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For My Mother, Helen


You, with your quiet strength, glorious humor, and tenacious spirit, not only gave me life, but the tools with which I could make the most of it.


For My Father, Dick


I sought my Source, just as you taught me, and indeed, was delivered from all of my fears.



To one who has faith,

No explanation is necessary.

To one without faith,

No explanation is possible.

—St. Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274)
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Imagine two unborn babies in their mother’s womb. One is a believer that life lies ahead. The other, a disbeliever, feels that only death awaits. They are arguing together in the mother’s womb.

The believer says, “Nature has been at work on us for nine months and nature isn’t crazy. It means something . . . something is coming of this. We’re not just going to die.”

“What are you talking about?” says the disbeliever. “There’s no such thing as living outside the matrix of this womb. We’ll be cut off from all nutrition. Of course we’re going to die!”

“No!” says the believer. “Things have been going on here for the last nine months that have prophetic meaning. I believe in the wisdom of nature.”

“Well,” continues the disbeliever, “describe to me exactly what you think is going to happen.” And with that, the believing baby is stuck. He can’t imagine anything like sunshine, breathing or eating, running, jumping, or playing. So the argument ends with the disbeliever seeming to have won.

—Unknown



PART I



Promised



Chapter 1

“YOU’RE ONE lucky little lady.” The voice seemed to float in from beside me with a deep, soothing Southern drawl. “Are you feeling strong enough to tell me what happened?” My nose burned with the smell of disinfectant, and every square inch of my body ached as if I had been trampled by a herd of wild elephants. I opened my eyes and tried to focus on the man standing next to me. As my sight adjusted to the harshly lit room, I realized that I was in a hospital. The man who was speaking to me was not a doctor but a policeman. There were nurses walking in and out from behind a curtain, constantly checking monitors, smiling, but saying nothing. I could hear a woman’s voice requesting assistance in the ER over a loudspeaker.

I looked over at the officer, careful not to make any sudden movements, because it felt as if my head would split in two if I did. In a raspy voice, sounding as if I hadn’t had a drop of water in days, I said, “Hey, I know you. You were at the accident.”

“That’s right,” he replied, with a slightly puzzled look on his face. “Can you remember any details that might help me figure out how all of this happened?”

I swallowed and grimaced with pain, unaware that I had fractured a bone in my neck and that the rest of my spine was now shaped like a backward letter C. I thought back to earlier in the afternoon, when I had set out on a short drive to town, and suddenly blurted out, “You should talk to my friend from college. She was only a few cars behind me when it happened and saw the whole thing! Did you find the piece of paper on the front seat of the car? A lady put it there, and it had her name and number on it, but then she ran away. There was a guy in some kind of uniform who turned the engine off. Surely he saw something!”

The officer became visibly uncomfortable and confused. “Young lady,” he queried, “how do you know about the lady who put her phone number in the car?”

“I saw her, of course.”

“And just how did you know that your friend was at the scene of the accident?”

“I saw her, too,” I replied, starting to get a little agitated.

With a tone much less confident than when our conversation had begun, he wrestled with his words. “Miss, there is no way you could have seen any of that happen! Your friend . . . the lady with the phone number . . . the man in uniform. All of those things were going on while you were still unconscious and pinned in the car.”

It was at that moment the penny dropped.

I struggled to pull myself up so that I could look my inquisitor in the eye. What I was about to share was going to change me in ways that I could scarcely imagine. I immediately became emotional as I proceeded to tell him what had really happened that afternoon. He listened carefully as I described exactly how the accident had taken place and the unusual circumstances that surrounded it. He stared at me with his mouth partially open, his brow furrowed as he listened on in amazement and confusion. It all seemed so clear to me, but he was obviously very disturbed by the uncanny way in which I was able to describe the incident. When I had finished speaking, he asked no more questions. In fact, he didn’t say another word and quietly left the room.

As I sat on the hospital bed, I looked around at my sterile surroundings and reflected on what I had told the policeman but more so, things I hadn’t told him. The day had started out like any other, but what had transpired that evening was nothing short of miraculous, and until now, no one has ever heard it in its entirety.
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An elderly man dressed in dirty overalls and worn-out work boots got into his car to run a few errands in the afternoon. He drove down Highway 17, one of Charleston, South Carolina’s, busiest motorways, and proceeded toward his destination. No one will ever know if he simply didn’t see the red light, or if he sped up in an attempt to make it through the intersection before the oncoming traffic entered. His speed would indicate the latter, and his collision with a young couple earlier in the year suggested his deteriorating driving skills and slow reaction time should have taken him off the road permanently. We never met face-to-face, but this man’s life was now forever entangled with mine. He shot through the red light, smashing into me, broadsiding my car, and hurtling me into oncoming traffic. The violent impact literally knocked me out of my body.

My first memory of death was that no matter how we die—in an accident, a murder, or even from an illness—we can exit the body just prior to its actual demise, if we choose to do so. Time means nothing during the transition from this form to the next.

The day had been unusually warm, even for the South. It was December 14, 1991. I was on my way to a Christmas party and just two months shy of turning twenty-two. Dressed in a Santa Claus T-shirt and bright-red Bermuda shorts, I had just left my apartment and reached the major intersection at the end of my road. Little did I know I was about to become the newest member of the old statistic that states: “Most accidents occur within two miles of home.” Waiting for my light to turn green, I had no idea that the crossroads before me was to be the metaphorical and metaphysical crossroads of my life. When the light finally changed, I moved slowly through the intersection, safely making it past the first few lanes of cars that had stopped at the light. Just as I was passing by the last lane before turning toward town, I looked left, immediately realizing I was about to die.

Time ground to a halt as I felt my body brace for the collision. Then a funny thing happened. I became consciously aware that not only was this accident waiting to happen, it was waiting for me to make a decision as to how it would take place. I was consumed with a clarity that I am still unable to adequately describe. I had the distinct choice of remaining in my body, experiencing the horrific impact with all senses intact, or I could simply exit, allowing the remainder of the scene to unfold without feeling the sensation of having my body crushed.

It all seemed very natural, and it felt as if I had all the time in the world to make this decision. Its deceptive illusion is so obvious when faced with death. I was so overwhelmed with a certainty that I had “been there and done that” so many times before, I sensed I had nothing to gain from experiencing this impact inside my body this time. This time. . . . It was this choice that has shaped the rest of my life, because this time, unlike the countless times before, I remembered dying. Call it evolution of the spirit or an old soul finally figuring it all out again. At that moment, I became engulfed by the peace that passes all understanding. I was comfortable with the familiarity of it all as I recognized that I was not about to become a helpless victim of death, but an active contributor in my own passing.

Time resumed at an explosive rate as I catapulted upward and out of my body, moving instantly from participant to spectator. I watched the driver make no attempt to swerve as he slammed his car into mine, like an old sea captain, purposely steering his ship of fate into the waters of my destiny. I could hear the festive jingle-bell necklace I wore around my neck banging out an eerie tune at the instant I saw my head smash into the driver’s side window. The sound of bending steel echoed as I watched the seat fold in half beneath my body, crumpling like piece of paper. I looked on with peculiar and detached interest as blood began to soak through my clothes. The glass had shattered and flown up my shorts, cutting my most personal areas and embedding into my bare legs. The safety belt had pinned me to the back of my seat, as if my battered frame was hanging in suspended animation. As the momentum slowed, the car finally came to rest in the middle of the highway, stopping six lanes of traffic in its tracks.

Now out of my body, I noticed that a friend from college had been only a few cars behind me at the same stoplight. I simply observed her horror as she recognized the mangled body that was trapped inside the now-crushed Toyota Corolla. It was then it occurred to me as strange—I had just witnessed this accident. A shocked state of awareness set in as I took note that I was effortlessly floating, looking down at the body that had taken me through twenty-one years of life, and it did not faze me that I was no longer inside it. I quickly adjusted to the absolute freedom of being unencumbered by a physical form and watched as the rest of the scene continued below.

A lady, who was either in a rush to be somewhere else, or too afraid to get involved at the time, ran over to the car, placing her name and phone number on the front seat of the passenger side. A man in uniform reached in, turned the ignition off, and frantically looked to see if he could pull me out. He soon realized that the entire left side of my body was pinned between what was left of the seat and the bashed-in driver’s side door. He tried to keep onlookers from getting in the way. People were rapidly beginning to congregate, some attempting to offer a helping hand, but most just trying to catch a glimpse of the wreckage and the unfortunate soul it belonged to.

As I began to gather my wits, I comprehended that I was transitioning from life into death. Immediately, one of my greatest childhood fears was instantaneously dissolved. I had always had a terrible dread that when we die, we cease to exist. Poof! Gone! No memory or identity, just nothing. It was a ridiculous fear, in my case, as I had been exposed to numerous extraordinary paranormal experiences. In fact, the first two decades of my life had not been without their share of visions, visitations, and prophetic dreams. Nonetheless, there was still a deep-rooted anxiety that periodically gripped me in my youth, no matter how many times I had seen proof of life after death. At the time, like so many in their formative years, I was young and confused and didn’t fully understand my dreams and visions.

I was overjoyed to remember that I knew exactly who I was, with all of this lifetime’s memories intact, but with a complete lack of concern for my body and the end of the life I had actually been living only moments before.

I know people have described near-death experiences with the “tunnel of light.” I did see the light, but the trip through the tunnel must have been so fast that I actually missed it. I will, however, never forget the sound that accompanied me on this journey. It was the most bizarre buzzing noise, unlike any hum I had ever heard. It was present as I watched what happened on the ground; however, a most beautiful drone, the otherworldly tones of the Music of the Spheres, replaced it as I landed in a magnificent bright light. How could one ever adequately describe the symphony of the heavens? One second I was hovering above my car, watching the spectacle that was my own accident, then, in a flash, I was somewhere else. Somewhere so miraculous that my human mind and limited vocabulary could never articulate its awe-inspiring beauty.

Without delay, I became conscious of two “Beings,” illuminated by the most stunning backdrop of fluid light. The colors weren’t from our world, as I have never seen such translucence in a rainbow or vibrant shades in any work of art. I was surrounded by a mixture of a distant relative of magenta with a shimmering, pearly sheen. The atmosphere seemed to breathe this unusual hue with the palpable texture; I could feel it all around me, in me. . . . These two Beings appeared to be a part of these colors, yet seemed to step from the palette, taking on a solid and recognizable human form. They were wearing what resembled flowing gowns, but the brushed caramel material from which the gowns were made looked to be a part of them, as opposed to separate pieces of clothing.

They greeted me with a love and joy so pure; it was as if I could feel myself melt right into them. For a moment, I became one with them. I had temporarily become that extraordinary wash of light, feeling it course through my soul, cleansing me and welcoming me home. It was perfectly clear that the spirits before me were not friends or family from the life I had just abandoned. They were guardians who had spanned millennia with me, watching and guiding lovingly from this place that was becoming more familiar as each second passed.

The stories of Divine Beings who lovingly watch over us were true! These were my guides, my spiritual watchdogs. They really did exist! They were there to assist me in my transition from incarnation in the physical to life on the spiritual plane. I was now becoming fully aware of how I had known these Beings, sharing in the excitement of this reunion. We were not speaking in the manner I had been accustomed to in my earthly existence. We were sharing from our hearts, soul to soul, in a universal language that knew no bounds or limitations. There were no words spoken, only thoughts and feelings that filled my spirit with lucidity that far surpassed that of any dialogue I had ever partaken in on Earth.
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As I felt the presence of these Guides, these watchdogs, I was flooded with the memories of how it all began: an odyssey of adventures as my lifetimes unfurled before me. The backdrop of colors that greeted me on my arrival was now like a grand cinema screen, surrounding me 360 degrees and in multiple dimensions. In a single instant, it all became crystal clear. I was ready to examine the story of my life. With the interest of an actress critiquing her own performance, it was as if I was watching a film with my best friends. My spiritual cheerleaders enveloped me in their love, proceeding to guide me, step by step, through twenty-one years on Earth as Mary Helen Hensley: the marvelous, the mediocre, and the dreadfully disappointing bits of my intriguing young life.

How startling it was to see how tiny gestures had snowballed into life-changing moments for those who had witnessed them, and how heartbreaking it was to see the same effect with thoughtless acts and unkind words. Still, I watched, taking mental notes as to where I had been excellent at taking on soul-inspiring lessons about the importance of kindness and compassion in all situations. I also became painfully aware of how, in the course of history, the phrase “judge not lest ye be judged” had been invariably altered, losing its most vital point—that no one great deity judges us in the end. It is we who must judge our own performances. This is truly a daunting prospect when watching your life play out in front of you: aware of the contents of each scene, unable to change them, yet knowing what’s coming next.

In that all-loving space, I understood that it was me, myself, to whom I must be accountable.

Far from the stories I had grown up with in the Bible Belt of America, there was no fire and brimstone, no wrath of a vengeful God. Only the hushed solitude of a place so beautiful it hurts to remember.

While looking back at my life, I was experiencing humankind’s most difficult challenge—to sit with oneself. The experience was despairing as well as euphoric, but ultimately it was love revealed in its highest form, which no person should fear. Remaining ever mindful that every second really does count, in the midst of all the chaos, joy, and pain, we are never disconnected or more than a “passing” away from home.

To adequately and fully describe all that went on during that journey back to the Source of Life would take volumes. To be honest, some but not all details as to the inner workings of life’s greatest secrets were hidden behind a veil of forgetfulness that those in Spirit must have felt was necessary to conceal, so that I could return and experience a productive life. To pine away for the splendor and love of that extraordinary place would be to throw away the precious, short time we have in this world. I didn’t fully understand at the time that I would now walk between the two worlds for the remainder of my days.

One of the benefits and burdens of remembering your death is a feeling of tremendous responsibility to always strive to do the right thing. To treat people with anything less than kindness, fairness, and respect carries a heavy price tag when you are able to remember who you really are. The intensity of emotion while witnessing my life story is one that I will never be able to translate appropriately. Remembering beyond the veil carries an indescribable sense of knowing that isn’t always that easy to live up to when dealing with others, especially those who don’t remember what lies ahead. It gives new meaning to rising to the occasion, turning the other cheek, doing unto others, and all of the other clichés to which we have become so numb. I think of the quote: “A hero is someone who is excellent when no one is looking.” But guess what, heroes: Someone is looking and that someone is you.

Of the many things that I can remember, there is one that I feel compelled to convey with certainty—I think it is important to state that reincarnation is a fact. It’s not too often that I emphatically state anything without following up with “in my perception” or “in my opinion.” In this case, I simply can’t do lip service. I hang my hat firmly on the fact that continuous life is not some dream fantasy those who are afraid to die soothe themselves with in order to quell their fears or lessen their apprehension. I will emphatically profess, without any reservation, we have lived before. We have lived here, and in many other places, just as we will continue to do so until such time as the great unknown becomes fully revealed. Earth is one of many options for growth and expansion, and just like going to school, we come here and reincarnate here, until we are finished here. We don’t jump in and out of “Earth school”—we work our way through until we feel that we have exhausted all that is offered and can move on. I’d had experiences of this knowledge as a child, and now I stood face-to-face with the reality that life really does go on. This was a red-letter day for the preacher’s daughter. Imagine, for a moment, the enormity of coming face-to-face with the memory of reincarnation, when prior to that day, the concept had never existed in my belief system or been mentioned in my upbringing. Returning to a battered body would pale in comparison to the challenges I would face reinventing my entire perception of existence prior to birth and following death.

It was the relaxed and very familiar way in which the Guardians guided me through the journey of my life that made this all so evident. While watching the stories of my life, I was building on the knowledge and information gathered from previous lifetimes. It all became obvious during this process, which also made it easy to disengage from any feelings of blame, resentment, or anger toward missed opportunities of accomplishment in the life I had just left. The prospect of moving up and onward in a different body, with a different set of circumstances, was patiently waiting around the corner.

I discovered that we are like actors in a guild who tend to incarnate together, taking on various roles in different lifetimes. In this life, I am playing the part of daughter to my mother and father, the sibling of my two brothers and one sister, and currently, I have the role of the mother of two beautiful little girls. I have played the girlfriend, the wife, divorcee, and now, single mother. I have been the student as well as the teacher, doctor turned metaphysician and author. In my next life, any of these people may appear as a parent, a partner, a good friend, or even an aggravator. This is why all of us have had the experience where we felt as if we knew someone we had never met before, or taken an instant liking or disliking to another person for seemingly no reason at all. As for soul mates, I discovered that we have many.

What we need to remember, as we get caught up in the romantic notions of finding our one true soul mate, is that we may have decided long ago to experience life with several of our soul mates, as friends, family, or lovers. We play our roles in one another’s lives, loosely following a script, allowing the freedom of improvisation at each actor’s discretion. This is the stuff that being human is made of. It’s what makes life so worth living. While you might be following your lines word for word, your costars may choose to deviate from the script, throwing you completely off track and into a situation that creates even more opportunities for growth and expansion of the soul.

The term “soul group” has been used to describe these players and is an appropriate description for how it all works. Members of a soul group incarnate together at various times and in appropriate lifetimes, teaching or learning a similar set of lessons in conjunction with the other members of the group. They support one another through many journeys, and certain themes have a tendency to appear consistently, as each member strives to reach a new level of spiritual awareness. It is a most amazing approach to living and one that will never allow the human race to grow tired of itself.

For example, a soul yearning to learn compassion may return to this world as a dastardly character, ruthless and without conscience. He may find a soul mate in his child, a cherished and long-awaited heir, who is then taken away, killed by cruel and tragic circumstances. The soul who died knew prior to incarnation that its time on Earth was limited. Its mission was to provide an arena for its companion soul to experience tremendous feelings of grief and loss, possibly resulting in a better understanding of compassion.

Another soul wishing to learn lessons in devotion may find itself married to the most disloyal of spouses, not because this soul is inherently unfaithful, but because it is playing the part of the infidel, so that the soul on the receiving end of this painful relationship might embrace the value of commitment.

The combinations are endless, and members of the same soul group have a complete understanding of the roles they will play before the curtain even opens. All roles, whether we understand or embrace their value, are equally important, and by the same token, divine in the eyes of our Creator. It changes one’s entire perspective and begs the question Is it actually possible for another person to harm us?

For those who have lost loved ones to violence or acts of malice, it is nearly impossible to comprehend. But in the grand scheme, each and every spirit is fully aware of who they are to become—aware that perceptions may be that they are anything but an all-loving spiritual being. But no matter what appearances may seem, each life and every lifetime is a crucial component in the expansion of the heart of humanity, while furthering its own personal evolution as it moves back toward The One.

I remembered exactly why I had chosen to incarnate into my family. Its specific value system and any idiosyncrasies were all custom-ordered for my personal development and any advancement my spirit had set out to achieve. My father’s dedication to spiritual and physical discipline, paired with my mother’s overwhelming capacity to see the good in everything, were a combination that I requested in order to obtain the background necessary to accomplish my work in adulthood. The respect that I had for my brothers and sister without sharing a deep emotional closeness was also part of the plan. I had chosen to become a member of a family unit that had allowed me to grow and develop with an independence that was never overshadowed by any one sibling’s influence. My brother Jonathan, and my sister, Beth, provided complete stability and “normality,” if there is such a thing. My older brother, David, inspired a sense of adventure and mystery. They were equally important pieces of the puzzle of my life. We had been born so far apart; David, seventeen years my senior, Beth, ten years ahead, and Jonathan almost five years older, meant that I spent the vast majority of my time on my own, developing my personality traits and building close friendships outside the family.

My siblings were meant to be an easy source of love and friendship in my youth, rather than a battleground for life lessons this time around. I had chosen a different curriculum this lifetime that had primarily to do with my parents’ belief system, the teachings of Christianity in its present form and a comparative study as to how it had been altered from its origins, and integrating that influence into my own personal convictions—the ones that had been formed from my individual experiences. It all made sense now: why I had spent so much time on my own with my parents as a preteen and young adult. I had more to gain from what I was to discover when being weaned from my mother and father than I did by waging war or developing extremely close relationships with my brothers and sister. My Guardians had rekindled my understanding of just how vital the choosing of one’s family is to laying the foundation of who we are to become in the future. They also reminded me that what was to be now, might not be the same down the line.

The most fascinating aspect of the reincarnation cycle for me was learning how a thread of lifetimes works. The thread is a simple expression used to describe how a soul will incarnate into a theme or situation over and over, approaching the lesson from every possible angle. The kind soul to the homeless man on the street, the disinterested passerby who never even glances at the man with the cup of loose change, the homeless person himself, the teen who taunts and jeers, the sensitive child who cries for his troubles. It’s the opportunity to walk in the shoes, be the one who picks out the shoes, the one who pays for the shoes, the one who makes fun of the shoes, the one who discards the shoes, and the one who eventually outgrows the shoes. . . .

I was overcome with a new zest for living and a tremendous feeling of recommitment to my life on Earth. My spiritual teachers, the Guardians, knew before I breathed this thought. . . . I was choosing to go back. I recognized that I just wasn’t finished yet. We do have that choice, and as I learned that day, there are many opportunities to leave this life, if we choose to take them. These are what I call portals of exit. They are the near misses—we’ve all had them—close calls that could have been the big one, the lucky break, the miraculous recovery by the grace of God, the time when “someone was definitely looking out for me.” I learned that our higher selves are well aware of these portals; it is our own souls who determine how, when, or if we use them. I had just squeezed through a portal to study my performance rather than letting it pass me by. I was now preparing to shove myself back through it, with a new vision from a place I now remembered as home.

The Spirits impressed upon me that there is not one life set in stone, with a concrete beginning and an unchangeable end. That would be incongruent with the way the rest of the universe operates. Free will, it’s been called in the past, but it’s more like Thy will be done . . . on Earth, as it is in Heaven.

I had always thought that thy meant God’s will, when in actuality, it means our own free will and what we chose to do with it. Portals of exit give us the chance to be the authors of our own stories, not puppets on a string, doing the bidding of an unwavering or disinterested master. We can write and rewrite the script as we go along, with the guidance of our spiritual companions and departed loved ones. It is the most amazing part of the grand plan. We have been given the tools to experience ourselves in life for as long or as short as we choose, with as much happiness and health, or as much pain and suffering as we see fit in order to learn the lessons of growth and development that this earthly school has to offer. Thankfully, I retained that memory; it is the keystone on which I forged the new foundation of my life, postaccident.

I had been given a wonderful gift. The chance to live on, make changes, and begin a new direction in life, complete with fresh memories of where I had come from—the place from where all of us have come. I had also been given specific impressions of how my life would change when I returned. Things would definitely not be the same. I would go back into my body, with access to different gifts and abilities that I had not been privy to before the accident. The bar had been raised, and so much more was going to be expected of me, if I chose to follow this path. I knew that this course of action was not going to be easy. However, with this endowment also came a promise: constant guidance and support, if only I would open my heart and allow myself to receive.

With no tearful good-byes—in fact with no farewells at all—I heard a deafening, whooshing noise; it sounded so harsh compared to the unearthly Music of the Spheres. Pain and terror were the next things I felt as I was sucked back into my body, which was now out of the wreckage and lying on the road. I have no memory of how I got there. I know I had regained consciousness before the ambulance arrived. I had demanded to show that I was okay and had convinced somebody to let me stand on my own. I vaguely recall speaking to and then seeing my boyfriend’s sister, first by phone, then when she arrived at the scene just before I left for the hospital. There were brief moments of lucidity, as if I had only been in a minor “fender bender” in the car. However I got there, I was now in shock, crumpled in a heap on the hard pavement before being strapped to a board, neck and back immobilized, then placed in an ambulance.

A lady was leaning over me and stroking my hair, attempting to soothe me as I sobbed, trying to piece together what in the world had just happened. She kept saying over and over that there was no way they were going to let me die, most likely because I kept crying and talking about dying. She thought that I was fearful that I might actually be passing away, when little did she know, I was babbling about the fact that I had already died. I knew that I was going to make it, but at that stage, I couldn’t have told her or anyone else why. My encounter with that beautiful place, those sounds, my Guardians, now seemed like a distant dream as I faded in and out of consciousness, on the way to the emergency room. And the fate of the elderly man who crashed into me? His massive, uninsured four-door vehicle had allowed him to simply walk away.

Unbelievably, I was released from the hospital just a short time later, never scanned or X-rayed, riddled with a host of unidentified and very serious injuries. It used to boggle my mind as to how this could have happened. My car was hit at an estimated 75 mph, yet somehow I slipped through the cracks, only to discover how badly I had been injured weeks, months, and years later. I have since developed a greater understanding as to why this was all part of the plan. Each wound and subsequent complication brought me closer to the new path laid out before me. Divine timing was most certainly at work. As far as the medics in the hospital were concerned, they had patched me up as best as they could, and it was time for me to face up to the emotional trauma of this crash on my own. My boyfriend, Ben, took me home when I was released, where I spent the night in shock and bewilderment. Most of all I remember the horrific pain of my physical body, which now felt like a two-ton weight, compared to the spiritual body that had just taken me to another world and back again.

For the first time in my colorful medical history, I downplayed my story when I called my parents. No gut-wrenching tales of twisted steel and smashed glass, no stories of blood and broken ribs, hearing loss, or head injuries. Not a word was mentioned about where I had actually been, whom I had met there, or the fact that I had been so lovingly reminded of the reason I came into this life in the first place. I simply told them that I had been in a little accident. No big deal. They were so far away, it was nighttime, and the news that I had died and come back was a little much for anyone to stomach just before bed.

It was a long time before I told them what really happened, and I never really gave the full story to my boyfriend or his family. I just didn’t think they were ready. As I now look back, it was me who wasn’t able to share. I played the scene over and over in my mind, trying to figure out if this all could have been the product of smashing my head through the driver’s side window. Easy enough to explain my life review and the “Beings of Light” as hallucinations, but I would have imagined that my “delusions” and all of the information I was exposed to would have been in some way congruent with my current beliefs, or at the very least, in line with the way in which I had been raised to believe things were. I also simply couldn’t explain away the fact that I had seen the collision take place, as well as the people who came to my aid, all with a bird’s-eye view of my unconscious body. I would discover soon enough that this most certainly had not been due to any sort of delirium.

Ready or not, Pandora’s box had burst at the seams. The young girl who had always experienced the peculiar dreams and visions—she who communed freely with spirits as a child—was now about to understand why her entire life had been leading to this day, this serendipitous “accident,” this glimpse of another world, and most of all, the incredible new course that life was about to take.



Chapter 2

ON FEBRUARY 23, 1969, I slid comfortably into my place as the youngest of four in the Hensley clan. By all accounts, the day was unforgettable. I was born in a heavy snowstorm in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia. My parents didn’t have snow tires on their car, so they had to solicit the help of a friend with the necessary equipment to plow through the storm to get Mom to the hospital in time. The rest, as they say, is history. It was exactly ten years to the day after my sister, Beth, had made the journey. I always thought it was so cool that we had chosen the same special day to arrive on the planet; however, through the eyes of a ten-year-old, I’m sure she felt differently about sharing the limelight with her new baby sister. I made it safely with all parts intact, despite the grim prognosis my folks had been subjected to over the previous nine months.

My mother had been diagnosed with rubella in her first trimester of pregnancy, something no mother-to-be wants to hear, as it can be seriously damaging to a growing baby’s health. Along with fears of possible blindness or hearing or limb loss, Mom was also slightly older than the average mother at the time. This was a point that I would so graciously bring up whenever I got into trouble as a child, blaming any poor behavior on the fact that I was probably never right in the head because she was so old when she had me. While I’m sure opinions as to my being “normal” have varied over the years, I was as normal as any other healthy child and suffered no known side effects from my mom’s illness, other than a peculiar gleam in my eye and a slightly twisted sense of humor.

For as long as I can remember, my dad has told me that I was promised. Sometime during my mother’s pregnancy he received an otherworldly visit from a Celestial Being assuring him that not only would I be born without complications from the German measles, but that I was destined to live a very “special,” unusual, and lengthy life. He had been told that I would always be assisted by a Divine spiritual guidance in my endeavors. And there would be gifts . . . unique abilities to assist me in the work I would do throughout my life. Dad described the feeling as overwhelming, and he knew with certainty that this promise that had been made was one that would be kept. I know that all parents have these wishes for their children, but there was something different, emphatic even, about the way he expressed this knowledge. He had faith in what this Heavenly Being had shared, believed it to be so . . . and so it was.

I was always made to feel like a gift. I was forever being reminded that this sacred promise had been made and that nothing or no one could ever change this fact. Dad was also quick to remind me that I was the only one who could stand in the way of my own destiny.

[image: image]

Growing up in the hills of Virginia for as long as I can remember, I was deeply spiritual. I didn’t really understand, as a child, that I had a gift but I always knew I was a little bit different. I was raised a Baptist and the church played a very integral part in my upbringing. We belonged to First Baptist Church of Martinsville, and in addition to his full-time positions as assistant principal and head football coach at Martinsville High School, my father was a lay speaker at numerous churches in the region. Throughout my entire childhood and until I graduated from high school he spoke each Sunday at a small, nondenominational church about twenty miles from our home. His sermons were more motivational and inspirational, not solely scripture-based, and Dad regularly used anecdotes from Friday night’s football game to drive a point home. He never focused on the scary stuff. I always remember his sermons and eulogies, accentuating the human potential, exemplified by the life of Christ.

The congregation consisted of simple country folk who loved to sing and deeply revered my father as a speaker. Sunday and Wednesday nights were spent at First Baptist, where I sang in the choir, played handbells, and was extremely active with the youth group. I remember the church being very social and welcoming to the community with ice cream socials, Christmas programs, singing in nursing homes, and reaching out to those in need. But my education within the church and my own increasing spiritual abilities did not necessarily go hand in hand.

When I try to pinpoint how and when my abilities began, the first thing that comes to mind is my sleep patterns. I have never been a great sleeper. From the cradle onward, two hours here, a catnap there, have always been standard fare for me. My mind seems to rev up rather than wind down at night. The hours of darkness have always been a strange, exciting time, full of anticipation as well as a bit of a foreboding feeling. From the moment I go horizontal, my body begins to vibrate as if I am plugged into some unseen energy source. I can’t remember a time when this internal pulsation wasn’t present. I have always awakened in the morning with vivid memories of the previous night’s dreams/memories, which seem to “stick” with me throughout my day.

From early childhood on, I regularly experienced the distinct feeling of leaving my sleeping body and taking flight, sometimes around my home or out into the neighborhood. I also recall “visiting” people I knew, as well as those I had never met in this incarnation, absorbing their feeling, and seeing their dreams and thoughts. Often I would awaken with a clear picture of events that were about to take place. When I told my mom about these experiences, she said that she, too, had also remembered “flying” on many occasions while she slept. She would vividly describe a sensation of leaving the body, having to “work” to stay afloat until suddenly she was soaring and able to see everything below her. She likened the sensation to swimming up to the surface from the bottom of a pool and then floating with great ease. Standard dream material, some would say, but these sojourns into the night were not the average, for either of us. I was well aware from an early age that something unusual was going on.

I seemed to be experiencing a parallel existence. Daytime wasn’t all that unusual, but nighttime, on the other hand, was full of experiences that were unique. I spent night after night outside my body, soaring above the neighborhood, visiting familiar faces and sometimes not-so-familiar places. This had become a regular ritual.

Sleep was always such a strange thing for me; most of the time I avoided it for fear of, perhaps, missing something. In actuality, my greatest adventures unfolded while my body rested. While there have been thousands of theories as to what happens when we dream, I don’t think science will ever be able to produce a definite answer. Objective science struggles to answer that which is subjective, and while they may be able to pinpoint what happens to the physical body during sleep, no one will ever be able to validate, or discredit, the individual experiences had by our energetic bodies.

Exiting my body was as common to me as dreaming “normal” dreams; however, I was well able to distinguish between the two, as each possessed very distinct and individual characteristics. Dreaming, in a way with which most people are familiar, creates stories that could be based on fact or fantasy. Some say it is the subconscious mind processing the vast amount of information that we are bombarded with every day. Dreams are often thought to be some type of built-in mechanism to sort through and dissipate massive amounts of daily stimuli. Whatever they are, they are part of who we are, and our feeble attempts to decipher them may never come to fruition.

Separation from the body while sleeping is a totally different kettle of fish. In my experience, out-of-body travel during sleep never resembled what others have described as a typical dream state. There were no stories, only real scenarios in which I observed this side of life and spoke to other beings living in extraordinary places that I had yet to experience when awake. The realms that I reached while out of body are difficult to explain, especially here, on the page.

There was a man who would appear both in my dreams and while I was awake, most nights from as early as I can remember. He would tell me stories, showing me incredible visuals while I slept or he would appear at the foot of my bed. From the time I was able to scratch out my first letters, I used to love to put these stories on paper and then perform them as plays. I was always interested in topics that seemed a little too grown-up for the average kid. I was in my element when I was put into the classroom of my secondgrade teacher, Miss Smith. I called her on a Saturday morning (this is what she told my mother years later), heralding the news of the upcoming performance of a new play I had just written. It was about a doctor involved in the first expeditions to the North Pole—loosely based on fact—with the details having been filled in by my dreamtime companion. My controlling tendencies were already beginning to show, as I arrived in school on Monday and performed the one-girl show, playing all characters, bar the dying patient, who had no lines. The beautiful, wonderful Miss Smith, as I always referred to her, not only allowed but encouraged this unusual behavior. No one ever knew where I really got these stories, but this dreamtime companion, my grandfather, never let me down.

There is only one photo of Dr. Garland Clark: holding his three-month-old granddaughter, less than a year before his death in 1970. It was Easter, and the picture made it very clear that his ailing body was exhausted and unable to house his life force for much longer. I never thought much about not knowing him in life, because he seemed to always be with me, especially at night. The fact that I slept so lightly and woke so often is what allowed me to become skilled at recalling what went on during those hours. I definitely attribute my interests in health and medicine to the “special appearances” he made throughout my childhood. I cherished the stories he would tell me, particularly those about my mother when she was a little girl. In between the wonderful adventures he would share about people from this world, he would stop to remind me that I wasn’t like most other children. He said that I could see beyond this dream and I would eventually come to live between the worlds. He always assured me that he would be there and that even if no one else understood, he did. I never had to look for him. He was simply always there. Early on, he was well aware of the fact that the prophetic nature of my abilities would present a frightening element—that I would have the ability to know when people were going to die, including myself. This was a daunting prospect to anyone, not to mention a young child. It was for this reason that my grandfather showed me, while I was a child, the times and circumstances of my parents’ deaths, as well as my own. Some people might find this an awful bit of information to live with, but for me, it put my mind at ease, allowing me to live free from the fear of envisioning the passing of the two people I held most dear. Knowing that I would later be riddled with a host of bizarre injuries and ailments, the information of the time and means of my own death has always been a comfort. The influence that my grandfather (“Judge,” as he was called by my family) was to have on me would take another twenty-something years to fully accept. It would become a landmark discovery in my life.

In addition to my visits from Judge, my young mind possessed an unusual series of mental images that would occur on a regular basis anytime my family would take a vacation. Whenever we went to the beach, I got a very distinct visual of driving down a road and seeing sand dunes ahead of us. I could envision driving onto the beach and seeing a number of small tents placed randomly around the sand, with people in old-fashioned bathing costumes emerging from these makeshift dressing rooms and playing on the beach. I could also see ships in the water that looked old and out of place.

At the time, I never understood that these “waking dreams” were somehow triggered by physically being in the location. I now know that these visions were glimpses into the past—some kind of collective universal memory. I knew that they weren’t my own memories, but they certainly belonged to someone. They were like energetic impressions in my mind of what the area had actually looked like in years gone by. I often experienced this sensation, not only near the beach, but when visiting any new destination. It was like having a “mind movie” of the past and it always made me appreciate the places we visited, especially because both of my parents were history buffs. They were forever taking us to battlefields, colonial townships, war memorials, battleships, and graveyards, all which held the energy of amazing historical events. It never seemed odd to me that oftentimes there were residual impressions of people, long gone, lingering in these spaces. I had never seen the world around me in any other way.

One summer in particular, my parents, my brother Jonathan, and I took a trip to the beach. As was customary for our travels, no reservations had been made, and we always took a chance, hoping for the best when searching for somewhere to stay. Our destination was Virginia Beach, and the region had recently been plagued with a severely eroding coastline. We had tried several spots before finally coming to rest at a hotel that was located directly in front of the ocean. On the shore side of the hotel, there was a massive undertaking to pump sand onto the dwindling beach, and I was fascinated by the whole operation. I was a precocious five-year-old, and therefore had been duly warned not to go near the pipes that were blasting sand in front of the hotel and farther up the beach. It was very late and we had spent most of the evening looking for somewhere to stay. As my parents unloaded the car, curiosity got the best of me despite numerous words of caution. I wandered down to the beach to see what was going on.

Unknown to my parents, who were still trying to get our things into the hotel, I was gone in a flash! I had followed the water’s edge and was now perfectly lost, as children are so adept at doing. As soon as my folks discovered I was missing, my father embarked on a frantic journey that he proclaimed aged him twenty years.

I continued to walk, eventually coming upon two men who could only be described as hippies. It was the early seventies, and with their Doobie Brothers hairstyles and beach-bum motifs, it looked as if I had landed in the middle of a really bad seventies sitcom. They were sitting around a small fire, with sleeping bags and a makeshift stove, talking and laughing. I remember a funny smell coming from the skinny little cigarettes they were smoking. I walked straight up to them and, in my innocence, asked if they knew where my mom and dad were. They were very kind and asked me what hotel we were in. I instantly offered up the name of one of the many hotels we had tried—of course, it was one that had no vacancy. Hand in hand, these two men walked me down the beach to the hotel I had told them, only to find that my parents were not there. Luckily, the night clerk remembered recommending a few other places to stay to a man and his family. She thought if we checked them out, we might find my mom and dad.

My hippies and I turned the other way and walked back up the beach, trying everywhere that had been suggested. Several hours had now passed and I was having the time of my life! My parents, of course, were distracted with worry. We entered yet another hotel from the beachside entrance and I remember my mother’s face as she saw me cross the threshold with my newfound friends. As there were no mobile phones at that time (they were as futuristic as compact discs or cable TV), there was no way to notify my father until he returned on his own. I was absolutely petrified of how angry he was going to be.

I had no regard in my young mind as to the drama I had caused over the last few hours. My only concern was that I had disobeyed orders and would most certainly be punished. When he eventually returned, I saw my dad in tears for the first time in my life. He was livid, but mostly relieved as he lectured me about the danger I had put myself in. The reason this story is so significant in my history is that my father went into great detail as to how I could have drowned that night.

As a great little swimmer, a Pisces by nature, I never had a fear of the water, only a deep respect for it, and I took great pleasure from all it had to offer. As my father lectured me that night, his voice was reduced to a murmur and seemed to fade into the background as I spontaneously recalled a very alarming memory, so distinct and yet so strange, of having drowned before.

I was standing outside of a temple of some sort, in a modestly embellished, full-length purple gown, watching fiery objects sail through the sky. I appeared to be in my early thirties. I distinctly recall looking across a field at the beautiful seaside village where I had grown up and which now was home to my own children. This village looked far more futuristic than antiquated, oddly enough. Its buildings were glimmering, crystalline structures, yet they blended into their surroundings, symbiotic with the land. I had been frantically working inside the temple in some sort of preparation for the imminent devastation. There were symbols: multidimensional holograms containing a vast history of the world to date and they were in my care. It appeared that I was working feverishly to somehow imprint the information in my own mind. The iconographs had been sent off with my father and my eldest son, months prior to the impending disaster. My father and his grandson were Keepers of the Light. They had been chosen to survive.

A global catastrophe had sparked off a massive tidal wave that quickly took me, and a multitude of others to our deaths. As I went under the colossal wall of water, I felt the fear and sadness of going through this alone, without being able to hold my husband and two younger children as they faced their looming demise. I knew it was the way and I also knew that we would all return; however, my human form and emotions could not help but grieve the passing from this particular life. The splendor and solace of that world would never be created again . . . and I knew it.

I was lost in this unexpected flashback, the first of many to come, when Dad snapped me back to the present.

“Do you understand me, young lady?” was the next thing I heard.

Dad was still lecturing, not aware that I had just experienced my very first recall of death in a former life. I was wise enough, even at the age of five, to know that losing me for the night had been a little too traumatic to share this new insight with my parents. The events of the night were to be filed away and not spoken about until many years later, a habit that I had already begun to master.
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