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I try to cry but nothing comes out. I am underwater; or under liquid, at least. Now I remember, and I jump out and catch my breath. Of course, I do not have a body yet and so I don’t need to breathe, but old habits die hard.

I’d like to give you a name so you can call me something, but my mother hasn’t named me yet. She doesn’t know if I will be a boy or a girl, and somewhere inside she wonders if I will come out of her alive, and somewhere deeper inside she wonders if she wants me to come out of her alive at all. But she is young, and I won’t hold that against her.

That is a joke, because I know quite well that when my future flesh meets the air, I will be pulled into this new organism with irresistible force, and I will remember nothing of what I can now feel. Certainly, some impressions will remain, and they will manifest themselves over the course of my life. Perhaps I will be a horse trainer or a taxi driver, and when they invent a machine that can decipher the marks left by nine months in the womb, they will say, “Look, no wonder she became a submarine commander or a teacher of Spanish proverbs.”

There are no immediate signs of the time and place of my soon-to-begin fleshy life, but I do have a strong sense (always accurate, in my experience—yes, I have been through this before) that I will be born in the first half of the twenty-first century. This will be the latest, most “modern” period which I will have experienced in my several incarnations. Of course, given the non-sequential nature of time, I could very well have chosen to be born to a woman in the year 3941 or 7322, and perhaps I will choose that experience next.

But perhaps I won’t, because perhaps there will not be a next time for me. Don’t look so sad and horrified—that does not mean “The End!” Despite what some of your religions may tell you (and I include “Science” in my list of religions), the personality does exist before and after physical death, the personality does experience multiple physical lives, and we are most definitely not condemned to be reborn again and again. When and how the cycle of rebirth ends is not important right now. Let’s just stop at the “we all live multiple lives” bit for the time being. This is not a physics lesson, and it certainly isn’t a lecture on religion or spirituality.

So let me continue by saying this: I will need your help. Whoever you are. I am putting these words out there for some enterprising, or perhaps unaware, person to stumble upon and make of them what feels right. They will hang in the ether as amorphous energy. Perhaps they will serve as the raw material for a song, a play, a painting, a discounted-cash-flow model for an insurance company, a new type of oven mitt, a fresh flavor of bubble gum, a pleasing pattern of wallpaper, a higher-potency toilet bowl cleaner. Perhaps.

Most likely, however, they will find their way into a book, and that book will find its way to you, my helper.

The kind of help I need will be clear later. For now, all I need is for someone to listen. And yes, I’m talking to you, oven mitt designer, bubble gum chemist, playwright trapped in the million-dollar-a-year job of an investment analyst . . . I’m talking to you.
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Although I can imagine you quite clearly, you may not be so clear on who or what or where I am. Let me say one or two things about it.

Right now I am simply a personality without a body, a packet of consciousness waiting for my vessel to be readied and launched out into the physical world where I will take command and do my best to navigate the seas of three-dimensional experience and accomplish what I have set for myself. My “plans” might seem trivial to some of you, ambitious to others. I will get to that later. For now let’s stick with the where and what.

Now, I have chosen to join my new mother at a fairly early stage in the development of the fetus, though by no means is my choice atypical. Some personalities are very anxious to get back “into it,” so to speak, and may choose to take up residence in their new home at the point of conception itself. Others may not be so enthusiastic about “real world” experience, and might wait until the last possible moment to plunge in. And many—myself included—fall somewhere in between these extremes: We prefer to be around the mother but also remain at arm’s length from her and her changing body.

The fetus itself is the focal point, and so when I chose to find my way to my new coordinates, I was drawn directly into it—quite rapidly in this case, which is why I experienced the momentary sensation of being submerged. Now I am focused at a point outside the mother—my mother, I suppose.

It is a nice vantage point, this no man’s land. The experience of being within the womb itself is interesting and vivid, but I have been through it before and have no need to live through it once again. The in-womb experience is intimate and narrow in the sense that cellular-level consciousness is very dominant as the limbs and organs begin to develop, and so the experience is, shall we say, very introspective in a physical, visceral, fundamental way.

This time around my experience is set to be broader, and so I am playing a much more active role in both my own development and . . . actually, let’s keep it focused on me, on my past.

Previous comments about the illusory nature of sequential time notwithstanding, there are some correspondences between various lives a personality experiences as it develops. Certainly, we all experience each side of human relationships and sexuality, and so in our foray into the flesh we experience being male, female, heterosexual, homosexual, mother, father, sister, brother, friend, and enemy.

My early incarnations are only hints of memories to me now, like faded old photographs perhaps, but more like last month’s milk in the back of the pantry: useless to me now, but still adding an unmistakable flavor to my environment. See, the first few incarnations are very focused on the most simplistic forms of manipulation within space and time, using physical matter. You know these kinds of people—the kind who seem inexplicably eager to work with their hands, to build things, sometimes to break things. Like a child who is fascinated by its own urine and feces, a “fresh” incarnate is often consumed by wonder at the feats he or she is able to perform with just a little bit of imagination and some forceful action.

This is not to say that such cosmic “children” are less intelligent or capable. Indeed, in many cases, these people may turn out to be extremely enterprising and successful in the right fields—they are equally likely to be world-class architects, engineers, or artists as they are to be mediocre bicycle mechanics, bricklayers, or welders.

My first few incarnations, unfortunately, contained no such “world-class” experiences. The earliest one I care to think about was as a rather bland, homely French girl in the late 1400s. Sometimes I wonder if it was a mistake to choose that particular experience. But I know now that although destiny is not as rigid as one might think, it is still accurate to say that there are no real “mistakes” when it comes to such things.

I died at the age of thirteen, without ever kissing a boy or reading a book or even wandering beyond the boundaries of my small village in the northeast of the country. We had a wretched little farm, and most of my time was spent in the field with my brother and a three-legged cow. We grew a few things, but our land was fallow, with many barren patches. Cursed, my mother used to say. She’d say that about the land, but maybe I thought she spoke of me, because on the ninth day of May I drowned myself in the stagnant pool at the end of our property.

It was a fairly exciting end to a very boring life, and I can now recall watching my mother and father and brother and even Brie, my little crippled cow, after they found me. (It is odd that I only care to remember the cow’s name.) No one cried, but I could “see” their sadness from where I stood. It was pleasing, in some strange way. And looking back now, I suppose the experience was educational in some sense. Maybe the message was: “Life is dull and barren and then you die.”

Hah! No such luck with the next set of lives. After a few more nondescript incarnations that I’ll spare you from, it is clear as I review things that the next big leap in my development was when I lived as a woman in India in the late 1800s. I grew up in a town called Nasik—really just a village. (What is it about being a woman in a village that has stuck with me after all these lives, I wonder.) My childhood was hectic and loud because I had several siblings and even more cousins, all of us crammed together in a large (but not large enough) bungalow on the main street (just a dirt road) of Nasik. My father was a landowner, and he owned several acres of space that was rented out for warehousing and retail. (Nasik was a popular stop on the way to Bombay, and many travelers passed through, and many businesses kept some inventory there.)

I was married off at age thirteen (not unusual) to a boy almost five years my senior. I actually knew him from the area, perhaps because his family was of similar stature in the neighboring village and our families got together once or twice when I was younger. He was a nice boy, and we were married almost four years before I got pregnant.

This was a fairly big deal, I can see now. In that time and place it was expected that a girl deliver her first child within a year or two of marriage, and when this did not happen, it caused some worry in the families, especially my birth family.

See, I was lucky enough to have married into a family where my husband and mother-in-law were decent and reasonable people with enough fire in them to defy tradition to some extent. My new mother-in-law had three sons, and I feel like she was pleased to think she had an actual daughter, so she treated me like her own. She placed me in a separate room that adjoined hers, and told both my husband and me in no uncertain terms that I was to remain a virgin until age seventeen.

My father-in-law grumbled about this, but he was a busy enough man and did not interfere with matters of the family and household to any great degree, especially if it involved going up against his wife. And my husband, although a bit disappointed, was also relieved in some way, I feel. I do remember being a very slight girl with narrow shoulders and narrower hips, and even to a teenage boy I must have looked like a child.

Still, I was becoming a woman too, and soon enough my husband and I became better acquainted with one another to the point that I actually got pregnant when I was still sixteen, several months before the seventeen-year mark set by my mother-in-law. She did not mind, though, because it was clear by then that we had fallen in love (which, oddly, is often the case when you are given no choice about whom to love—a wonderful thing, in some sense, because it means that any human is capable of developing love for any other human).

News of my pregnancy was received with great relief by my own father, who had written me off as damaged goods after two full years of sulking that I had not produced anything. (My mother-in-law had not told anyone outside her immediate family about the situation—sometimes it is better for the gossipers to blame biological determinism rather than tradition-mocking free will.) At one point my father told me point blank that if my new family demanded more dowry as payment for handing over a barren girl, he would say no. I did not ask what that meant because I was not worried. But I can see now that it did register, it did leave its mark.

Many children followed, one each year for three years, and then a set of triplets—very unusual in those times and taken to be a sign from Laxmi, the town’s favorite goddess. So by age twenty-one I was the happy mother of seven children: two boys and five girls. Needless to say, the next decade-and-a-half was a collage of the smells and sounds of childhood. I felt like a cow, and was shocked at how much milk I could produce, at times almost wishing I had another set of nipples for my hungry babies.

Those were joyful days, as I examine them now, and although I can reach in and pull out specific events and occasions, dilemmas and decisions, I much prefer to view those years from far above, like looking down on a cloud, breathing in its mist, taking delight in the wonderful shape and texture of the cloud in its entirety and not dissecting it for individual raindrops or hailstones.

The rest of that life had its share of ups and downs, ins and outs, curves and straightaways. Still, it was an overwhelmingly positive life; I lived until I was well past sixty, and I died with many children and grandchildren around, all of them crying. There was sadness in the room, but it looked nothing like the sadness I had seen when I died alone in that pond during that first set of incarnations. This sadness was like what one might feel at the end of a satisfying book or film, when the story is done and any attempt to prolong it would only diminish its effect.

This story, on the other hand, is only just beginning, and so please indulge me as I reminisce a bit more.
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Reminisce is an odd word to use, it now occurs to me. The word itself has mostly positive connotations in normal usage—one typically reminisces about good times, of happier days, perhaps running in the park with your first dog. You wouldn’t “reminisce” about the day you came home to find old Spot convulsing in a pool of his own urine now, would you?

Forgive me. It is a rude image. My point here is this: Many of my previous lives were filled with pain and grief, loss and want, anger and unfulfillment, and although it is hard for anyone to call such experiences “positive” (and thereby reminisce about them), the truth is that now I can look back and see how those lives have contributed to the composite entity that currently forms these words in the secret space of my new mother’s bedroom. So it is an odd word to use, but still apt.

And so perhaps it is also apt that I illustrate this by “reminiscing” about a particularly difficult early incarnation, and one that set me up for a series of comfortable and reticent subsequent lifetimes. I paid some dues on that one, so to speak.

The dates for this are hard for me to state with any specificity, but you can safely assume it was well over a thousand years before the experiences just described. (Now, it may be confusing that a lifetime that “follows” one set in the 1800s can actually be lived in 1081 A.D. or 54 B.C., but even if I fully understood the intricacies of how time and consciousness interact, I doubt I would be able to explain it in words. Still, because we are all in this same cosmic soup, I think many of you will intuitively grasp how this seemingly illogical sequence can be possible even if you cannot explain it. Like my old friend Nietzsche once said—and I paraphrase—“You might see the answer in a flash of insight, but it could take your entire lifetime to write it down in a way that others might see what you saw.” Well, it has been many lifetimes and I still cannot adequately explain what I feel I understand. For now, just bear with me. And for the record, Nietzsche was not really a friend—I only saw him once, at a banquet, and he was very rude to me. I was working there as a server and had just spilled something red on his white shirt, and so we did not meet in the best of circumstances.)

But just so I do not veer too far off track: It is old Greece and we are on the banks of the Mediterranean sea, on the outskirts of Athens. I am a slave—a boy of thirteen or fourteen, very pale and thin, certainly not suited for much heavy labor in the moist sunlight of the countryside. My owners are a middle-class couple. The master is a traveling tradesman and the mistress spends her days idle in the home. I was offered to the master as partial payment for a shipment of goods, and from what I remember, the master was happy to receive me. The man who gave me up as payment was happy too, and so perhaps I was one of those things that makes both parties of a trade feel like they got the better deal.

Truth is, I wondered at the time why my new master was so pleased to get me. After all, I was clearly of very weak stock, and had been told this repeatedly by my previous master as he cursed me for taking up valuable space in his slave quarters:

“You are too weak to lift stones or dig the ground, and your skin is so white that you will not last even one afternoon in the open,” my old master would say as the other slaves, many of them tall and thick and brown and bronze, laughed as if it were a fine thing to be complimented for their ability to be good slaves. “You are too ugly and stupid to be useful as a house slave, and you barely speak the language of the country. To even have a chance of selling you for a good price would require me to first feed you more and then invest in some education, and I am willing to do neither without guarantee of return. I will try and sell you at the marketplace over the next few months, but most of the slave-buyers in these parts are smart enough to see that you will be more of a burden than anything, and I wonder if I will even be able to give you away.”

I often felt like asking him why he had acquired me in the first place, but it would have been a rhetorical question because I knew how I had come to him: He had murdered my parents when I was twelve years old.

My old master operated an inn along the road between Sparta and Athens, and my parents and I had stopped there to rest. At my father’s insistence, we were walking from our village (a place called Theros) along that famous road to Sparta as a show of faith to the gods.

Now, things have not changed so much from the Greece of a thousand years ago, and showing your faith to the gods by voluntarily undertaking something difficult and painful is usually done when you want something from the gods. And we did want something—at least my father did.

See, my father had been a soldier in the Greek army. He was stationed in the northern reaches of the empire, where he met my mother and where I was born and raised, which is why I did not speak Greek very well. After a career-ending injury received in a training accident, we moved back to Greece, and my father started to spend a lot of time at home, a lot of time with me, watching me grow, assuming I would fulfill his aspirations of greatness in combat (or something!). His aspirations.

But whatever weakness had made my father susceptible to a devastating injury during routine training had been passed on to me and perhaps multiplied along the way (or so my father said), and he decided that my height and weight at age twelve (or eleven or thirteen—the numbers are not so clear now, but let’s call it twelve) were alarming and needed some attention from Zeus and the pantheon. It would be a four-day walk from Theros to Sparta, the city-state of the legendary Spartan warriors, and this seemed like sufficient hardship for the two of us to bear under the approving eye of the gods.

My mother had insisted on accompanying us, despite my father’s violent protests. Truth is, he protested so loudly because he was somewhat relieved that she would be there. See, my mother was the healthiest of the three of us at the time (healthier perhaps in both mind and matter): I was still a child and my father had limited control over one side of his body, and so he shuffled as he walked.

My mother, on the other hand, stood straight and sturdy, and she glided rather than walked, it seemed to me. She was not Greek but from the northern tribes of Europe, a small group of which had made their way down and past the borders of the empire. The Greeks called them Varangians, but you would know those Norsemen as the Vikings. Perhaps this explained my excessive paleness, although I was significantly less ruddy than she.

Looking back now, I can see the three of us on that road to Sparta, my mother and I walking slowly to keep pace with my father who was shuffling and wincing (not from pain, but from self-consciousness because we were an odd trio of humanity that made a few heads turn as we moved by). I resembled neither parent, and I could tell even then that people stared at my mother—who stood a full head above my father as he stooped—and then me and wondered what connection the three of us could possibly have.

We walked all day that first day, with only a handful of stops for food and rest. At night we slept at the wayside when we came across a group of travelers who had set up camp. We did not speak to them, but simply settled ourselves close enough to their group that we would be safe from robbers and such.

By that second morning I had developed a fever, and although I attempted to hide it (after all, the point was to persevere through hardship, and I could see how important this was to my father), my mother noticed almost immediately when she awoke. Still, she understood better than anyone why we were doing this, and so she said nothing to my father and just smiled and arranged a head-dress on me to shield my face from the sun as we continued our journey.

Soon it was clear that I needed to stop—clear to my mother at least. And so, at our next pause for rest, she put on a troubled expression and implored my father that we take a room at an inn we could see down the road.

“Just for the afternoon and the night,” she said, perhaps coughing a bit, maybe even holding her midriff. “I am not well and need to rest.”

“We can rest here,” my father said as he pointed at some crude seating arranged under a makeshift cloth roof not far from the stall where we obtained some water.

“I need a room, a bed,” my mother said, and she said it loud enough that others near us turned to look.

The journey was supposed to be completed without leaving the road, my father had said, and I was certain he would not agree to my mother’s request and that I would surely faint on the road that afternoon, perhaps even die. Maybe they will be relieved, I remember thinking. Perhaps even now my mother looks at me and wonders if I did indeed come from her womb, from her line of Norwegian peasants who break through ice as thick as walls in the winter so they can fish the frozen fjords, I told myself.

Maybe it will be more of a relief to her than anyone, I suddenly thought as I caught her looking at me with an odd smile, a smile of resignation, an acceptance of the futility of fighting fate.

But most of all, I realized as I smiled back at her, it might be a relief to me.

The inn was a clean enough place, really just someone’s home that had been converted into a boarding house of sorts where travelers could spend a night or two. As we walked in we could see a large open room with sleeping mats arranged in messy rows, a few of those beds occupied by slumbering bodies. I wanted to run to one of those hard mats and fling myself onto it and fall into sleep, but my father looked at my mother and shook his head.

“This is not a place we can stop,” he said. “This is no place for a woman.”

“We have three rooms upstairs,” a man called out.

A tall, thin man emerged from a back room, wiping his hands with a cloth that could not possibly be cleaner than his hands. He smiled, and I counted four teeth where there should have been more.

“We only need one,” my mother said, quickly and with a smile.

“Oh?” the man said, and he raised an eyebrow as he eyed the three of us, studying our sun-dried faces and sweat-soaked robes. Then he shook his head. “The rooms are for
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