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Dying on a wet prison floor with a sharpened butter knife jammed in my chest, I figured the next step was eternity in Hell for a person like me. How wrong I was.
Soon after crossing over, I began to see possibilities for another life in body. A fresh start, of sorts, on a conveyor belt of mortal opportunities. Humans busily procreating on Earth eventually produce circumstances attractive to a soul in search of a life, but I was still haunted by my last life.
I’d do my time in Purgatory getting poked in the ass by devils if that’s what I deserved. I’d been a bad man by most standards, a bad father by any standard. Died gasping for breath while serving life for dealing drugs—piles and piles of drugs. But someone thought the pain and tragedy I’d already experienced were enough. Don’t get me wrong, no angels sat on clouds playing harps when I crossed over. Nothing like that, but surprisingly, not much different from regular life. I was still the same old me, just without a human body.
I might have resisted the beckoning Light, to become a ghost haunting the world of the living, if not for the Teacher who stood at the threshold. He spoke in complete thoughts, and what I heard was: “The decisions you made were sometimes unnecessarily painful. Sometimes stupid, but they were yours to make and learn from, and you are forgiven if you forgive yourself.”
My sort of Teacher. I drifted away from my corpse on the prison floor, regretful but ready. Every Pit Bull eventually lets go of the leg and returns to the doghouse, broken and exhausted. I wanted rest.
The Light washed away all pain and suffering, but I couldn’t forget my daughter, Kara. I’d never really known her, having spent most of my life breaking the law, running from the law or caged by the law. Her mother had kept us as far apart as possible. Couldn’t blame my ex-wife; I was bad news walking. Many nights, locked in a prison cell, the thought crossed my mind that if only I’d been more involved in Kara’s life, I might have taken better care for my own. I’d been forgiven and all when I followed the Teacher into the Light, but I’d missed out on the best potential for my previous life: I’d missed out on love. Too late to do anything about it, I entered the next life as a restless and troubled soul.
I’d been a hard person, colorful, intense. Looking back over many lifetimes, I saw a pattern: lives of turmoil, untouched by feeling, distant from my fellow beings. I needed to learn an important lesson, or else my fate was another life repeating the same mistakes. My last life opened the door, but the next room was dark inside. Literally: For long stretches following my death I saw nothing, until a possibility for reincarnation presented itself, all of its potential recognized at once:
*Female, named Monique. Would die before her second birthday, drowned in bath water by the boyfriend of her drug-addled mother. He was destined to go into a fit of rage because he hadn’t had a fix that day, and poor Monique cried ceaselessly. No wonder she cries, I observed; the moron spent the food money on crack!
After Monique’s tragic death, he’d skip town in terror and soon be cut down in a bar fight started over whether Tupac was really alive. The mother would go to jail for child neglect and drug abuse and get clean. Whenever the crack devil beckoned thereafter, she’d remember her beautiful little girl Monique and resist, living the rest of her days with lingering guilt but also determination to make good. If she was fortunate she’d learn that indifference, especially toward a loved one like her own daughter, is worse than hate. The knowledge earned through hardship might eventually make her something of a saint.
That was her potential, and I’d take the life of her child to help make it happen. The boyfriend would learn that rage stems from self-loathing and unfulfilled dreams that, when abandoned, abandon you. What’s left is a shell with a soul crying to get out. At least some good could come from Monique’s short life.
I saw a chance to pay off Karma by inhabiting that body and putting my unique stamp on its life. Many lives had been ruined by the drugs I’d peddled. I just wasn’t ready to leave my isolation.
Before I got shanked with a butter knife and died, my daughter Kara visited me in prison. Her letter arrived out of the blue after more than a decade of complete silence, catching me off-guard. During my first stint in prison I wrote to her once a week for a year. Hard letters not only because they were slow and tedious in the making, or because of my eighth-grade education, or because I had to wait until late at night when everyone was asleep: I didn’t know what to say. “Hi, this is the father you barely know, writing from the penitentiary. Last week I watched a man die with a smile cut across his throat. How’s school?”
Shame was tough for someone like me to admit. I could swing million-dollar deals, but when it came to the heart I was stone. My life had revolved around crime, violence and prison—not exactly conversation for a schoolgirl. After a year her mother wrote back telling me to save the ink, Kara would never read the letters. So I stopped writing and tried to forget everything but the daily challenge of survival in the joint. Hard to do with so much time to think, but I did it. Until Kara wrote and the door to my past blew wide open. At a bad time too: the white, black, and Mexican factions were at war, blood ready to spill. People were about to die, only a matter of time.
****
Kara was prettier than I’d imagined she’d be as a grown woman: pointy chin, cheeks like a mountain lion, wavy chestnut-brown hair and brown eyes. I recognized her immediately waiting for me in the prison visitor room, a large open space like a gymnasium interspersed with heavy steel tables and chairs bolted to the polished stone floor. A clean-cut young black man sat next to her, trying to appear comfortable. I figured he was at the wrong table, so I told him in no uncertain terms that he didn't belong and should move along.
“Tyrone,” my daughter said, indicating the man-boy next to her, “is going to be my husband.”
Prisoners watched us on the sly. I was well-known in the joint, a person of authority, and my daughter with a black wouldn’t play well. Race didn't matter to me until locked up for life in a zoo packed with vicious animals. The Brotherhood that initiated me in return for my loyalty unto death didn’t just watch out for members' bodies, but their lily white souls too.
The young man fidgeted under my menace, though he looked determined. The reason for him tagging along became apparent in the way he and Kara looked at each other: to help her get through seeing me. My respect for him grew a notch; took balls to walk into such a situation. I had radar for when a man could be backed down, and this wasn’t the time to prove who was Alpha male. So I turned on her, saying, “Husband? You’re too young to get married. How old are you, 19?”
“20.”
“Same difference.”
She replied that they loved each other, nothing could keep them apart, and even her mother had accepted their union. Little did I know then, some souls are made for each other. Kara and Tyrone had reached across a divide of time and culture to be (re)united. Soul mates. All I saw at the time was my rosebud being deflowered by a black man. Wait until the bulldogs in the Brotherhood tossed that around….
Kara deftly switched subjects. She remembered the sweet letters her mom had read to her before bed, until one week they stopped coming. She had wanted to write back, but my ex-wife told her that I was in “the bad place” where letters aren't delivered and people are forgotten.
Kara's innocent remark set me off. All I could think was: her mother that fucking bitch lied to me—and to our daughter! I would’ve strangled my ex right there, and must have turned color because Kara's brows furrowed over her concerned eyes and she asked if I was all right. I wasn’t; I choked on rage! She tentatively placed her hand on my tattooed forearm. A jolt shot through it. People were watching. The jackals sensed weakness, but it was no time to pay them much mind. Tenderness flowed from my precious daughter's touch through my skin, up my nerves, and tried to penetrate my hardened heart.
No such luck. Kara's unconditional love had the opposite effect of triggering a blind fury. I tore away from her and stalked over to the barred gate leading back into the prison. Back to my cell. My hell. I wanted out, not in, but this was Hotel California and I could never leave.
I grabbed the bars and heaved—snarling, thrashing blindly, a torrent set loose. Let me in! Let me out! Let me die! I couldn’t take it. A jackhammer split the stone in my chest.
Prisoners hooted. The intercom screeched for more guards. They couldn’t pry loose my hands. A cloud of Mace in my face and still I held on. Riot sticks pounded my ribs and kidneys. Guards yelled orders for me to stand down. Visitors were quickly cleared. I heard Kara above the clamor:
“Daddy? Daddy, please!”
Unable to cry or cry out, I collapsed and curled into a ball, beaten savagely into unconsciousness.
****
After crossing over, earthly life is supposed to wash away. The soul needs to conserve energy before taking another whirl on the Wheel of Life and Death—the Samsara of Eastern cultures. But my body had been cut down before finishing its task, and I thought maybe I'd embraced death too eagerly, thinking I could forget the misery my life had become.
Even if my corpse lie rotting in a prison cemetery, I wanted to go back. “Hi honey, I’m home!” The memories stirred life into buried bones.
I knew of souls making contact with the living. It could be done. I pictured Kara and reached out.
So many minds and their petty concerns to wade through: what’s for dinner; how are my stocks; that intern at work sure looks good; what to buy this weekend; Brenda at the salon said Sheila said something else and blah blah blah. Life is slow death when the importance is missed. “Don’t you see,” I railed at the lost souls, “that you’re missing the point? Love! Love one another! The time is up before you know it, and all that’s going with you is what you learn. Ever seen a U-Haul pulled behind a hearse?”
Distracted, I lost any chance to find Kara. It was no use. And even if I did find her, what then, punch through the barrier between life and death like a poltergeist and probably scare her senseless?
“Doesn’t work that way,” I heard in reply, “though you’re learning to recognize what you missed.” The Teacher dropped by for a visit to my spiritual isolation chamber, where I accepted no other company or contact from other souls.
“Oh,” I thought, “you again. Thanks for nothing.”
The Teacher radiated patience but also sadness at my obstinate insistence on remaining alone, like connecting with the rest of the wretched mass of creation would somehow help me. I felt admonished, and railed, “I could have held on if you wouldn’t have convinced me to give up! Now I have no chance of getting back to my Kara. To just sit in her presence ... I’d gladly be a ghost for eternity to be near her again. Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?”
Calm silence in answer to my rant. God it was aggravating.
“Then go away!”
The Teacher’s presence receded, leaving me to marinate in regret over everything I’d lost.
****
Back in earthly life, the scene in the visitor room earned me a week in solitary confinement: The Hole. A week to talk to shadows and listen to the ravings of lunatics. I was empty once the rage subsided, just a shallow bowl of murky feelings. How could I show weakness in front of Kara during our only meeting? No pen and paper were allowed in solitary, so I couldn’t write. I didn’t have her phone number even if I had a phone. I was impotent, and for a man like me at the time, that felt worse than defeat. At least in defeat I could go down fighting. At least I could move on. Impotence is a three-legged horse on a circular track, hobbled and never getting anywhere but back to where it started.
Three times a day, a tray of crappy prison food was shoved through a little slot in the steel door of my cell in The Hole. On the second morning, a pair of narrow eyes peered at me and a raspy voice got my attention. “The Brotherhood sends its greetings,” it announced. I recognized the voice of a junior Brother. “Whole place is talking about you, man. Did that nigga boy really come with your daughter? You never told us ’bout no daughter.”
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