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Chapter 1

The Green Man

The green-painted warrior sat, his breathing labored and his skin soiled. Spots of blood matted his curly red hair and marred the mossy-green of his paint. The man’s sword lay near his wooden chair, carrying three new chips from chopping at bones, blood still smeared and streaked from the lethal wounds he created and the death he brought to the fresh bodies that still lay on the battlefield several miles distant from the village. The blood was now dried. He sat in his sturdy but makeshift chair of wood logs and animal skins, reflecting on the tough victory of his clan on the wet, cold grass fields of the Highland valley.

His breath shuddered as his gaze fell upon the sword. It was tradition to let the blood of your enemies rest on your blade for some time after the battle so you could capture their souls and prevent them from going to Valhalla, the majestic enormous hall of the fallen of those in combat located in Asgard. The land of Asgard was ruled over by Odin, and all the people of the Highlands shared stories of those who died in combat led by Valkyries to Asgard. Such a noble death’s reward was the envy and true purpose of every warrior. Today, many souls had been barred the honor of Valhalla. And many souls now sat in those halls, feasting and boasting with the great heroes of the land. The Green Man hadn’t taken off his coat of rich animal furs and headdress of deer antlers before sitting. They, too, still wore stains of blood from yesterday’s battle.

Fighting began just after dawn. Icy dew droplets drenched the field, typical of an early autumn on the mountain of the clan. Drums and bagpipes echoed far and wide in the heavy cold air. The sonorous reedy sounds of the bagpipes filled their souls full of bravery, courage, honor, and tenacity as they readied themselves for the clash. As the music leapt to its frenzied peak, the two groups of warriors closed upon one another. The close combat fighting on the field was quick. Over in a few long and bloody hours. The Green Man’s plan had worked very well against the unorganized clan. Their warriors had rushed the field with no thought to their hold on the high ground. Simply by having the bagpipes continue for a few counts while the enemy began its rush exposed the overeager enemy clan.

The clan called this man the Green Man in their Celtic dialect. He earned his name from leading spiritual rituals around the communal fire inside the looming standing stones, fully carved by the ancient ones from the dawn of their oral histories. Every ritual, every change in season, every battle, every birth and death, green pigment from soil and plants colored his body, making the runic tattoos along his neck and arms particularly lurid. The green washing over his body marked his transition from a single soul seated in a body to his soul/body acting as a conduit for the gods and spirits of his people and of the land.

Many years ago, a holy person from across the farthest oceans and eastern lands visited the village. In her hood and black robes, tattoos spiraling across her entire body, she followed the will of the gods, traveling ever onward, trading food and shelter for herbal remedies. She never charged for predictions. On the night of the first full moon of the flowers, when the Green Man was on the cusp of manhood, sitting with the other children as the adults welcomed the goddess as she gave birth, Chira called across the fire so all could hear, Gana Kirtumukha. Upon hearing the sounds of the unknown words, he found himself walking to stand before her.

The holy woman Chira spent weeks with the boy she called Gana Kirtumukha. As they sat with the goat herds in the mountains, their conversations wandered from the properties of the roots and flowers to the portents of breezes. As summer began its descent into winter and fog began to creep along the mountain, her lessons turned to ways to speak with the gods and the spirits of the East, and most of all the ways of magic spells and chants.

The morning’s battle would add kindling to the myths and stories that twined around his life among the peoples of the mountain in the Highlands. He heard the whispered edges of the tales of how the spirit of a madman, a man who sacrificed himself to Odin long ago, possessed his body with the donning of his antlered helmet and his hands grasping the broadsword and makeshift hatchet with its curved blade. He rammed his antlers with the strength of his back and neck. Three weapons, to hurt and stab as many enemies as possible. Many kinsmen mistook him as dead in some battles, drenched as he became with blood. They thought the blood was his life bleeding away from him. Their start of surprise at his blade or hatchet swinging with ferocious strength and quickness never crossed the Green Man’s awareness. Some would flee from him because they said he had the wild demon spirit eyes of a madman, one touched by Odin himself. Before their minds could catch up, their bones and their guts knew that once he targeted you, his eyes could see nothing else, nothing could touch him. Their bones and guts would send their bodies fleeing before their minds could catch up. Many a man had attempted to cut him down as he pursued a target; many had seen the wild demon in his eyes, but none who had made direct eye contact ever walked off the battlefield. That no one lived to tell the tale of what lay in the depths of his eyes on the battlefield only fed the dread and horror of the telling of the stories. Word of his battlefield actions spread throughout the lands and he was feared by many leaders of clans that might otherwise clash with his people. His makeshift metal armor was still on his body while he sat in his chair because he did not have the energy to take them off.

As his breath calmed, the Green Man sat composing and ordering the pivotal moments and actions of his people’s fight in his mind. Later, he would translate his mental pictures into Sanskrit and also in Celtic runes because he knew both, one of few of any of the clans who did. He knew he had to write down his memories to create the history of the clan to pass on to the next generations. Oral storytelling kept the clan in rhythm with its ancestors; the act of writing kept the orators in harmony with the sacredness of their task of remembering for the people.

Though the clan now gathered for the evening meal and ritual fires, the Green Man knew no foot would tread to his door reminding him of the time as they did for the elders and revered ones. Nor would sibling, child, or parent walk from a room with readiness to leave. The Green Man lived alone. In the prime of adulthood, he was brought before the council to be exiled. The king, being a man, let emotions rule his head in matters of family pride. The Green Man bowed his head before the will of the council, refusing to sully the proceedings with protests of his innocence. Explanation empties your soul of conviction. Conviction is the vital force that connects you to the spirits, Chira had said before she walked out of the village. He’d pondered those last words for years; that moment before the council, he knew was Chira’s final test. He had never imagined the cost—his honor before the clan—and he didn’t know what exile would bring, but nothing could sunder him from the spirits. Gana kirtumukha in the holy tongue of Sanskrit translated to “face of glory” for the people. If the king chose to cast out the face of glory, all the more reason to stay at one with the spirits. Those years of exile and wandering between villages on the mainland were filled with hunger and uncertainty, the miseries of existence without a people. Eventually, the message reached him. The king had died, one of his last wishes was his return, for this man’s wrongful accusation to not pass with him as a weight on his soul. The Green Man’s innocence and honor before the people had been returned to him.

But such a loss leaves marks in the soul. When he returned to the village, he never trusted anyone again. He kept to himself, returning to the poverty of his adolescence, tending the goats as they wandered the grasses. While he’d wandered the mainland, he’d been forced to master the art of a steady mind. As he wandered the meadows following the goats, as he had done with Chira in his youth, he applied that steadiness of mind to remembering her lessons and studying the secret properties of nature, as the spirits revealed them to him. Within a few weeks of his return and new life, he began to have visions. Sometimes they would be of the future, sometimes they would be of the spirits or gods. He never spoke of them, content and at peace with his understanding of the value of explanations. Gradually as battles were fought with other clans, he began to earn respect for his warrior skills. After years of this, he began to be accorded leadership and asked to guide the rituals before battle. Once, he felt himself become a channel for the gods of the people during a pre-battle ritual. The king of the clan understood what was happening, and after that battle, the king asked him if he could conduct the rituals before the fire between the stones. Their people had not carried out those rituals in almost a full generation. He felt the spirits of the land answer yes with his voice.

Eventually, he built himself a home in the woods. No one visited him unless they were invited. There were rumors by the people that he conducted ceremonies in the country with large fires and singing but such was the way of the clans on the Highlands that those with the ability to act as a conduit between the gods and the people before the fires between the stones were accorded the respect due to them. It never would have occurred to the people to gossip or wonder at the Green Man’s secluded rituals such was the trust and sacred bond among all the peoples of the Highlands.

The Green Man would spend weeks in nature and return to the village with messages from the gods, the trees, the animals, and the seasons. The village would all listen and when he talked to the entire village, he would paint his body green. He had been given a message in one of his spiritual journeys that the color green was a powerful natural color and would help him communicate the gods’ messages to the people. The truth for this man’s latest message to his people was that respecting nature was the key to being connected to the gods. The Green Man lived a simple life with no luxuries because he was humble and wanted to feel the emotions of the natural world.

This night after the recent battle, the Green Man stood among his people with green clay on his face and his arms and legs with green leaves and on his coat and he spoke to them about their history of their clan, about how their gods were pleased with their victory, and that they should give back to nature and always with their entire being respect nature. If we hurt our mother Earth, it will bring drought, poor crops, poor weather, and other horrible things.

This special night the Green Man spoke to his people in a calming, patient voice, knowing what his warriors had done, knowing that some of the men died in battle, and knowing the families of the fallen were present. The bodies of those who followed him that day were wrapped in cloth and laid individually on mounds of logs. The burning of the bodies returned the spirit back to the earth so they could go to Valhalla and then after a time of rest and feasting come back again in another glorious life.

The twelve bodies all lay in a row and one by one the Green Man took a torch from the bonfire and laid it on each of the bodies to start their own ceremonial incineration. When all twelve bodies were burning and the wooden pyre fully ablaze, the tribe started singing and chanting their ancient songs, wishing their fallen warriors, fathers, and husbands a good spirit ride to the higher divine because of their sacrifice today. The songs were a blend of spontaneous soaring outcries and ritualized repetition of ancient phrases and benedictions. The outpouring of spontaneous and ritualized grief and gratitude honored the dead for fighting and defending their families and their clan. The songs were simple phrases of ritual honor. The better for the hearts of the people to pour forth their pride in the noble courage of the fallen. The elders kept time with their rhythmic chanting of the lists of names of all who had offered their life to the clan in battle. Next time, these twelve names would take their place on the list, to be remembered and cherished.

As the elders’ chant began to fade back into the ancient songs, the Green Man started dancing slowly around the bonfire, beckoning with his eye contact and ritual gestures for first the mothers and children of the fallen, then wives and fathers to join him. The dance began slowly, a gentle transition from grief, softly melting into a celebration of their spirits traveling to the next world. The dance of celebration at its peak was wild, free, arising from the movements of the children. People joined and rested as they were called. The Green Man, his ceremonial role over, moved toward the men’s fire. As one of his kinsmen slapped his back with joy, the Green Man twitched. He had been wounded there in battle; with the fires’ light one could see a small line of blood slowing moving down the skin.


 

 

Chapter 2

The Reading

The northern gusts split time with muggy summer breezes. The steadily cold, violently temperamental winds from the north would soon dominate and Kansans would know winter had arrived. That Saturday morning when Paul pulled into an antique store parking lot the chill was ascendant. He put the truck into park, but his hand hesitated on the keys, the engine purring gently. His eyes stared unseeing at the nineteenth-century buildings lining Main Street. New signs and modern advertisements decorated most of the original structures. The street was empty except for his car. He had an eight o’clock appointment with a psychic.

Paul sat there doubting why he kept this appointment; he had had a difficult night. His mother called. His father had passed away just after midnight. Out of sheer habit of punctuality, he’d kept the appointment. Three weeks ago, in a blaze of excited curiosity, he’d let his amazement at one of his dear friends of many years admitting to getting Tarot readings spur him into peering across the curtain with curiosity. The thought of scheduling a psychic reading had never occurred to him before Jamie had glowed with passion as she revealed this new side of herself. Jamie, the young department secretary who was also training to be an Ashtanga yoga teacher part-time, had always been around psychic readers and Tarot card readers, though Paul had only just learned of it when she announced she was pregnant. Discovering this normal person invested so much in this stuff had spurred Paul to give it a try. As he sat in his truck still debating if it was worth it, a hand in the antique store flipped the sign from closed to open. He stared at it, his mind still in a daze. Some force from inside himself that he couldn’t explain drew him to open the door of the truck.

That first inhale of cold air woke him up. His mind accepted that he was going through with this. He stepped out, pulling up his coat zipper and covering his head before walking across the street toward the antique store. 

Paul opened the door, the smell of the old wood furniture reaching his brain before the chaotic sight of the crowded-together chairs and tables that filled the front of the store registered. A bell rang as he opened the door. Some of the pieces had been sitting awhile, from the thick layer of dust on the furniture. The store smelled like his grandmother’s farmhouse. He slowly walked into the store in the hundred-plus-year-old building that had been a guesthouse to some Civil War Union general at one point in its life.

An older woman sat at a small table by the back wall. She was in her late fifties, short and large, with a bright blue bandana around the crown of her head, in jeans and a t-shirt like any person on the street. He wasn’t sure what sort of clothes or appearance he expected of a fortune-teller, and he found himself reassured by the everydayness of her look and dress. She said, “You must be Paul. Please come and sit down.” Her name was Lena and she was sweet and had a calming voice and continued shuffling cards as Paul began to walk to the back of the store.

He walked through haphazard aisles, with old desk and chairs as obstacles, and realized they were the only ones in the store. He took off his coat and placed it by the chair. A round table was covered with several intricately decorated scarves of purple and teal. Lena stood up to shake Paul’s hand. Paul smiled, mind still churning with doubt and uncertainty. He was tempted to make some excuse and walk back out, but something inside him told him he needed to follow through with this appointment. He reminded himself he was supporting a local business owner, which was one of the ideals he carried with him in his business decisions. That fact gave his mind something solid to cling to as he sat in the chair across from Lena.

Lena said, “Paul, I was about to cancel this morning’s appointment with you but my spirit guide told me that someone close to you had passed away and traveled through the astral worlds already and I had to relay to you that he had passed away, is fine, and not to worry about him.”

Paul felt shock as the blood in his face dissipated. He had never seen, met, or heard of this woman before. How could she have known … ? He only told his friend, Robert, after he received the call from his mother. There was no way she could know. He dropped into the chair, stunned, his mind racing in circles too wildly to formulate a response.

Lena said, “I have a spirit guide that talks to me since I was a little girl. She is a voice from a Native American shaman and her name is Tinoma, and she has been communicating with me since I was nine.

“She has been talking to me my whole life. I’m not crazy. Tinoma talks with spirits who are transitioning or stuck in this world and have not moved on yet, but your father passed away recently and as a spirit has quickly moved on to his heaven or nirvana due to his actions during his last and most current life.”

Paul sat there confused, stunned, and so wanting to believe in this woman whom he had never met. Her eyes told him he could trust her and she had nothing to gain to make something up that was so true. Her smile was true with her wrinkles around her eyes. He usually trusted his gut to steer him through new or uncertain situations, and it had gotten him out of many places that were speeding down a crevice right toward trouble. He was usually good at reading people through their physical reactions from the facial expressions, their dilation of their eyes, and looking at movement of fidgeting fingers. Everything in him told him to trust her. It felt right.

“Lena, you are right that my father died last night a little after midnight … thank you for letting me know that he passed on to heaven already.” He continued talking, sharing about his father’s life starting in poverty as the oldest of ten children, and how he was drafted into the army for the Korean War then joined the army to avoid a second draft and served a career with another combat tour in the Vietnam War. The details spilled out of him once he decided he could trust her. It felt good to share. He ended by telling her that his father was a good man and a fair man. All that his father wanted was to pass away in his sleep because he had recently been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. He died on his terms, the way he wanted to with no pain.

“Your father sounded like a good father and friend.” Lena suddenly stopped and closed her eyes, head tilted slightly as if she was listening intently to someone. Her hand went up into the air to pause their conversation. She was nodding her head as if she was receiving a message. Then she opened her eyes with a smile.

“Your father wants me to tell you this … please don’t fuss, tell everyone at the funeral not to fuss. Tell them I lived a full life. Tell them I am with my brothers and sisters and my mom and pop. Tell the good folk that I am with Willy, my father, who died when I was two years old. Tell Mom that I am proud of her and she will be fine. Tell them that the church was my stability. Tell them kindly not to fuss, I am fine, it was just my time, and tell them Ma says not to fuss either.”

Paul pulled out the notebook he always had on hand. Any important meeting or event, he had it on him in easy reach. He never thought he would be taking a message from his father, who had died less than eight hours ago. He scribbled furiously, striving to transcribe every word, not to miss any part of the message. The message was so true to his father. The words Lena said were exactly how his father would have said them.

And yet, part of Paul’s mind was still in complete disbelief. The rational analytical side of him that defined the universe according to the rules of causality he’d been taught as a child could not assimilate what was happening. But his gut vehemently knew these words were from his father. Paul felt a wave of peace wash over him, simply happy to be receiving a final good-bye and send-off from his father. It was true to his dad’s character to leave a message for a son seeking some closure.

Lena said, “That is all that I have from your father’s spirit … He has gone away to his heaven and can’t be communicated with.” She shuffled the cards in front of her and said, “Shall we begin the session?”

Paul had never been to a psychic or had any readings done before so he was shocked that the real session had not begun yet. “Lena, is this the way sessions start usually?”

Lena smiled gently. “No, never, that is why I am excited to see what the cards say for this session. I have never had an astral message to a client before a session in my thirty years of reading cards. I am all goose bumpy with what will happen next, so let’s begin.”

Paul sat there, slightly out of breath, trying to make sense of things, then mentally decided that he must continue on this path of discovery. As she shuffled the deck, she explained they were Oracle cards, not Tarot cards, and there were dozens of different kinds of Oracle decks, but she trusted Oracle cards overall and used a special custom deck made for her by an old friend. She spread the deck in an arc across the table, asking Paul to pick five cards. She pulled the five from the rest of the deck and flipped over one at a time in an inverted V shape. Lena studied the cards over and over and kept looking up at him. Feeling her gaze, not having any clue what was going on, the remaining eddies from the first shock latched on to this new discomfort, and his mind started questioning the whole process all over again. Her fingers kept touching the cards and he could tell she was communicating with her spirit guide again by the way she was trying to listen attentively like a hearing exam with headphones trying to listen to all the tones.

She said, “Are you ready for me to tell you what the cards say?”

He just nodded at this point, picking his pen back up, not knowing how fast the words would come out of her.

“Has your left shoulder blade ever been injured? Any scars or birthmarks there?”

He paused and a small chill crept across the base of his neck. Paul did have a small birthmark there. And a one-inch scar from the American occupation of Iraq, when a mortar landed near him at Mosul airfield and exploded a fuel truck. Some hot shrapnel lodged deep into his skin between his protective armor. The field doctor did not know exactly how the piece of hot shrapnel got sent through the small opening in the armor. His mind stayed intent on taking it out and sewing him back up, rather than idle speculation at a minor mystery. The doctor stopped the bleeding and sewed him up in the dirt with no painkillers. The scar was rough and deep and about an inch long on his left shoulder blade. It still hurt once in a while due to loss of some nerve endings and scar tissue. The scar and the small birthmark in the same location were vividly on his mind. Once again, his mind grappled to answer how Lena knew. He finally said, “Yes, I have both on my left shoulder.” He also recalled how he had met one of his future most-trusted university professor friends that evening in Mosul after the explosion and they would reconnect many years later in Kansas once he became a professor at the university where Robert taught. 

Lena only smiled and said, “In a past life that you experienced, you were mortally wounded by a spear or sword in the left shoulder blade in the same spot and that is why you have a birthmark there.”

Paul was stunned again by her remarks. How could she know these things? All he said was, “Please continue.”

She closed her eyes, “It was during the Dark Ages, around 1500, you were a soldier for the Scot-Irish military, and there was a conflict between the Protestants and the Catholics. Witchcraft was somehow involved … or just the Catholic Church accused someone you knew of witchcraft, which started the initial conflict. You also had a conflict—more like an inner conflict about witchcraft. You knew it was not what the political and military leaders thought it was. You were in the battlefield among the chaos on a wet grassy field in dawn with the temperatures right above freezing, and you fought well until an enemy soldier drove a sword into your shoulder, scraping between your bones. You ended up dying on that battlefield. You were content because you fought for what you believed in … you had no wife or children to mourn you, but your loyalty and duty were remembered among the military and the town. You saved many of your friends that day but they could not save you. You are buried on that battlefield with your friends. The name of the clan was—” She paused. “The name of your clan back then was Gregor or MacGregor.”

Paul looked at her again with amazement blazing from his eyes. His mother’s family was a MacGregor from Scotland, who had lost their name when they rebelled against the king and the king outlawed their name. His family left Scotland and came to America after the Revolutionary War and changed their name to McGehee, to start a new life.

How could this woman know that? The scar on his left shoulder started to tingle with a painful burning sensation … maybe simply because he was paying attention to it, or maybe because he was making it psychologically hurt. Why should he believe this woman? He could not wrap his mind around this new layer of revelations. Paul had walked in just an hour ago out of curiosity and habit. He’d walked in in a fog of delayed reaction to his father’s death. Deep in his core, underneath all those other layers, though, it felt like an alignment of him spiritually. He wanted more but was scared to ask. He started to get up from his chair.

Lena said, “I think we should continue the reading.” 

Though he wanted to be afraid of what else she might say, he readjusted the chair, ready for more. He was a well-educated adult and taught at the local university and had researched the science and psychology of adult learning with emphasis on the brain and this past hour with a simple woman had flipped everything on its end. 

Paul had learned through graduate school to use his mind and break the parts into smaller parts and not try and see the problem as a whole but to see the linkages between the problems and their components. His doctoral professor, who had served in the Korean and Vietnam War, would show him on a chalkboard slowly how to see a problem and pay attention to the details, because the human relationship details always tell the rest of the story, and slowly reveal the solution to the problem if you have the patience to see it. As Paul thought of his professor, he wondered what his scholarly and academic friends would think of his true and honest acknowledgment that he truly believes in fairies, witches, and the metaphysical. They would most likely kid him about him believing in the Easter bunny and Santa Claus.

So, without any sense of certainty or clarity in his mind, he said, “Please, continue the reading,” to Lena. This simple woman with a past-life reading had just confused a logical and methodical mind. He was afraid but needed to have the rest of the reading.

With anticipation, Lena smiled and continued to look at the cards again. She said, “Many people walk in here and expect nonsense when I do a first reading, but you are different. You only need to believe what you need to believe for your growth. All of this process does not have to make sense right now. Just let it percolate like coffee and you will find meaning when it is time.”

At that moment she sounded like one of the Buddhist monks he had met almost twenty years ago in Tibet, when he was studying abroad in India. The monk almost said the exact same thing. Somehow that caused his body to relax for the first time since he woke up this morning. He waited, calmer than he had been all morning as she finished flipping the array of cards.

Paul readjusted his chair and took a breath, feeling his heart rate rising inside the bubble of calm. His mind couldn’t rest. He had not really comprehended everything Lena had told him. His mind began to ping around, searching to analyze, comprehend. Clearly, she had some ability psychically to know things about him that no one else knew. But nothing made sense, still, somehow. So, he took a deliberate, calm breath and relaxed and focused his eyes on the cards as Lena began looking at them over in a V shape again.

Lena kept touching two cards over and over again and having an internal conversation with her guide that lasted several minutes before she nodded and looked up. “Paul, are you involved in the church? What about your family?”

Paul said, “I grew up Catholic, and we went to church every Sunday and holy day. My father and grandfather were extremely devout, and my genealogical research of my Germanic ancestors found that there was a nun and a priest every generation. Even I thought about being a priest for a short while when I was eighteen.”

She smiled, “Would you believe that in a prior life you were a high priest or bishop in the church, and you had power and wealth in your region? You were a powerful but fair bishop and took care of the poor.” She turned her head slightly like listening for a whisper from her spirit guide. She then said, “There is a woman, with brunette hair that you already know or will meet soon, who was with you. You will be friends with her now or might be in the future.” She paused again, “This woman was a witch in those days in your past life.” She paused again with a puzzled look and said, “She is also a witch in this lifetime!” She continued, “This woman, in your past life as a bishop, she was a dark arts witch, but you protected her, and even lied to the governor to save her. You risked everything to protect her. She also trained you privately in her craft in your quarters. You would meet out in the country privately. She even initiated you into the craft secretly, you knew the risk if the church or authorities found out about it, but you did it anyway because of the inquiry of knowledge. This woman, she died young of a tragedy, but you died of unexpected causes and still very wealthy and no one ever knew you were secretly being trained a witch while you were a bishop.” Lena began flipping cards over and shuffling them again.

Paul’s mind was spiraling, because he had faith in her first past-life reading—he did have a scar and birthmark on his left shoulder and had noticed in grocery store horoscope tabloids that birthmarks were marks from past lives, with nothing scientific at all in his reasoning. But this new past life that a woman he knew today he also knew in a past life and she was a witch in a past life and was also a witch today? Paul did not know any witches. How would he meet a witch in his simple life in a small university town?

As he was thinking, Lena had laid down another set of cards on the table for the next reading. She could tell he was thinking, and she looked at him a moment before asking if he was ready. Paul caught his breath, hoping he could handle another reading on a past life that he didn’t believe in just an hour ago. He could not help but want to hear another.

Lena started flipping over the cards with authority and stopped in the middle of flipping the fourth card and froze, the card was a figure dressed like a holy man with an infinity symbol over his head. The word magician was written on the bottom, but Paul couldn’t see any other details from this distance. Lena kept turning over the rest of the cards but her finger went back to the magician card. She asked, “What does the word Hermes or Mercury mean to you?”

“Well, Mercury is a planet … is it the name of the Roman god with wings on his feet? No, that’s Hermes. My last real study of mythology was over twenty years ago.”

She said, “This card represents the magician who is the planet Mercury and is also Hermes, who is a messenger to the gods through the worlds of metaphysical reality. This particular card means you have a mastery of the imagination’s conscious and unconscious process.” She paused and asked, “Do you ever get voices in your head with messages?”

A voice in his head? … Well, he did not think so … other than the voice he called conscience—that figment of good and evil on both sides of his shoulders like a cartoon talking to him and having a conversation. He was always talking to himself, but never really thought he had messages or was never a messenger to the gods. What a confusing new development to this strange morning.

Then she turned over the last card. Her body became intently still as she focused on the card. “That’s quite interesting. My, you are a unique customer! I don’t ever get these exact cards with a customer on their first visit with me.” The last card she flipped over was the knight of swords with a knight riding a white horse with his sword raised high. Paul merely thought it was a soldier card.

She started to explain his last past life with this card first. He was a soldier again but this time it was in America before the revolution, probably late 1600s. She said he was a soldier in the British army with valor that he used for notoriety. He spent over twenty-five years in the military and retired with no job afterward but with wealth and land. He lived in the northern New England area. Lena slowed down. Paul could tell her spirit guide was talking to her. Lena then said that the brunette woman who was a witch with Paul in the first past life is back again in this past life, but this time he married her and had no children. She explained that he married late, in his forties, and he was well traveled and did not have need to boast about adventures like most younger British officers. His wife died young and he mourned her, staying a widower for quite a while, but did find happiness. “No, wait, you watched your wife die,” and she pauses sadly before continuing, “She was accused but never convicted of witchcraft because she worked with herbs and plants or watched someone work with herbs. She died of the smallpox young—not even thirty—but the people just thought her witchcraft spells suspiciously backfired on her and that was why she died.”

Her right hand returned to the magician card. Her index finger rested on it as she stared at it before turning her gaze to Paul. “Well, we have already gone past the hour, and I have another customer in shortly. I’ll explain more next time.”

The thought of a next time hadn’t occurred to Paul until she spoke. With the cliffhanger card after being hit with all the other profundities, he decided he agreed. He would see her again.

Lena stood up. Paul appreciated her gentle courtesy of escorting him to the door of the store. As he stepped onto the pavement an elderly man in a fedora walked up. Their eyes met. Paul felt like he knew him but he had never seen him before in his life. The man nodded at Paul, “Excuse me, sir,” then clasped hands with Lena with genuine warmth in the gesture. They seemed like old friends. Paul kept walking as he buttoned up his coat. He was totally confused at what had just happened the past hour and needed a cup of coffee down the street at a local coffee shop to let things comprehend. He started walking down the street as he pulled up the collar on his coat. Paul walked past the yoga studio into the mostly empty coffee shop.


 

 

Chapter 3

The Next Day

 

Paul sat with his coffee at a table by the window, trying to contemplate everything Lena had said to him. His rational mind wrestled with itself; how could he feel such a strong sense of belief with so many unexplainable facts? He knew he needed to trust his gut, to trust that strong inner voice speaking to him. He left the shop still unsettled. Still in turmoil the rest of the weekend, he kept directing his mind back to the work at hand: preparing for a week of teaching and research.

Paul was a professor in education at the local university and enjoyed seeing his students light up with excitement and curiosity more than almost anything. That joy normally made it easy for Paul to fill his weekends with his work. More than teaching, Paul loved to research. Once he got a new subject, he would spend weeks in the library finding all the books, journals, and oddities about the subject and then do a full analysis. He was afraid this was going to be his next topic to research, and that was part of why his mind struggled to focus on the task at hand this weekend. Even though his mind was still in turmoil, Paul looked forward to the challenge of working piece by piece through this mystery. Placing this puzzle at the top of his research list helped Paul find those last reserves of focus to finish lesson prep and to catch a decent night’s sleep Sunday evening.

Paul was walking on campus on this fall Tuesday in his traditional tweed coat and scarf. This early in the semester wasn’t time to pull out a t-shirt and raise the eyebrow of the dean. He walked up the steps to Knowles Hall, the College of Education building named after the father of adult education, Malcolm Knowles. Paul noticed today’s group of students trying to study for a test or complaining about a test or paper. The steps were the ideal height for sitting in a group, and there were always some students enjoying the fresh air and the mutual stress. The freshman classes were on the first floor and all the faculty offices were on the fifth floor of the education building. Two days after that odd experience in the antique store, Paul’s mind was still busy trying to analyze Lena’s words about his past lives. He had come in early today with the intent to focus his energy on preparing for his father’s funeral. He had scheduled the Catholic service, written a check for the priest, confirmed the grave site in the family plot, worked with the funeral home for the viewing tonight, decided on flowers, called everyone, ensured the obituary was published. He’d worked out all the details for his father’s funeral except for the eulogy. He still didn’t know what he was going to say tomorrow to all those people from his hometown.

As he walked through the hallway to his office, he thought of the words that Lena had told him during their session about how his father did not want anyone to fuss over him and so he found his office and fixed himself a cup of coffee as his computer warmed up. He stared at the genial clutter of papers, pens, and knick-knacks on his desk, trying to let his mind go blank. He knew he needed to go over his always-full e-mails before he could calm his mind about writing his father’s eulogy.

As he was going through dozens of e-mails from students and education book publishers, with the occasional bureaucratic announcement from the university, there was a particular e-mail that caught his eye. The subject line said, “Editor here, ready to help you with your book.” It had been on his to-do list to find an editor for his book that was about half complete, but Paul hadn’t published the need or mentioned it in the usual circle of professors. There was always a young graduate student or a recent master’s student from the English department who needed a quick $500 to use their talents before they land that better job. His first book he hadn’t hired an editor, and the publisher’s editor sent several snippy e-mails on how much work Paul created for them before outright stating that early editing is always best.

So, with interest he opened the e-mail. Nera was new to the city and her husband actually worked in the College of Education as the new graduate student hire. Paul did not give the e-mail much credence, because most people say they like to edit but editing is the hardest part of writing. It’s the analysis of every sentence and the tedious examination of the endnotes and references; his belief was most people would rather have a root canal over such fine-grain scrutiny of thousands of words. So, as he recalled Nera, she was a brunette, slender, young and attractive, always in high-quality makeup and high- quality attention to her clothes. She acted smart and used the correct words, but her master’s was in sociology and her bachelor’s was in history, so really, he did not think it would work.

Paul sent her a quick e-mail back, asking her if she was serious, and saying that he would send her a sample chapter to edit. He felt certain he would have to discourage her from pursuing editing with him. To that end, he attached the roughest chapter in his book and told her to get it back to him in a week. Within seconds after he hit send with the e-mail, she replied that she could have the chapter back to him tomorrow. Paul merely chuckled to himself and continued with the rest of the e-mails.

He then took out his leather notebook that he had taken notes on during Lena’s session about what his father had conveyed and laid it on his desk. This would be the initial note. He took a breath and started a new document on his computer, slowly writing all the thoughts in his head and using Lena’s comments about what his father had supposedly said. He started typing around 10 a.m. and kept wrangling through the eulogy for the next couple of hours.

Paul sat back in his chair, trying to stretch the tension out of his fingers and wrists. He let out a tired, contented sigh. It was an excellent eulogy. He was proud of the words he had put together in honor of his father. But he could never share with anyone at the funeral that he had spoken to a psychic about his father … the Catholics would have him burned figuratively. The little town in Kansas where his father grew up and where he retired was full of devout Catholics and religion ran deep. He would speak this eulogy composed from the words of a middle- aged lady in an antique store who passed on his father’s words—but absolutely never tell a soul where he received his father’s guiding and consoling words. As he sat there, slightly bemused at this turn of events, Paul decided he would explain it as his last conversation with his father a week before he passed away. With that decision made, Paul returned to the draft for one final edit and review of the language. He was proud of himself; it was short and exactly what his father would like, especially the comments of no fuss over his death because he lived a full life. Paul thought it would be an effective reading in front of a packed church.

As he finished the eulogy, he received an e-mail from Nera that she was done editing his most difficult chapter. It had only been three hours since he sent it to her. Very odd. So, he opened the e-mail. She said she had the time and edited quickly. Paul looked at the work and the comments and it was the finishing touches that he needed. She even did the endnotes, with only a few errors. Paul wrote her back, thanked her on her speed of editing, conveying that he was impressed. He asked her if they could meet personally because that is the way he worked and she requested the sooner the better and to meet at Casaneta’s, his favorite high-end bar. Paul had adored this bar from the first time he set foot in it almost ten years ago. The back room was lined with bookshelves from floor to ceiling along three walls. All of the seats were easy chairs with gorgeous side tables, carefully arranged for little bubbles of privacy. The university professors that visited there had a tacit agreement—conversation and hob-knobbing stopped at the entrance to that little library sanctuary. The building the restaurant occupied was built on Main Street in 1865 during the Civil War and had been famous as a hotel for over eighty years, boasting that Lincoln had stayed there. It was also infamous for being a speakeasy during the prohibition years and had reports of ghosts throughout the last fifty years from various guests at the hotels. Whether a marketing plan or good advertising, the bar was always full leading up to Halloween with ghost tours of the building now a yearly social event for the business. Paul sent the location and time for Thursday night. Within a few minutes Nera confirmed the appointment.

Paul felt very lucky to find this particular person in this time frame to help him finish his latest book out of the blue. He wasn’t quite sure what luck meant. Maybe the stars were aligned for him today. He chuckled quietly to himself. The stars? And yet, somehow, his mind tentatively conceded this might be a valid theory to explain the strangeness of the day.

He decided to read over the eulogy one final time. He still could not fathom that he had seen a psychic just six hours after his father’s death and that she gave him an effective message from his father, that was so clear and accurate that he was using it as the frame and substance of his eulogy message to the family, friends, and community that would fill the church. Paul wanted to believe in Lena; he could say he did believe in her even when there was no logical rational reason to believe, but something about this meeting made him trust her and her motivation to convey a message from his father. Paul felt there was something else going on with all of this about the message and his father. There was something deeper that he could not comprehend, yet it felt familiar and known. It felt like an old dear friend that he had not seen in twenty years or that favorite uncle you remember from every holiday and event as a kid, but somehow never see again once you became an adult. This emotional connection with the metaphysical just felt right but Paul still resisted it.

He laid the completed eulogy on his desk and called a professor friend in philosophy to see if he was available for a quick chat. Finding that his friend was free now, he quickly picked up his coat and left the office and went over to Smith Hall where the philosophy and religious studies classes were taught. Paul found his good friend Stan, or more properly called, Dr. Stanley Franklin Gray, a renowned world philosophy researcher and religious artifact expert, who had worked part-time for the Vatican as a consultant and there were also rumors among the faculty that he had worked for the CIA. Stan had a subspecialty in ancient religion, the occult, and anthropology. His office was the typical old philosophy professor type with the tweed jacket carefully hanging on an antique coatrack, books to the ceiling on shelves, piles of books on the floor, and the key-note messy desk with twelve books open with tabs. The office smelled of mothballs and coffee. Stan was almost seventy years old but loved to talk one on one; unlike most professors, he dedicated himself as much to passionate extroversion in the classroom and public events as he did to intensive introversion in his research. As Stan shook Paul’s hand he said, “Paul, great to see you on this cold day. What can I do for you? You sounded distracted on the phone.”

Paul was about to speak, but Stan interrupted him with consolation for his father’s death. Paul accepted with the courtesy his mother and grandmothers trained him in before describing his encounter with Lena. Stan made Paul include all the details about what Lena had said and then had Paul explain the eulogy. Their discussion lasted two hours and two cups of coffee each with both being intrigued by what they were saying and hearing. For Paul, it felt like the therapy meetings that he’d participated in over the years he was battling post-traumatic stress disorder after his time as a human terrain research advisor in Iraq. He would say something, and the psychologist would merely ask more questions. Stan was pulling the same move on him. Paul was ready to hear what this world-renowned philosopher and psychologist had to say about what had happened. Paul leaned forward in his chair, “So, Stan, what does this all mean?”

Stan looked puzzled and replied, “What do you think it means?”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Well, my friend, that is the best answer I can give you. The events have many high-energy connections to coincidences and facts, but I can’t prove what Lena told you was right or wrong. Only you can believe. What I can say is, she knows things about you that only you knew so that means there was a third force—call it psychic, metaphysical, what-have-you—there is some intangible variable in the equation. She had nothing to gain from lying, but if she is right, then she could and will be right again. As we’ve wrangled over in many of our discussions, there are many phenomena and questions that we can’t answer scientifically as yet. Carl Jung did the most discussion and research on the metaphysical, and it actually caused him to end his friendship with Sigmund Freud. Jung once said, ‘Your visions will become clear when you can look into your own heart. Who looks outside, dreams; who looks inside, awakens,’ so the best answer I can say is trust your heart and pursue this further—follow your intuition.”

A young student gave a hesitant rap on Stan’s door, peeking in with eyes beaming a sense of peril over stress over some paper or deadline. Paul took his cue and started to pack up his briefcase. It was time to be professor again and do some more homework. As
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