.



1

The Gift

Most people don’t cotton to the idea that there are angels everywhere around us. But I can tell you honestly, first hand, that there are. Because I got it straight from Clovis Ray Palmer Jr., premature baby, dead as a doornail on arrival.

It all started innocently and reverently. I was simply paying my respects to the dearly departed. Clovis Ray was lying in the parlor of his mama and daddy’s house on a buffet table draped with doilies and lace. He never drew a breath of air and was no more than two hours old.

I had the privilege of meeting him because my granddaddy, Packy, who I live with since I’ve got no mama, is a mortician. And we were right in the middle of supper when we had to ’up and take a baby casket to the Palmer’s. The casket was carved from the finest mahogany with black cherry stain.

Baby caskets are made of nicer wood because they are smaller, but they cost the same as big ones. Families just aren’t happy if they don’t pay a right smart amount when a baby dies. I guess they want to be fair, since they get out of paying for college.

When we pulled through the Palmer’s gates on their grand circular drive, Packy ordered me to stay in the car in his medium voice. Though I am not prone to outright disobedience, after a while I had to pee so bad my eyeballs were starting to float. One more chill and I would have done something that I would never have done, especially not in the big black Cadillac that rides folks to Memory Land. I commenced to squirming like a worm on a fish hook.

Lord forgive me, I had to find me a powder room. So, I poured out of the Cadillac and slinked up the back steps. When I slipped through the kitchen, I heard Packy comforting Tressie, the Palmer’s maid, on the stairway. The parlor was the only place to duck into and that’s where most people lay out their kinfolk. Sure ’nough, that’s where I met Clovis Ray.

I would not enter a place where the departed was laying without paying my respects. I may only be a fifth grader at Mirabeau B. Lamar Elementary, and as Packy would say, in the year of our Lord nineteen hundred and sixty eight, but I’ve been taught my manners.

Oh, the room was grand alright. The rug was such thick fine wool that I felt two inches taller when I walked on it. You could bet the Palmers would be paying in cash. They owned ever’ little porcelain-faced doll and poodle figurines you could ever imagine, along with the antique car decanter collection that Avon put out, all still full to the brim. The bottles made the parlor smell sweet against the musty, aging wood of the Duncan Phyfe Antiques. It was a cheap smell like bitter clove that would in time give you a headache.

Packy already spread him out for the first viewing, real pretty. He draped the lid with a satin baby blanket that Tara, our help, makes up for infant funerals. His of course, was baby blue.

At first, I thought a draft was blowing the baby blanket because it rustled a little. When I came closer, I felt somebody there. The urge to pee backed up all the way to my throat, and I do believe my heart quit beating.

I tiptoed over holding my petticoat so steady, I could have balanced myself on a high trapeze. I tried to chin up on the side of the buffet to see in the infant coffin. Then something mashed the top of my fingers and pressed the back of my head hard enough for my bangs to jump. I wasn’t too scared since those things happened to me before.

I looked around the still room and then decided to hike up on a fancy stool I found with a needlepoint Chinese pug wearing a George Washington outfit. I stood beholding the poor little fellow.

Though a fine woman’s hanky covered Clovis Ray’s face, I saw big blue veins running ziggety-zaggety across his head, plumb through the cloth. Bless his heart; his mama had him in a white christening dress. Good thing you didn’t make it if your mama was going to sissify you like that, I thought to myself.

I pulled up the tiny dress to see his round little belly. You could see deep into his skin like looking through white grapes that have seeds in them. I bet I could see to bone if I’d had a flashlight. His eyes were closed tight even though I knew Packy hadn’t stitched them yet. His head had fuzz, not hair, just peach skin, golden with a hint of copper. All the bones in his chest stuck out, barrel shaped like a grandma smoker. His ears were melted to his head like a plastic baby doll you’ve put a match to, and they were set a might lower than you’d expect. He clutched a rattle with one hand and the tips of his fingers were shiny, but he had no fingernails to speak of.

His legs were curled up like pretzels, almost in a knot. I guess he would have been mighty limber if he had made it. Maybe he’d have been a prize limbo dancer. I put his little dress down and went to looking for a neck. His head was set flat on his shoulders. Something ain’t right about this baby, I said to myself. I bet his problem is genetical. I was thinking hard on what his predicament might have been when I heard a throat being cleared. Then I felt somebody blow on the side of my face. Naturally I just froze, and thanked the good Lord for helping me to the ripe age of nine and a half. It would of course be my last year, when Packy got through with me. Horseplay and other shenanigans are fine and dandy at home, but business puts food on the table, and Packy has made clear the lines he draws for such matters. I was prepared to turn around and see my granddaddy patting his toe on the fancy wool rug. Then the baby blanket rustled again.

My sight was clouded on the sides like there was a vapor there, with coolness around it. I saw a soft white glow, and my blinking could not clear it.

“You don’t have one mortal thought in your head, do you?”

That voice was not Packy.

I turned my head to the right and I was almost seeing double. There was a kid perched up on the closed end of the coffin. But this kid had a neck and fingernails, and a head of hair. Though he favored the dead infant, the cauliflower ears were gone with normal ones set in their place.

“That’s how come you can see me. That much I already know but I’ve got a lot more to learn. Yep. The seraphims came to get me and they were straightening my wings. Then there was some sort of dust up over in Africa. Seeing as I was just released, they said they would come back for me since I’m not a fast flyer yet. ‘Go ahead and comfort your parents, they said, and we’ll be back.’”

He looked upward and seemed in deep thought for a moment. “There’s a shortage of angels you know.”

“Uh, no I didn’t know,” I said sheepishly.

“That’s right. To the point now where mostly we come to those that want us enough to call us, special purpose people and hardened hearts. Most can’t see us like you can. It means you can take worldly clutter from your mind. You must be good at concentrating to the heart of things.” He smiled as if I was owed a little bit of honor.

“Really,” I said, puffing up like a rooster. I started thinking about how special or smart I must have been to see actual angels when Clovis Ray started to fade away. I was upset and mad at myself for trying to be so fancy. I closed my eyes up tight and looked hard at the backside of my eyelids until I could see nothing but squiggly lines and glitter balls. When I opened my eyes again, Clovis Ray returned like our Zenith does when it is interrupted by a jet flying overhead.

He smiled patiently at me and then he pulled his little wings around and smoothed his hands around their crests. Two medium-sized wings arched in the middle of his back, and two smaller round ones attached around about his sacrowheeliyak, where the spine meets the tailbone.

“Course I just have four wings now. Fact is I will just have four for about the next thousand years. Then I’ll be a seraphim too,” he announced in an accomplished fashion.

“You get new wings do you? I mean, in a thousand years?”

“No not a whole new set. You get to add your wings of light. Anybody knows you can’t go in the highest sanctum bare-eyed.”

“Goes without sayin’ I guess.” He was mighty interesting indeed, but sadly my body had not yet lost its concern for a powder room.

He looked at the puzzlement on my face and politely went on. “When you get your wings of light, you can go into the actual arena surrounding the throne of the Great I Am. But the light is mighty bright. It’s so bright that you can’t stand it. The seraphims have two extra wings at shoulder height to shield their eyes from the magnificence. Sometimes they lie at the foot of the throne all day just to praise and worship.” Clovis Ray had put his hands over his eyes to show me and was swinging his boney legs with real excitement.

“The lights are too bright, you say? Are you up there with the sun?”

Clovis Ray paused and pulled his hands off of his face. He gave off a little pestered huff and shook his head. “No, the Great I Am is the light, and brighter than the sun. That is where we receive our illumination. You know, that’s why we glow.”

He held his arms out straight in front of him and looked at them up and down and side to side. “See I just barely have a low white light now. I’m just starting out. I’ll see what my true color is over time.”

Clovis Ray reared back and spread his wings and tried to move down to the floor. He went a might faster than he expected, hit ground and went to his knees. He was a little shy after that, and took a deep breath and surveyed his arms again.

“I want my true color to be blue. There aren’t many blues you know. Blue is the hottest part of a flame.” He made a fanning motion with his hands to emphasize the blue heat and gave me a toothy grin.

“When will you know?” I clenched my shoulders and tapped my foot in a clockish rhythm. I was trying to draw my body’s focus away from my cantaloupe-sized bladder.

“Oh it will take years, depending on my works. I could be any color, anywhere from low white like this,” he said side-eyeing his arms again, “to amber, or lavender. It depends on how much light I give off along my way. If I don’t lose any light, I suppose I could be a bright fiery red like Lucifer.” When he said that he chuckled to himself a little.

“Lucifer!” I said with a shudder. I had to squeeze my legs together even harder so as not to pee my pants, and switched myself around. My body got so heated up, the Mexican jumping beans started clicking in my pocket.

Clovis Ray made a shushing sound and put his palm out to hush me. “Yes, Lucifer.”

He took a moment to form his words and was more serious. “There is a master plan. And we have to abide by that plan. The world works itself out.” He turned his palms up and shrugged. He picked up a mirror and looked at himself from ear to ear, and then sat it down.

“We are just on standby to guide and comfort through man’s own decisions. But sometimes we get too involved and we angels try to intervene with what powers we do have. And when we do, our light begins to fade, and we get weighed down. But Lucifer? No one ever asks him to do anything good because they forget that he is an angel. So, his light has built up for so long that he is like a million red coals of fire when he passes by.”

Clovis Ray was an earnest little fellow for sure, and I believed him to be telling me the truth. I don’t think he was name dropping Lucifer to impress me. But if it is just a story, he can sure spin a decent yarn.

He let his shoulders drop and let out a sigh. “Yeah, old Lucifer, he is the morning star, the light bearer. He let his pride get in the way. It was kind of like, you know, he wanted to start his own business. He thinks if he could get all the angels on his side, he would control the light and take the Great I Am’s power.” Clovis shook his head and looked down before he looked back at me. “You know he is the only angel that can’t go into the high sanctum?”

He rubbed his chin and then shrugged his shoulders. “But he is still an angel, and he’ll take any light he can get.”

Clovis Ray smiled a little smile and nodded as though he’d said something deep and fluttered his little wings so that he lifted himself up over the table, then he crossed his legs to sit back down. He reached over his shoulder where his wings of light should be and beamed with a longing smile.

“And you’ll get your wings of light in a thousand years?” I asked as though I was congratulating him on an upcoming event.

“If I don’t take another tour.” He made a tsk sound and slowly licked his lips.

Clovis stopped talking for a minute and closed his eyes. He squinted hard and brightened his light. When he moved his arms and legs a blur of light followed them.

“Oh yeah.” He went on. “We sink when we intercept prayers, or act on things we see playing out. We can sink all the way to the earth’s core where we have to be born all over again. But it is hard when you have love and sympathy for people.”

“Seems like you could have lived a while.”

“See now, there you go, that right there.” He shook his little pointer finger at me. “That’s how angels get caught up and start sinking. This is the Great I Am’s plan and no one must interfere.” He lowered his head and thought for a moment. “But if my mama had cried out to the angels to save me, things could have been different.” Clovis Ray embraced a happy picture of his parents and kissed them before he put it back down. “Or my parents could have gotten the message without this short assignment.”

Clovis Ray finished that statement with closed eyes and an affirming nod, like a little preacher. But looking back up to me, he seemed embarrassed and peered off to one side. He looked like a kid that had just broken a vase or something and then heard his mama coming down the hall. I thought to pick him up and comfort him for a moment. Despite his smart talking, he was by time standards, just a baby.

Then I got my dizzy spell, and my vision blurred a little. Things looked the way they do on the television when someone starts to dream and the whole screen stirs up like pond water. In the clearing haze, three bodies of light loomed over Clovis Ray’s head. One angel was lavender and the other two were different shades of pink. The visions formed into grand women with wings lightly fluttering away the haze. My eyes began to focus as fresh coolness flushed my cheeks. Images of the heavenly beings were coming together, and I could see majestic and powerful wings holding them up with two small wings coming up from behind their necks that had a hand-like look about them. It was as if they were fans made from crossing graceful swan necks and the hands of fairy princesses. They wore flowing robes that draped down until they turned to swirling smoke.

I could not read the angels’ faces, to know if they would be kind to me or ignore me. I was desperate to communicate with them and meet them as I did Clovis Ray. But their faces were like stone, not frowning but not smiling either. Behind their eyes I sensed the quiet wisdom of a thousand years. Serenity filled my heart like pouring cool water in a desert well and it soothed every bone in my body. I stood so content, I wouldn’t have left for the powder room if the room caught fire.

“The special purpose child can see you, Asmin.” The lavender one in the middle said to Clovis Ray. Purple infused her with an eminence the color of Jesus’ robe in Church paintings and lilac streams of light took the place of her hair. She had no pupils in her eyes, just crescents of violet with passing clouds inside them.

Clovis Ray, came closer to her feet and tipped his head as if that was his name all along. He bowed his head silently and waited.

“The child can see us as well, Maraeze.” This time the magenta angel on the right spoke. Her voice was deep and throaty. Her light was round and twinkling and her face was like a moon. Her position was just a smidge lower than the other angels and she had to flap her wings rapidly from time to time to stay afloat. The light pink angel on the left fluttered back a bit like she was bowing away and little wisps of clouds swam into her wake. They stationed themselves in the air and eyeballed me for a minute.

“Can you accept this charge, child?” Maraeze asked. “A special purpose child who can bring her mind to the clarity of seeing heavenly beings has a mighty charge.”

“I…” The coolness had dried and cracked the back of my throat and my words wouldn’t come out. “I don’t understand,” I managed to choke out.

“If you want to remain a child who can play and do childish things, we can remove this memory from you, my sweet. You may continue your life as always. But if you choose to continue as a special purpose child, you may be called upon to intervene in earthly things, and see us now and again, as we go about our work. You will have responsibilities not usually borne by children. Shall I wipe this moment from your mind?”

“No!” I said after I swallowed hard and found my voice. “I want to see you.”

“As you wish,” she said with a bow of her head. “We must not tarry but remember this. There is fear and there is love, only these two things. Love will fulfill you; fear will grip you and you will feel the negative energy. Release it and exchange it for an action of love and you will be protected. In all things, act in love as the Great I Am acts in love, and this will accomplish your missions.” She waited for a moment and sized me up again. “You will know you have made a wrong decision when you do not feel at peace. This is your measure.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said with respect.

“Where is your guardian, child?” Maraeze asked.
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