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For Tony, of course.
But also for Jo Anna.









“There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in our philosophy.”


—Hamlet, The Tragedy of Hamlet (First Folio), Act 1, Scene 5


My own suspicion is that the universe is not only queerer than we suppose, but queerer than we can suppose.


—J.B.S. Haldane, scientist










PART 1 THEN











My Secret


My dearest Tony,


You’d been gone a couple of hours, but your body was still here. All six-foot-two of you stretched out on the living room floor on the sheet the paramedics had used to carry you downstairs. They’d banged your big feet and shoulders against the wall and balustrade. As I followed them, I’d looked away. Pretended not to hear that clunking. Now I was crouched on the step stool in the kitchen, clutching my robe around me and trying not to see your husk from the corner of my eye. Your essence clung more to the kitchen cabinets you’d installed, the slate gray appliances we’d picked out together, the wood grain flooring you’d removed and replaced. But it’s a small house we shared, so your face loomed pale in my peripheral vision.


I hunkered over my knees, my position upright but fetal. I needed to be close to the floor. Where it’s hard to fall down. The floor your body was laid out on. It kept us together. I considered slipping down to the cold laminate and curling into myself there. Its chill seemed inviting. But I didn’t want to make the volunteer EMTs, mostly strangers, any more uncomfortable than they already looked.


They’d tried hard. For an hour. After my own thirty minutes of CPR on your chest. They were kind. Several lingered until Mom or the medical examiner could arrive so I didn’t have to wait by myself. You were gone. In the meantime, I had to make myself small, low to the ground, so the Universe wouldn’t notice me there. It had made a bargain with me, and the price had come due, but the real pain hadn’t hit yet. If I stayed small, maybe I could keep the pain smaller, too.


Mom and Dad arrived, sliding open the door. A puff of cold came in with them, the air chilled by the two feet of snow on the ground. I looked up but stayed down, my wrists pressed to my chest.


Mom bent toward me. “I’m so sorry, honey.” She probably put an arm around me. I don’t remember.


Tears choked my voice. “I’ve always known I wouldn’t have him for long.”


She straightened. “How did you know?”


She probably expected to hear of some illness, some diagnosis you’d had. There hadn’t been one. The paramedics had not wanted to believe the bottle of aspirin in the kitchen windowsill was there for our two arthritic dogs, not so you could thin your blood or treat splitting headaches. They asked over and over when I told them the truth.


Their persistence stirred a childhood wound—aspirin and I have an ugly history—but I understood why they kept asking. Nobody likes the grim fact that a strong, athletic man of fifty-nine might die in his sleep, without the slightest warning, at 4:45 in the morning. Your only health complaints were knees worn down by football and an old shoulder injury stirred by the lifting you’d done to single-handedly build dormers onto our house. You didn’t even carry the typical American’s spare twenty pounds. We’d pumped iron at our local gym twelve hours earlier. We’d made love in front of the fire before heading upstairs to bed.


But when Mom asked how I knew our time would be short, I shrugged through my tears. “I don’t know. Pre-birth contract?” The truth was too complicated to push out while weeping.


So I’m telling you instead, sweetheart. We never talked about this, though it was on my mind often. I tried once to share this secret. But my bargain with the Universe was hard to bring up. It seemed presumptuous to suggest I’d made a divine bargain for you as though you had no say in our love. You were too self-possessed, too powerful a man for me to claim such a thing. Even if I knew it was true.


More importantly, I was afraid to give my intuition weight. To put it in words. If I never said what I knew, maybe it wouldn’t come true. Better yet, perhaps I was wrong, a kook for believing divine forces made bargains.


Your death three years later confirmed my worst fears . . . while sliding rebar into the intuitions that form my spiritual faith. I’m put in the strange position of having lost the one thing in my life—you—that had convinced me of a benevolent Universe of wonder and love. And yet your loss and our fairy-tale romance are also my best proof of spiritual truths—a capital-I Infinite, divine forces of fate. If I’m to survive, I have to cling to that rebar. Searing or not, it reminds me that a grander reality exists. My heart knew the truth, and I have to keep trusting it. Through and beyond the despair of my grief.


I can no longer touch you or smell your scent on your pillow. My intuition, that most maligned of the senses, is the only one I can lean on to keep your love close. As far as I know, there were no other secrets between us. Please let me share this one with you now: all the hints that accumulated on my big premonition, like coral building a reef. They added up to my knowing. You gave me evidence you knew it, too, which kept us honeymooning for nearly four years. That internal wisdom deserves to be honored. I have to explain what my heart knew, and how.










PART 2 BEFORE











Insight


You first caught my attention in the St. Maarten airport. We were both wandering the gates, hours early for a gathering of strangers who would board a charter flight to Dominica. Never good at sitting and giddy on novelty, I explored corners like a curious lion cub, watching the antics of other travelers and peering out every window to imagine a life in that exotic location. On my third lap of the gates, you crossed my path.


Your red gear bag did not have a scuba sticker on it. Your build—tall and broad-shouldered and athletic—and the salty streaks in your hair were my only clues. Still, I thought, “He looks like a diver. I bet he’s part of our group.”


Ten points: I was right. The energy between us was already sparking, the Universe pointing you out in the crowd.


Our group gathered at a gate but without time to swap names. By the time we reached our divers’ hotel, it was dark. When we clustered on the patio for group introductions, you were merely the tallest shadow in the tropical air. You mentioned you were married, perhaps marking yourself off limits in a group dominated by single women. We were all there to dive, not to find romance, but people can’t help themselves. Not when their dive buddy is so good-looking.


But I also suspect you were feeling guilty. Your wife lay nearly lifeless in the last throes of young-onset Alzheimer’s. After years of caregiving, you’d let your sisters convince you that you couldn’t let Lynetta’s disease end your life, too. You’d followed an old dream and taken up diving. This week in Dominica was your second trip.


Knowing you were married made you easier for me to talk to—with less distraction from your square jaw or cute, gap-toothed smile. The next day at breakfast, our group learned that you were an assistant manager at GM’s Corvette plant in Bowling Green, Kentucky.


One of the other men in our group, a dentist, commented on the prestige of a job building sports cars.


Instead of basking, you made fun of the brand’s mystique. “It’s a car,” you said, laughing. “It gets you from Point A to Point B.”


I’d later see how proud you really were of your work. You described yourself as a teen jock and a crummy student, but you’d climbed from your first job, sweating over hot machines with headliner foam clinging to your skin, through the assembly line and union leadership into management. Your work gave me fodder for conversation. My work as a freelance writer for big corporations had taught me a lot about manufacturing, and assembly lines have always fascinated me, so we had something to talk about in addition to diving.


At lunchtime I asked you questions about GM and the union, chasing off other divers who’d lingered after the meal. You moved into the empty seat opposite mine. To be closer? Watching you as we chatted under the awning, I had an overwhelming intuition. I’m usually awful at reading other people, but this insight came easy: You needed a friend. It rolled off you to me in waves that were nearly tangible. I didn’t know yet why you felt so alone, nothing at all about your wife’s situation, but the impression was strong and, I’m sure, involuntary.


You would’ve been ashamed of that need, wouldn’t you? Or considered it a weakness revealed to a stranger. I never mentioned it because I realized pretty quickly that if I did, you’d have wondered who else might have seen it.


Well, okay, I thought. I can be a friend.


Who was this man I’d gained this sixth sense about, when I’m normally the last in the room to hear subtext? I began to study you from afar.










What I Noticed about You


1 Hot. Between dives, you and the other guys peeled off your wetsuits in the sun. Hiding behind my reflective sunglasses, I admired a man in his fifties in such good shape—but safe. Married. Apparently I’m in the minority, but I would never cross that line. I wouldn’t help anyone betray a wife, having been one. And after watching a friend waste too many years pining for a married and disloyal jerk, I would never do it to myself, either. It’s not worth the grief.


2 Compassionate (but firm). Your sense of compassion impressed me when you finally shut down the dentist. He’d been on a tirade about the misfit among us, an odd engineer full of conspiracy theories and shy on social skills. I’ll call him Tim. We’d all rolled our eyes and commented, but the dentist kept doing it in poor Tim’s presence. Tim had retreated from the table that day, but the dentist would not let the trash-talking go.


“Give it a rest.” It was not a suggestion. You looked him in the eye and defied a response. Until then, you’d come across so amiably that the power edge in your voice silenced everyone at the table. Including the dentist.


Ah, I thought. That was the plant manager talking. Good for you. Hierarchy established.


Yet later that week, you could’ve been ten years old.


3 Playful. You bounced like a kid when someone suggested we walk into town for an ice cream. Your whole face lit up.


You bought a triple, of course, two scoops of chocolate and one of butter pecan. I noticed because as much as I love chocolate, I can’t imagine enjoying butter pecan. We all watched, amused, on the ice cream shop porch to see if you could lick three scoops into submission before they succumbed to the tropical heat.


4 Thoughtful. On the way to the ice cream shop and back, you made a point of walking between the women and the road. We’d been warned about the crazy Caribbean drivers, and because you were big and thus readily seen, your positioning came off as chivalrous, not condescending. When several of us detoured into a bodega to explore, you bought that strange cookie, some tropical haystack, and offered a taste to everyone in the group. Your dadhood was showing, as well as your sweet tooth, but your unusual combination of gentle and firm was appealing.


5 Capable. The tropical diving that week was easily the best of my life, but you and I dove together only once. As the boat headed toward shore, you raised your voice. “Anyone want to dive off the dock this afternoon?”


“Me!” You were still a new diver, but I’d watched everyone in the group underwater, since lives can depend on knowing whom to trust. I’d seen enough to be comfortable with your skills.


A third diver joined us. At one point, I glanced back. You were nowhere to be seen. We were so close to shore that trouble seemed unlikely, but after a bit, I wrote on my slate, “Where’s Tony?” You were the newbie, having completed fewer than two dozen dives. I felt responsible for you.


The other diver shrugged and turned back to the reef. I started to search, prepared to be annoyed if you’d gone in without alerting one of us. Then there you were, drifting up behind with your eyes on the reef, relaxed and unaware I’d even been looking.


For months afterward, that note stayed on my slate. By the time I had a reason to erase it, it had become a souvenir from the short days of our friendship before it transformed into destiny.










A Miracle in Process


Other than my admiration from afar, few sparks crackled between us in Dominica. My mind quenched them by habit. Even if you hadn’t been taken, I was used to being treated like one of the guys, not a potential sweetheart. A date once called me “cute as a bug,” which sounded patronizing but captured some truth: I’m more Dora the Explorer than Barbie. A male friend also suggested I was too threatening: too well-paid, too adventurous, too self-contained. I wouldn’t pretend to be anything else, so I didn’t often raise my own hopes for romance. My attraction to you was a bright falling star—a one-way delight that could only be fleeting.


But my dive buddy, Connie, noticed something I didn’t. On the bus back to the Rousseau airport and our regular lives, she sat with you in the back row, where you splayed like the high-school jock you’d once been. I sat in the seat just ahead, swiveling frequently as we all laughed together.


I told you that you’d been our eye candy for the week. You blushed, which was exactly why I’d said it out loud. Just to tease you a bit.


That was when Connie struck. She insisted you and I exchange email addresses.


One of our older divers, she’d been the Group Mom all week. So we obeyed her, as awkward and shy as middle-schoolers. You complained that I knew more about you than you’d learned about me, so on a scrap of notebook paper, I wrote “For all things about Joni” with my email address. The unpaved road made my writing wobbly.


At the airport, four of us squished into a café booth to wait. Patti chattered nonstop at me while you talked to Connie.


“I wasn’t going to talk about it this trip.” The strain in your voice caught my attention. Connie, who had social services training, had drawn you into discussing your wife.


I bobble-headed at Patti while listening to you: Lynetta had stopped recognizing you long ago, stopped talking, stopped moving, stopped responding to tests of reflexes, stopped everything except blinking, slowly, at the ceiling. She was only a few degrees shy of a coma. Her body lingered, empty, still so young and physically strong that it might be another decade of hell for you both.


“It’s cruel.” You toyed with your Coke Light can, pinching its sides into angles. “Like I told my son, his mom was gone long ago. Why is she still here, dragging it out?”


Connie’s words of comfort were interrupted when our flight was announced.


While we waited again at the gate, you sat on the end of my bench, the smile back on your face, and asked about walking trips I’d done in Europe.


What was happening here? My heart spoke: It’s a chance—be friends after this week. Trying to ignore the first pangs of a crush, I wondered aloud if you’d be interested in being travel buddies. Anything more was impossible. The question still felt like a risk.


“Like to where?” You sounded surprised.


“Cinque Terre in Italy is next on my list.” I described how much fun I’d had hiking in France and England. Your willingness to consider the idea seemed too good to be true. Small talk, I figured. Once we’d boarded our charter flight, I contented myself with stealing glances at you through the gap between the seats. That’d probably be the last we ever saw of each other.


But our group hung together when we reached the St. Maarten airport, where an invisible energy rose between you and me. A half-dozen of us waited for our next flight to Charlotte, and I realized abruptly you were in my physical space. Bending down toward me slightly, even as someone else spoke. Did you feel that strange electricity, too?


To see if you’d notice, I shifted closer. Encroaching for sure. You didn’t shift away but edged even nearer. My whole body prickled with the charge.


Alas, our plane boarded, pulling us apart. In Charlotte, I spied you dashing past toward a conveyor, where bags had begun to pop out like Pez candies. They had to be collected for US Customs and then rechecked.


I called, “Are you going to make your flight to Nashville?”


Stopping short, you stepped over and leaned close. “Do you believe in miracles?”


By then, I felt the stirrings of one in process between us. “Yes.”


“That’ll be the only way I make it.” Your red bag tumbled out and you hurried to get it.


“Good luck,” I called.


Your flight took off without you, but I carried a glow home. My schoolgirl crush was hopeless, but it pleased me anyhow. I’d been single for more than a decade. The relationships that followed my gutting divorce had been fairly long-term but unsatisfying. I’d given up. My swoon for you was a total surprise—unexpected news that my romantic heart wasn’t dead.


Once I got home, Facebook gave me another shock. Nearly every group photo that anyone posted showed us standing or splashing right next to each other. From the ice cream shop porch to candid shots on the boat, we were usually within inches, if sometimes back to back.


You later told me you’d noticed me early on. That you’d kicked yourself one night for retiring early and not taking a chance to stay up talking to me. That you’d encroached on me in the airport our last day. I wouldn’t have believed you without this photographic proof. The snapshots seemed evidence of a magnetic attraction, one Connie had spied but that my practical nature had tried to keep secret from me.


But unseen forces aren’t always unseen, and the Universe had already set fate in motion.










Bargains


Two bargains marked the start of our fairy-tale romance. A small group of divers witnessed the first, soon dubbed the International Pizza Incident.


Toward the end of our week in Dominica, you announced on the boat that you’d order a pizza for lunch if someone would split it with you. There were no immediate takers, so I agreed. After we docked, I ran up to change clothes. The kitchen worked on island time, so instead of pulling a T-shirt over my damp swimsuit, I took a quick shower before heading down.


It was not quick enough. When I got to the table, you’d eaten all but one nibbled half slice.


You turned red. “I didn’t think you were coming. I thought you’d backed out.” The others ribbed you, suggesting reparations: You should buy me a drink, an ice cream, an island.


“I owe you a pizza,” you said.


Laughing, I scavenged a slice of pepperoni from the remaining crust and ate someone else’s leftover salad while you remained at the table, marinating in embarrassment.


I didn’t figure that debt would ever be paid. Besides, I felt repaid enough when the group walked to a fancier restaurant for our last dinner together. You took one end of the table, Lord of the Banquet that night, while I sat at your right hand to chat—treat enough. The table was surrounded with laughter, and the twinkle-lights strung all around us that night winked among tropical leaves, magical.


It turned out the magic had only begun. Barely a month after incurring your pizza debt to me, you did the honorable thing and repaid it. We shared a much tastier pizza on Maui, looking out over palm trees standing black against the sunset. That pizza marked only our second weekend together. Our first, two weeks after the trip where we’d met, had kicked off a whirlwind that swept us both away.


But the pizza wasn’t the most important moment on Maui.


Oh, we shared many charmed moments in those seventy-two hours. Lying together on a chaise lounge under the stars, me trying to point out the Pleiades while you were more interested in bright spots on my body. Radiating smiles so broad, strangers offered to snap photos for us, even when our cameras remained in our pockets. Enjoying the sun on the nearly empty nude beach, our comfort with each other overcoming our shyness about our first experiences being publicly nude.


“You bring out a whole new side of me,” you kept saying. “Tony 2.0. Asking me questions no one’s ever asked, and now I’m doing things I’ve never seen myself doing.”


We were simply making ourselves new together.


Even our misadventures that weekend were fun. Many men get cranky when something goes wrong. Your good humor kept going through every hardship, from our failed body-surfing and briefly losing your wallet to the urchin spines in your toe. That cheer was probably a byproduct of your Alzheimer’s grief: You had valuable perspective on what’s really important.


Maui matters most, though, for the bargain struck after our pizza. It announced itself in two parts. First, we were lying in your cozy B&B room that evening, our skin flushed with sun and surf and emotion. We snuggled under the lazy breeze of the fan, the only light from the blue LED on your portable speakers. Pandora Radio’s Love Songs station played all weekend long. The songs in that rotation are etched on my heart: IZ’s “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.” Jason Mraz’s “I Won’t Give Up.” “Right Here Waiting,” by Richard Marx. Aerosmith’s “I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing,” which you later declared your favorite from that weekend. Its lyrics about limited time were about to take on more meaning.


Such a soundtrack makes it easier to be vulnerable, to risk being mushy. As we lay there, talking and tangled, we were. Your voice not much above a murmur, you sang, “Oceans apart, day after day. . . .” I listened, delighted. No man had ever sung to me before. Humming filled in for words you didn’t know before you joined the chorus, “Wherever you go, whatever you do, I’ll be right here waiting for you.”


My right hand reached to your bare chest to thank you. To show you that you needn’t wait. I was “right here” with you already despite the miles that usually separated us.


You started quaking beneath my fingers, holding in unexpected sobs. I tucked my face at your throat to surround you in comfort, assuming the emotion was more about Lynetta than me. We hadn’t talked about her that day, but her specter was with us. The pain of her loss stiffened your face every time you got a text about her. Perhaps you even wished it were her there with you, laughing and active once more, and not me. Still, you trusted me enough to let that pent-up grief out. I was honored to be there to receive it.


But I misunderstood. Your hand covered mine and trapped it on your chest. “What did you just do there?” Your voice was tight with tears. “It felt like you reached in and poked at my heart. I felt you touch it. What was that?”


I wrapped you up tight and whispered that I loved you. I didn’t add that I was grateful to be the one soothing your heart.


Now that I know your heart took you from me, that a flaw lurked in it that would stop it too soon, I see that moment more sharply. Did fate hiccup there? I want to believe we somehow bought you more time, that our coming together applied a temporary patch to that thumping engine in your chest. If you hadn’t invited me to join you in Hawaii, where you visited your daughter before my arrival and went diving after I had to leave, would a heart attack have drowned you midway through your next dive? Perhaps you felt the awarding of bonus health points as the gamemaster, amused by our giddy love, extended your expiration date. Ka-ching!


That shudder of your heart was a preview for the bargain I made later that night.


After you fell asleep, I lay awake, too spellbound to close my eyes. That would remain true for months, for so many hours spent gazing in wonder at your profile, inches away in the dark. I was nearly certain I’d drowned on that fateful trip to Dominica and just couldn’t remember the traumatic parts. The life I had lived in the past month, with you in it, was heaven. Either that or you were a dream, and I couldn’t risk falling asleep because I might wake alone in my real world again. So I listened to Jeff Buckley’s “Hallelujah” drifting from the speakers across the room.


Smiling up at the shadowy ceiling, I was struck by a bolt of awareness, a voice: You can have this, but you will lose him. I was going to have to suffer your death. The wave of knowing that crashed into me stretched beyond our ages. I’d just turned fifty-one. You had four years on me, but we both were as healthy as most people twenty years younger. I couldn’t possibly put you through grieving another woman you loved, which meant that I had to be okay with you dying first. Statistically, you’d go first anyway, but this certainty was not about that. It felt like the Universe was making an offer: Take it or leave it. There’s no other choice.


This intuition, so strong, made me cry. The first part, You can have this, was humbling. It wasn’t language or a point of view my inner thoughts used. Yet one of your arms cradled me as you slept, and I felt unbelievably lucky, granted not just your love but a side order of grace.


I muffled my sniffles and took the deal as offered. And sang “Hallelujah” under my breath.










The Unseen


It’s fair to ask why I believed this intuition. College welcomed me as a budding scientist, after all, although two years of physics and its black-and-white answers drove me to the grays in the English department instead. I still think of myself as practical and grounded, but I’m open to experiences we can’t explain. Why?


Blame my dead sister. My credulity started with her.


Jo Anna was my golden-haired toddler companion for less than two years before she died. I was three and a half when it happened. For years, my parents blamed dehydration from the flu, which had hit her a few days before her death. She seemed to be getting over it when she went into convulsions one morning. My dad was a young Air Force mechanic, and our family’s rushed trip to the military hospital came too late. Only one Sensel child came home that day.


A few moments from my earliest years stick in my mind, including strobed images of that day and Jo Anna, but no memories of missing my sister are there. No recall of the hubbub or the relatives who arrived, no memories of wondering where she went. My parents’ grief must have been shattering, too enormous to hide in a small duplex apartment, but my baby brain blocked it. She was just gone.


We didn’t quite pretend that she’d never existed. Our photo albums, stashed away in the closet, contained only a handful of photos of her. My young parents had not owned a camera. We stopped by the cemetery on Easter two or three times, but like nearly everyone else in the 1960s, my family swaddled grief mostly in silence. My brother was born a year later. Jo Anna’s name almost never came up.


It was an early initiation into a truth known by every child: the reality below the surface, the world of the Unseen. You told me enough about your mother’s depression for me to know you experienced that shadow truth, too. Drugs and alcohol, mental illness, abusive treatment, affairs—plenty of families have unspoken secrets experienced by the very young. The idea of protecting kids from these realities is a joke that only teaches them to mistrust their parents—or themselves. During the 1960s and 1970s, every house I knew had a Skeleton Closet, some of them bursting. Jo Anna’s death wasn’t the only secret in my family, so I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t attuned to creepy feelings, intuition, and the certainty that Things Are Not What They Seem.


It didn’t help that my grandmother’s old house was haunted. A storage alcove in the stairwell to the second-floor bedrooms contained something hostile. It terrorized me when I was small—years before my mother shared the strange sightings she’d had as a child. As I grew older, I realized that whatever it was didn’t have the power to escape its alcove or shove me back down the stairs. It wanted to, though. The space vibrated with malignant energy and resentment. As an adult I respected and avoided what my family came to call the Stair Ghost. Even my uncle, a science teacher, acknowledged its presence.


But I think the loss of my sister influenced me more. By the time I was seven or eight, I’d been gripped by a recurrent dream. Not quite a nightmare, it began with my walking in a long line of kids on a path that wound up a mountain. Some of the others were younger than me and some a bit older, not more than ten. Silent, we shared glances to encourage each other. Our feet crunched on the gritty path as we moved slowly upward.


I was nervous about what was to come. A clammy mist swirled around, so we couldn’t see far—only to a few kids ahead in the line. The higher we went, the denser the fog grew.


Abruptly, I’d reached the top. My turn. Empty space yawned to my right. A kindly old man hunkered on a stone at my left. The idea, I knew, was for me to jump off. As all the children ahead of me had.


The old man, at eye level, put a gentle hand on my arm. “Are you ready?”


I wanted to say yes but was too scared to answer. A question was stuck in my throat.


He seemed to realize that. “You’re very lucky, you know.”


Knowing he was right, I managed to ask, “But we’ll have to die. Won’t we?”


He nodded. “Yes.”


His calm gave me courage. Knowing he wouldn’t force me, I turned and jumped off—


—And each time I woke, aware that where I had landed was this life, this family. It wasn’t in the dream that I had to die; it was here. That’s the price of this privilege.


My parents were cautious about the TV we watched, and I never saw anything like this on Disney or Wild Kingdom. I can’t imagine what prompted this dream if not Jo Anna’s death. Whether a fragment of memory from before I was born, a whisper from the collective unconscious, or a direct message from her, it suggested she wasn’t eternally lost but had only returned to that queue on the mountain.


The dream has stuck with me my entire life. It resonated in my teens when I learned about reincarnation and considered the idea that perhaps souls could choose whether to take on bodies. Maybe we don’t have to jump, but it’s worth it.


By the time you first kissed me, Tony, this dream hadn’t crossed my mind in a while, but it’s been in my thoughts a lot since you left. I realize now that no matter how painful or frightening they may be, our own deaths are not the biggest prices we pay. The real cost is facing the death of someone we love.


Regardless, that dream opened me to possibilities, to a numinous world beyond this one. The truths I knew in my heart might not be discussed, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t trust them. It was true of the alcoholics in my life, of a sister who’d vanished, of tensions at home, of the neighbor who beat his wife. The insights of this dream felt no different.


Maybe it’s not a coincidence that I began writing stories at age seven, too. The possible drew me. If things are not what they seem—as they clearly weren’t—what else might they be? My reading soon trended toward science fiction. Before long I was writing my own. It never occurred to me until after college that I could perhaps write a book, but then writing became my main play. A decade of screen-writing eventually morphed into five published novels for kids. It warmed my heart when you bothered to read them to share the possible worlds I’d invented.


Writers are known for imagination, but also for paying close attention to life. My openness to possibility was reinforced over time by other experiences that vibrated with meaning. One in particular I count as the epiphany of my life, not only because it was dramatic but because it merged spirituality with my understanding of physics in a way that made sense to me. My inner scientist found common ground with the mystic who developed after my sister’s death. Fully awake one night in 1999, I had a vision that came out of nowhere. When it was over, I believed I’d glimpsed the nature of God.


Those words make me uncomfortable. I’ve deleted them twice. They sound both arrogant and delusional. Qualifying them with “or as much of it as my mind can grasp” doesn’t help. But that label arrived with the insight and continues to arise whenever I think of that night.










The Nature of God


I’d had a great July day with people I loved. Full disclosure: Marijuana brownies had been consumed that afternoon, and although many hours had passed, they may have influenced the vision that followed.


In bed but lying awake, I was staring into the room’s geometric shadows, reexperiencing the day with a glow. In writing this, I’ve realized this happened in the same liminal state as my bargain with the Universe, except that in Hawaii with you I’d been perfectly sober. Maybe that time of day sets my imagination wild. I prefer to think that’s when the Divine talks to me, piercing through my usual defenses. No acid or ayahuasca necessary.


Comfortable and gazing at nothing, I began to feel a strange, buzzy sensation that I was watching myself—not in memories of the day but right there in bed. Inadvertently I’d performed some mental twist, glancing over my shoulder to catch myself spying on me. Part of my awareness was on the other side of some boundary, looking through at a smaller version of myself. The smaller me was the Joni of physical form, and the one who was watching was . . . something else. Something that wanted to be labeled my soul.


Startled wider awake, I stiffened, intrigued. Questions bubbled into my mind: What is this window that, uh, we’re looking through? How does it work? Answers arose, sometimes as a voice or a sudden knowing, but mostly as a mental image. Mind, meet blown.


The first answer was that I was gazing across a sort of membrane, the barrier between the physical world and reality. It could be made more transparent, like a one-way mirror when the lights are turned off on the observer’s side. Some people meditate to turn down the lights or use religious rituals to stretch the membrane thinner. Some people go to physical extremes, as in long-distance running or vision quests. Other people splash chemicals on it.


After such a full and obliging answer, I wondered if this was a hallucination. I’d had weird experiences before, mostly in dreams, but compared to those, this used Dolby and an LCD screen. And believe it or not, I try to be at least 5 percent skeptic. As a result I had a “wait—is this real?” moment.


Immediately came this answer, in exactly these words: The pictures are real. It’s the forms that are illusions. I understood that this earthly life was a front; a more essential reality lay behind it. Behind the membrane, on the other side of the thin places in life.


Since my questions had been answered so promptly, I kept asking. “What is real, then? What exactly is there on that other side?”


My mind’s eye can still see the answer: Streams of light that were consciousness, that merged and refracted the way white light can be split or unified by a prism. They wove and spiraled together like strands and coils of rope or a much more complicated DNA helix. I understood that this was the “coil” of life, every living thing with its own strand of light and all interconnected. Two strands might cross and then not meet again. Or a family, a circle of friends might entwine and move together, a cable in the overall braid. Those cables twist almost infinitely with others. They support one another where they intersect, and all the coils together make up the spiral of life. As light energy can behave both as a particle and a wave, consciousness is both individual and collective. That shared awareness of energies interacting is the foundation for experiences we find hard to explain, such as knowing when a distant loved one feels distress.
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