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“Let the mirror be your judge,

the wind your guide, and 

the horizon always beckon you.”

Fabio Tagliasacchi, 2024
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Publisher’s Warning

(A Note from the Author, Fabio Tagliasacchi)

Dear Reader,

You are about to begin my book titled Nightmares. One would think the title alone would be sufficient to discourage you. After all, sensible people avoid nightmares. They leave the lights on, sleep with one eye open, and pretend their closets contain nothing more sinister than dirty laundry.

Be advised, these thirteen tales are not ordinary stories. They are whispered invitations to things polite people leave unspoken or at best do not retell except in confessional. Some come dressed as Angels, others as Aliens. A few are filled with monsters both real and imagined. All of them are just waiting for you to turn the page.

We, the so-called “publishers” (myself and my dog Coco that mercifully is deaf and cannot hear my ramblings) accept no responsibility for sleepless nights, sudden chills, or the peculiar urge to glance over your shoulder while reading. Nor do we provide refunds for readers who insist that something has stolen their soul or is scratching at the door.

If you must proceed, then take this advice. Nightmares are best enjoyed the next day with a good bottle of Tequila and whatever you do, don’t look under the bed.

Fabio Tagliasacchi

NIGHTMARES

NEARLY DEAD
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Chapter 1 : NEARLY DEAD
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Richard Halloway stood at the foot of the hospital bed in his best navy suit, his shoes gleaming as if he had just come from court. His tie was knotted perfectly, and his diamond cufflinks sparkled under the lights. Every detail was perfect. 

Yet lying there on the hospital bed was his body, pale and motionless, a web of wires and tubes tethering him to this world. The room smelled faintly of antiseptic and urine. Machines hummed with steady indifference, their blinking lights and rhythmic beeps announcing life was still clinging to his body. 

“Well.” He muttered to himself. “If this isn’t just goddamn poetic. I’m my own client.”

Circling the bed like he was searching for evidence, Richard leaned closer, staring at his own face. He looked older than he remembered. The years of courtroom battles, whiskey nights, and broken marriages had left a roadmap of lines and shadows across his features. He wasn’t afraid. Fear had never been part of his vocabulary. Instead, he felt irritated at the absurdity of standing there watching his own body being kept alive by the various machines. It seemed rather obvious to Richard that he was either hallucinating or dreaming.

He reached down impulsively, intending to shake his shoulder to wake himself. But when his hand touched the body, it slid through the skin like mist. He jerked back, staring at his own hand as if betrayed.

“I’m definitely suing for malpractice.” He said dryly.

He barely felt the soft gust of air, as though the room itself had exhaled. From the space beside him, a woman simply appeared wearing tight fitting slacks, a loose blouse, and a crossbody bag as if she had just stepped out of a grocery store. The woman’s smile was gentle, her presence strangely ordinary, and yet the air around her carried a subtle energy that made Richard’s skin prickle before he noticed her.

“Mr. Halloway.” She said, her voice soft and melodic, the tone of second grade teacher.

He nearly jumped out of his shoes. “Christ almighty! You scared me half to death.” He stopped himself, lips twitching. “Well, more than I already am.”

Her smile widened slightly. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to startle you. My name is Seraphina.” She adjusted the strap of her bag. “I’m an angel assigned to your case.”

Richard gave her a long, skeptical look, as though she were a witness who had just said something particularly ridiculous on the stand. “No offense, lady, but I’m not entirely convinced angels are real.”

“None taken.” Seraphina replied with surprising warmth. “You’re not the first one to tell me that.”

Richard crossed his arms. “So, am I really dead? Because this looks suspiciously like a very bad joke.”

“Not exactly.” Seraphina said. “You’re nearly dead. You had a stroke, which isn’t so unusual. The unusual part is that this wasn’t your time.”

Richard blinked at her. “Not my time? What the hell does that mean? You people double-booked me? Who’s in charge of scheduling up there?”

“God.” Seraphina answered, and even though she tried to sound professional, there was the faintest twitch of amusement in her eyes. “And . . . let’s just say HE is very upset about this. An investigation has already begun.”

Richard tried again to touch his own hand, with the same grim determination he’d shown when cornering a hostile witness. His fingers passed straight through.

Seraphina giggled. Just once, but enough to make him snap his head toward her. She covered her mouth immediately, her eyes wide. “I’m sorry.” She said sheepishly. “I know I shouldn’t laugh. It’s just . . . you looked so serious. Like you really thought it might work . . . it was cute.”

Richard scowled. “I am overjoyed to see my death is so entertaining for you.” He paced beside the bed, muttering under his breath about cosmic incompetence and God running Heaven like an incompetent politician. Seraphina simply watched, with the corners of her lips curled into a small smile. “You are not actually dead, Mr. Halloway.” 
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Chapter 2 : NEARLY DEAD
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Seraphina glanced at the still form on the hospital bed, then turned her attention back to Richard. Her expression softened, though a faint mischief lingered in her eyes.

“Come along, Dick.” She said brightly. “You don’t mind if I call you Dick, do you? We need to go upstairs and find out what’s going to happen to you.”

Richard’s eyes narrowed. “First of all, no one calls me Dick. Second of all, upstairs? What am I, a delivery package being rerouted? Fine.” He jabbed a finger toward the door. “Let’s get this circus moving.”

“Actually, all the lawyers in your firm do. Just not when you are around.” Seraphina responded with a slight grin.

With all the bluster of a man storming out of court, Richard marched straight to the hospital door and yanked it open. The fluorescent hallway stretched ahead, endless and sterile. He stepped across the threshold with grim determination, as if he intended to walk all the way to the Pearly Gates himself.

Behind him, Seraphina giggled again, a not so quiet, musical sound that annoyed him.

Richard spun around. “What the hell’s so funny now?”

She raised a delicate hand. “You think you’re in charge. That’s not how we do it.” And with a snap of her fingers, the world twisted. In less than a heartbeat, Richard found himself jerked backward through the doorway against his will and at Seraphina’s side like a disobedient dog on a leash.

He almost stumbled regaining his footing, then glared at Seraphina. “Did you just . . . that is so not right.”

“You’ll get used to it.” Seraphina answered cheerfully. “Now, how about we try the proper way to go upstairs?”

Seraphina winked at Richard and snapped her fingers.

The hospital, the beeping machines, the wilted flowers . . . everything dissolved into vapor, then imploded into nothing. A blinding white nothingness engulfed Richard, and for an instant, he thought he might be falling. Then, just as suddenly, the world, or wherever this was, reappeared.

* * *
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They stood at the foot of a grand marble staircase leading up to a temple of staggering beauty. White columns stretched skyward, etched with faint symbols that caught the sunlight. The air smelled of olive groves and sea salt, as though they stood somewhere along the coast of ancient Greece.

Richard’s jaw slackened. “Is this?” He waved his hand at the temple in disbelief. “Is this what Heaven is?”

Seraphina adjusted her bag and studied the temple with calm familiarity. “This version is for you.” She replied. 

“This heaven is in a context you should understand. Now, come along. The investigator is inside, waiting.”

Richard rubbed his face with both hands, groaning. “Great. Not only am I dead, but I’m stuck in a vacation package from 1300 B.C. Do I at least get a toga?”

“Sorry, no toga. I would remind you that you are only nearly dead, Dick.” Seraphina said and started up the steps.

“I asked you not to call me that.” Richard said, reluctantly following while still muttering about celestial incompetence.

* * *
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The marble steps carried them upward, each echoing footfall announcing their progress. Richard squinted as his eyes adjusted to the interior. Sunlight filtered through high slits in the stone, laying golden stripes across the polished marble floor. At the far end stood a massive set of bronze doors.

Seraphina casually kept walking. Richard followed, muttering under his breath about ‘damn silly dramatics.’

Inside, the temple revealed itself as a labyrinth of chambers and corridors, yet Seraphina led him unerringly toward a grand office lined with shelves that seemed to stretch into the clouds. The room smelled faintly of parchment and sandalwood. At its center was a vast mahogany desk, and behind it sat the investigator.

Richard froze as recognition clicked into place. Seated in a high-backed chair, spectacles perched on the bridge of her nose, was Judge Miriam Alcott. The same Judge Alcott who had presided over one of his most infamous trials years ago. She had never concealed her disdain for his courtroom theatrics nor her suspicion that he thrived less on justice and more on the spectacle. Richard had to admit, her gavel had been fair to him despite her disdain. Although during the trial she would frown at his antics, her eyes were always staring at him like a disapproving schoolteacher.

Now here she was . . . apparently dead, but very much alive in this strange place, and apparently tasked with his fate.

“Well, if it isn’t Judge Alcott, my old friend.” Richard said sarcastically, greeting her as he walked up. “Looks like I am still subject to your gavel even in the afterlife.”

Seraphina shot him a warning glance, but Judge Alcott didn’t react. She was busy. Richard and Seraphina were directed to sit in a pair of ornate chairs before the desk. 

Around them, ethereal figures drifted in and out. Angels, he supposed, though most carried stacks of notes, scrolls, or bound ledgers. They leaned down to whisper into Judge Alcott’s ear, leaving slips of paper on her desk. She nodded briskly, her pen scratching across parchment, occasionally sighing as though drowning in bureaucracy.

Richard shifted in his seat, impatient. “What is this, the traffic court of Heaven?” He muttered. “I thought eternity was supposed to be efficient.”

Seraphina pressed her lips together, stifling another laugh.

Finally, Judge Alcott set down her pen and turned her full attention to him. Her eyes were sharp as ever.

“Mr. Halloway.” She said, her voice clipped and precise. “Your case will need to be postponed.”

Richard blinked. “Postponed? What do you mean postponed? You dragged me all the way up here . . . ”

“This is not a courtroom.” She interrupted, her tone razor-sharp. “Your mouth, Mr. Halloway, is neither useful nor appreciated here. I can have it removed if you persist.”

He opened his mouth, then shut it again at the warning flash in her eyes. His scowl deepened, but he held his tongue.

From the corner, Seraphina giggled openly now, her shoulders trembling as though she were enjoying the sight of him muzzled more than she should.

Judge Alcott folded her hands. “For the record, had it been left up to me, I would have recommended you take the express train straight to Hell. You were insufferable in life, and from what I’ve seen in the last ten minutes, not much has changed.”

Richard’s jaw tightened, his hands curling into fists. He wanted to argue, to object, to tear apart her reasoning as he had done a hundred times in the courtroom. But he remembered her warning and the smug glimmer in Seraphina’s eyes, and he forced himself to stay silent.

“However, this situation is highly irregular. God Himself has taken an interest in your alleged mishap. Unfortunately, there are no holding cells in heaven. Therefore, until the investigation is complete, you will be returned to earth.” Judge Alcott declared.

Richard’s anger cracked into surprise. He blinked, then leaned forward. “Wait . . . returned? You mean, I get another shot? I don’t know what to say. Thank you.”

Judge Alcott arched one eyebrow. “It would be best for you to thank God. My recommendations for your case would have been vastly different, Mr. Halloway.”

He swallowed his pride, but a strange relief welled in his chest. He would live. He wasn’t finished yet.

Seraphina rose from her chair and touched his shoulder with a gentle tap. “Time to go.”

Richard opened his mouth in confusion, but Seraphina snapped her fingers before he could speak.

The temple, Judge Alcott . . . it all vanished in a blur.

* * *
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Richard found himself reclining on a sun-washed deck overlooking the glittering Atlantic somewhere in the Florida Keys. He could feel a salty breeze cooling his skin and hear the seagulls chirping in the distance. A tall tropical drink with a paper umbrella sweated in his hand. Seraphina lounged on the chair beside him, sunglasses perched on her nose, looking perfectly at ease. She sighed contentedly.

“Isn’t it lovely here?” She murmured.

Richard began to answer, then froze as he glanced down at a pair of beautiful sun-tanned legs belonging to a woman. 

They were great legs. He couldn’t argue that, but they weren’t his. He wiggled his toes to test if it was a hallucination. “What the . . . ” His voice cracked in surprise and anger. “What the hell is this?”

He set the drink down, fumbling at himself. His hands patting frantically over curves that had never belonged to him. His voice rose in a panicked shout. “I’m a woman!”

Seraphina didn’t bother to hide her enjoyment this time. She laughed and laughed until she had to wipe tears from her eyes. “Judge Alcott made all the arrangements, Dick. You should be grateful. All things considered, there are far worse places she could have sent you.”

Richard groaned, for once in his life, unable to find a snappy comeback or the right words.

“Oh, and by the way.” Seraphina added casually, taking a sip of her drink. “Your name is Geraldine Liefde. But all your friends and family call you Geri.”

Richard glared at Seraphina, then unexpectedly let out a long, incredulous laugh. He shook his head, amazed at the feeling of his long red hair falling across the top of his bathing suit. 

Richard snatched up the cocktail again, took a long sip, and muttered. “Unbelievable.” Then, despite having his world shattered and completely tossed into a blender, Richard started laughing softly, then grew louder, hearing his now feminine voice echoing across the deck.

“If you like this . . . you’re going to love tomorrow.” Seraphina said, snapping her fingers. 
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Chapter 3 : NEARLY DEAD

[image: ]


Richard woke up to a shaft of Florida sunlight piercing through gauzy curtains and scattering across a room that was most certainly not his. For one thing, there was a Tommy Bahama ceiling fan spinning lazily above him. For another, the walls were painted a cheerful turquoise, dotted with framed seashells and photographs of children.

But those things were only the tip of the iceberg. He lifted his arm, fearing yesterday was not just a practical joke . . . it was slender and smooth, then watched in amazement as the delicate fingers flexed. 

This was Geraldine’s body.

Seraphina hadn’t been joking. 

“Bloody hell.” He muttered, throwing off the comforter and swinging his legs out of bed. He caught sight of himself in the full-length mirror and nearly stumbled back.

A woman in her forties looked back at him. Ginger red hair in waves about her shoulders, sharp cheekbones, and an unmistakable look of happiness behind the eyes he now wore. She was beautiful, though not in the way of the glossy magazine covers Richard had once coveted. Hers was a beauty softened by life, by laughter, and, if he looked closely, by grief. Richard rubbed his temples. “So, this is me now.” 

The scent of coffee from the kitchen startled him. For a moment he thought Seraphina had returned, but when he walked barefoot across the hardwood floor, he discovered the percolator had been set on a timer.

A sticky note waited on the counter, written in delicate cursive handwriting: ‘Remember: groceries for the shelter today, and the veterans’ paperwork is due.’ 

Richard stared at the note. What shelter? What paperwork? The coffee pot whistled softly, signifying it was done. Richard filled the cup next to the pot that Geri had neatly put there waiting to be filled. Richard took a sip, savoring the taste, and started to relax. At least the coffee felt normal.

“Geri? You up yet?” A voice called out with the faintest island lilt, followed by a knock at the door. Richard froze.

He opened the door to reveal a woman in her sixties smiling. She carried a plate covered in foil. “Good morning, girl. I thought you might like some of my guava pastries. You didn’t come by yesterday, so I figured you were working yourself to death again and you could use a treat.”

Richard blinked. “Right . . . that’s lovely . . . thank you.”

The woman chuckled. “What’s wrong with you, Geri? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Richard stepped back awkwardly, trying to sound like the kind, approachable Geraldine the woman clearly expected. “Thank you . . . ahh . . . ”

“Lizzy.” She filled in the blank, shaking her head gently. “You’ve only lived next to me for ten years. Don’t tell me you’ve gone and forgotten my name.”

Richard forced a smile. “Of course not, Lizzy.”

Lizzy set the plate down on the counter. “You’re working too hard running that veterans’ place, Geri. You need to kick your heels up and let yourself breathe. And don’t even think about skipping our Wednesday dinner. It’s tonight in case you forgot that as well.”

Richard opened his mouth to protest, but Lizzy kissed his cheek and was gone before he could argue.

He was sitting at the counter, staring at the guava pastries, when Seraphina appeared as though she had always been leaning against the doorframe, smirking.

“Not bad.” She said. “You didn’t make a complete fool of yourself.”

Richard glared. “You could have warned me.”

“I told you, darling, this is your life now. Temporarily, of course.” She reached for a pastry, biting into it as if she too were flesh and blood. “Geraldine was a good woman. Is a good woman. Her husband passed away last year from cancer. She’s just now beginning to rebuild her life. It’s a delicate time for her, Dick. So don’t go stomping about like an ogre. 

A pang of something uncomfortable brushed Richard’s thoughts. “Do you think she minds me using her body?”

Seraphina tilted her head. “Truthfully, Dick, I just . . . I don’t know. So, you had better be a good boy.”

He frowned. “What does that even mean?”

“It means that your time away from your own body is limited. You had to be placed somewhere during the investigation. Otherwise.” She licked the sugar from her fingers. “You’d die for real. No going back.”

Richard stared at Seraphina. For once, his sarcasm failed him. “How much time do I have?” He asked softly.

“I don’t know that either. I don’t even think Judge Alcott does.” Seraphina’s face softened. “Geri is a good woman, Richard. Live her life, walk in her footsteps for a while . . . you might just be surprised what you learn.”

“You’re lucky. Today is an off day for Geri. So, take advantage of it and get used to this life. Try enjoying this beautiful view, eat something delicious, take a nap on the beach . . . tomorrow starts a new week.” 

And then, like mist in the sunlight, Seraphina was gone. Richard sighed, staring again at the pastries. He felt the corners of his mouth tug upward. “Eat, sleep, and be merry. I think I can handle that.” He chuckled.
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Chapter 4 : NEARLY DEAD
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The morning light over the Florida Keys was a pale gold, sliding gently across Geraldine’s bedroom wall. Richard stirred, blinking against it, and for a brief moment forgot whose body he was in. He reached up, intending to run a hand over his unshaven jaw, and was met instead with the silken sweep of Geraldine’s auburn hair against his cheek.

The shock was still there, but duller now, like an ache that had become familiar. He swung his legs out of bed, staring down at the neat pedicure on Geraldine’s toes. “Bloody hell.” He muttered under his breath.

“Language.” A lilting voice behind him said.

Richard turned sharply. Seraphina lounged against the window frame, her golden hair radiant in the morning sun. 

“You again? How about you bugger off and leave me alone unless I start dying again?” Richard asked.

Seraphina smirked. “You’re adjusting faster than I would have thought you were capable of. That’s good. You’ll need your stamina. Geraldine’s life doesn’t pause just because you’re borrowing it.”

Richard rubbed at his temples. “That’s what I wanted to ask you about.” He hesitated, then spoke more slowly. “Where is Geraldine while I’m using her body?”

Seraphina’s expression softened, though she didn’t lose the mischievous sparkle in her eyes. “I don’t know.” She admitted. “So, be a good boy, will you, please?”

That phrase ‘be a good boy’ clung to him in a way that left him oddly unsettled. Before he could question her further, she raised a finger. “Remember what I told you. If the judge hadn’t placed you here, in Geraldine’s body, your tether would have snapped. You’d be gone, for real. No appeal, no hearing, no second chances. This is the only way the investigation can run its course.”

“Right.” Richard muttered. “So, I am basically stuck here, squatting in a woman’s body while the afterlife committee makes up its mind. Brilliant.”

“You’re not squatting, Richard.” Seraphina corrected him cheerfully. “You’re living her life. So, let’s get up and put a pretty dress on. Geraldine’s got a full day.”

“If you don’t mind, I could use some privacy.” 

“Certainly.” Seraphina giggled, then vanished.

Richard found himself in Geraldine’s Jeep twenty minutes later, driving across the Overseas Highway. He was still uneasy about the lipstick in the cupholder and the faint scent of perfume that clung to the interior, but the drive itself was wonderful. Water on both sides of the road, dotted with restaurants, fishing boats, and friendly locals.

The destination was the DME shop Geraldine owned, Keys Mobility & Care. Richard had worked in corporate finance for thirty years, but he had never set foot in a durable medical equipment store. The little shop was tucked into a low strip plaza, its sign painted in soft blues and corals. The bell over the door jingled when he stepped inside.

“Morning, Boss!” Cheerfully called out the man behind the counter. He was in his late fifties, with a tan like old leather and a prosthetic leg that gleamed in the fluorescent light. 

Richard scrambled for the name that had been left in Geraldine’s mind. “Morning . . . Dave.”

Dave narrowed his eyes playfully. “That’s all I get? No hug? No, you look amazing today for an old fart.”

Before Richard could retreat, Dave enveloped him in a bear hug that nearly knocked the wind out of Geraldine’s lungs.

“Thanks.” Richard muttered awkwardly, pulling away.

Soon enough, he was ushered into the rhythm of the shop. Customers came in with wheelchairs needing repair. Some with questions about new prosthetics and talking about their frustrations with the VA paperwork. Richard stumbled at first, but Geraldine’s instincts seemed to bleed through; her thoughts and words rose up unbidden, suggestions and reassurances sliding from his mouth as though he had practiced them for years. One man, a younger veteran with dark stubble and haunted eyes, arrived on one leg, avoiding eye contact and leaning heavily on crutches. “I don’t know if this’ll work for me.” The man muttered, gesturing toward a sleek titanium prosthetic Dave had brought out. “It looks kinda weird . . . alien . . . I’m not ready for this.”

Richard felt something swell in Geraldine’s chest. He heard himself gently saying. “Then we’ll go at your pace. No one’s timing you, Adam. Sometimes the hardest part isn’t walking again. It’s letting yourself want to.”

Adam looked up. “Yeah.” He whispered. 

Richard felt somehow gratified. He hadn’t thought to say those words. They had come from a tenderness inside Geraldine or maybe from a merging of the two of them.

That evening, Richard found himself at Geraldine’s sister’s vacation house. The twins, a boy and girl of nine, came running to greet him with cries of ‘Aunt Geri!’ and leapt into his arms before he could protest. Their hair smelled of sunscreen and sea salt, and their laughter was so bright it cracked something open in Richard’s chest. In no time, they tricked him into a game of cards at the kitchen table while Geraldine’s sister Carol poured wine. For the first time in his life, Richard felt something foreign to him. A slice of family life that was richer and sweeter than he had thought possible.

Later, as he helped the twins stack dishes into the dishwasher, he caught himself smiling. A real, unguarded smile. Later that night, alone in Geraldine’s bed, Richard whispered into the dark. “Well, that wasn’t so bad.”

And in the silence that followed, he thought he heard Seraphina’s laughter, like bells ringing softly across water.
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Chapter 5 : NEARLY DEAD
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Richard woke to the sound of gulls outside Geraldine’s open window and the faint hum of a fishing boat leaving the marina. For a brief, sleepy moment, he forgot himself and buried his face in the soft pillow that smelled faintly of lavender. Then his eyes opened, and the mirror across from the bed reflected Geraldine’s red hair spilled across the pillow. “Just another day in her paradise.” He muttered.

Downstairs, Geraldine’s morning ritual unfolded with surprising ease. Feeding the cat, watering the bougainvillea plants by the porch, and making coffee. Richard moved through it all with growing familiarity, as if the house itself whispered directions to him. At midmorning, Seraphina materialized in the corner of the kitchen as if she’d stepped from a shaft of sunlight. She wore a sea-green sundress today, her golden hair tied back with a ribbon.

“You’re adapting nicely. Feeding the cat, caring for plants. Why, you’re practically domestic, Dick.”

“I told you not to call me Dick. My name is Richard.” He grumbled. “And stop spying on me.”

“I am not spying. I’m supervising.” She took a coffee cup without asking, as though it had always been meant for her. “Besides, Geraldine’s schedule is full. You’ll need me.”

Richard frowned. “Her schedule?”

Seraphina pointed toward the desk where Geraldine’s neat handwriting sprawled across a planner. 

Today:

Lunch with Valerie and Sam at the pier. 

Boat ride at 2 p.m. 

Pick up twins for sleepover.

Richard blinked. “Boat ride?”

Two hours later, he found himself on a sailboat rocking gently in turquoise waters. Valerie, Geraldine’s neighbor and closest friend, sat at the wheel, her sunhat tilted against the glare. Sam, her husband, leaned lazily against the railing, a can of beer sweating in his hand.

Richard sat uncomfortably, clutching the railing for dear life as the boat caught a gust of wind.

“You’re tense.” Valerie laughed, adjusting the sail. “What happened to my fearless partner in crime? Wasn’t it you that told me you’d love to go sailing again?”

“It’s just that the Atlantic is a lot bigger than I remembered.” He answered, trying to make a joke.

The others chuckled. The afternoon unfolded with a surprising warmth for Richard. The smell of salt and sunscreen, the sound of waves slapping against the hull, Valerie’s easy chatter. For the first time in years, maybe ever, Richard felt the strange warmth of true friendship. As the sun began to dip, casting the water gold, Valerie handed Geraldine a rope. “Tie us off when we dock.”

Richard swallowed. At first, he fumbled at the knot, but Geraldine’s memories helped him gain confidence. 

His hand motions became fluid, rope looping and tightening as if his body knew better than his mind. He finished with a neat hitch, earning a cheer from Valerie.

“Atta girl. I’ll make a sailor out of you yet.” She said.

That night, back home, Seraphina appeared again, leaning against the porch rail as Richard rocked in the hammock, enjoying a rum mojito. Fireflies blinked across the beach’s tall grass, and the scent of grilled fish lingered in the air.

Richard sighed, staring at the stars. “You know, Geraldine’s life . . . it isn’t so bad. It’s pretty good.”

Seraphina’s eyes twinkled. “Careful. You almost sound like you’re enjoying yourself.”

“I mean it. The ocean, the neighbors, her family . . . it’s perfect. Better than anything I ever had.”

“Yes.” She said softly. “So be a good boy.”

Richard scowled. “That again. What the hell does that even mean?”

But before he could push further, Seraphina’s form shimmered into a streak of light, vanishing into the evening air. “Ta-Ta for now, Richard.”

He was left with only the creak of the hammock and the hush of the tide. A loner, a cynic, a displaced soul of a man drifting uneasily inside the life of a woman who, despite all odds, was teaching him how to live.

Saturday mornings in the Keys carried their own magic. The sea breeze wound itself through the coconut palms, carrying the salt tang of the water mixed with the faint sweetness of hibiscus and frangipani. Geraldine’s house felt alive with love as the twins burst in with their boundless energy.

“Hi Auntie G!” Shouted Lily, her blonde hair tangled from sleep, still dressed in her pajama shorts.

“Gi Gi!” Danny corrected his sister with a mischievous grin, dropping his backpack onto the floor.

Richard raised an eyebrow. “Gi Gi? What’s this now?”

Danny smirked. “Dad says you look like a famous movie star. So, he thinks we should call you Gi Gi.”

Richard froze for a moment, then laughed . . . a genuine, unguarded laugh. “Well, maybe if you ask nicely. Gi Gi can break away from being a movie star long enough to make breakfast. Who wants pancakes?”

Both kids erupted into cheers, their arms shooting skyward.

By the time the griddle sizzled and the twins were perched at the counter with plates ready, Richard found himself slipping easily into the rhythm. He teased Danny for sneaking chocolate chips directly from the bag. He admired Lily’s attempt at cracking an egg without breaking the yolk. It was domestic and ordinary, and it tugged at something inside him that he had long forgotten was possible.

The afternoon unfolded in the golden sunlight of the Keys. 

Richard sat on the dock while the twins dangled their fishing lines into the shimmering water. Seagulls glided overhead, occasionally plunging with loud splashes nearby.

Danny jerked his pole up. “I got one!”

Richard jumped, wrapping his arms around Danny helping him reel it in. They both grunted and laughed until Danny lifted the fish out of the water, and it plopped down on the deck. Danny whooped and held his arms up like Rocky while Lily clapped her hands, delighted for her brother.

Richard surprised himself by ruffling Danny’s hair. “Nice catch, champ. You’re officially a fisherman.”

The boy’s chest swelled with pride, and for the briefest moment, Richard felt something stir inside him. A thread of joy that wasn’t borrowed from Geraldine but seemed to belong to him.

It was then that Seraphina appeared, her presence as sudden as the shift in breeze that rustled the palms. She didn’t stand on the dock like the others might have. She floated in the air just behind Richard, her voice low so only he could hear.

“They love you, you know.” Seraphina said softly. 

“They love their auntie Gi Gi.” Richard corrected.

“True, but it’s you walking in the footsteps of her life, Richard. Do you understand why now?”

Richard swallowed hard. “Because mine was shit?”

“Those are not exactly the words I would have chosen, Richard. It’s because you needed to see that joy doesn’t come from money or power. It comes from giving, from being needed, and from love.” 

Seraphina tilted her head, watching as Lily tangled her fishing line into a hopeless knot. Richard instinctively moved to help her, kneeling and gently untangling the thread.

As he worked, Lily leaned against him with casual trust. “Thanks, Auntie. You’re the best.”

Something broke inside Richard. Not in a painful way, but in an epiphany. Like the sudden snapping of a rope that had been pulling him tight for too long. He looked at the girl’s small face, flushed from the sun, and realized he liked this. He liked being relied on. He liked being someone children loved. Seraphina leaned down and whispered in his ear. “Go on, admit it. It feels good to be loved, doesn’t it?”

When Richard turned to reply, she was gone. But the warmth of her words stayed, mingling with the glow of the setting sun, and for the first time since waking in Geraldine’s life, Richard didn’t feel like an imposter. He felt like he belonged.
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Chapter 6 : NEARLY DEAD
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Early the next day, Geraldine’s neighbor, an older Cuban woman named Marisol, knocked at the door. Her hands held a basket of avocados and grapefruits.

“Buenos días, Geraldita.” She said affectionately. “You must come to the market with me. They have fresh snapper today. Hurry, it’s too good to miss.”

Richard hesitated. A month ago, he would’ve scoffed at such an errand, considered it beneath him. But instead he found himself nodding. “Let me grab my purse.”

At the Cuban market, Marisol introduced Geraldine to every vendor like she was family. Richard observed in awe the effortless rhythm of these exchanges. Hugs, laughter, and snippets of gossip were traded over plantains and peppers. He had spent his entire life on deals, contracts, and how to amass wealth. Here, a smile was currency enough.

“I am so happy we are here today.” Marisol whispered, handing Geraldine a slice of mango. “Life is about sweetness, not sadness. Your husband knew this, yes? He always smiled, even when he was sick.”

Richard froze mid-bite. The word husband felt like a punch. He had carefully avoided asking Seraphina about Geraldine’s past, but now the truth pressed close.

When he returned home, Seraphina was waiting, lounging on the porch swing, idly flicking through a magazine she had no reason to read. “You’re late.” She teased. “Did you lose yourself in mangos and gossip?”

Richard ignored the barb. “Tell me about him. Geraldine’s husband.” 

Seraphina’s expression softened, unusually serious. “She loved him fiercely. His loss nearly broke her.”

Richard swallowed, throat tight. “Is that why I’m here wearing her skin? To live her grief.”

“No! You’re here living her resilience.” Seraphina corrected. “She’s learning to rebuild her life without him, and you are learning something you never bothered with before . . . tenderness.”

Richard bristled, but the truth gnawed at him. 

The twins left on Sunday morning, their parents driving down from Miami to pick them up. 

Richard, still trying to keep that strange distinction between his life and Geraldine’s clear in his head. As the car pulled away, the twins waving enthusiastically out the back window, Richard felt a surprising tug in his chest. He raised Geraldine’s hand, waved until they were gone from sight, then lowered it with a sigh. “Why should I miss them?” He muttered to himself. “I mean, they are incurably cute and loveable, but they’re not really my family.”

But the truth was, he did miss them. More than he expected or wanted to admit.
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Chapter 7 : NEARLY DEAD
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The following week at the DME shop proved anything but quiet. A shipment had arrived late and incomplete, throwing the carefully organized schedule into chaos. Veterans who depended on oxygen tanks, motorized chairs, and new prosthetic fittings grew frustrated as delays mounted.

One older man, a double amputee named Hank, rolled his chair up to the counter and slapped his palm down. “I’ve been waiting two weeks for that new socket. I can’t keep using this damn pirate stump. It’s tearing up what’s left of my leg.”

Richard froze. The old Richard would have bristled, maybe snapped back, or blamed the supplier. But a different emotion bubbled to the surface, something softer. He found himself leaning forward, his voice gentle but firm. “You’re right, Hank. You shouldn’t have to wait this long. Let me check with the tech right now. If we don’t have the part today, I’ll drive to Miami and pick it up myself.”

Hank blinked. “You’d do that for me?”

“Yes.” Richard said, without hesitation. “I know what it’s like when your body already fights you every day. You don’t need your equipment fighting you, too.”

The words startled him as much as they did Hank. He hadn’t planned them. They’d come from some deeper part of himself he’d never bothered to use before.

Hank shook his head, then smiled and winked at Richard. “Thanks. I’ll hold you to that. Don’t think I won’t.”

The rest of the day continued in the same strange rhythm. Frustrations and delays, but Richard found himself handling it with patience he’d never had before. He even pulled one of the young vets aside, a Marine with burn scars creeping up his neck, and joked with him until the man’s tight shoulders loosened. By the time the shop closed, Richard was exhausted. But in a different way. It wasn’t the draining fatigue of cynicism or anger. It was the heavy, quiet tiredness that comes after doing something worthwhile.

The evening sun melted over the Keys, streaks of violet and orange stretching across the horizon as Geraldine’s jeep hummed down the narrow causeway road. Richard had left work late, the salty air brushing his face through the open window, and for the first time in years he felt the simple satisfaction of a day well spent.

And then came a thought that crept into his head. What if I never go back? What if I stay here? Richard gripped the wheel tighter, the question uncoiling itself like a serpent. His old life, with its courtroom victories, his elegant office with its penthouse views . . . all of it seemed like a shallow stage set compared to this sun-bleached road and this body that carried with it a basket of dignity and kindness.

Maybe Geraldine’s life was the one he should claim for good.

He let the idea simmer as he rounded a bend until a soft voice drifted from the passenger seat.

“You did well today.” Richard jerked the wheel slightly. Sitting beside him, as if she had been there all along, was Seraphina. Her golden hair caught the last flare of sunset, her white dress unwrinkled by the jeep’s breeze. 

“You?” Richard hissed. “What are you doing here?”

Her lips curved in that maddening, serene smile. “I came to tell you something important. Your time here is done.”

The words hit like a gavel. “Done? No, you can’t just change everything like that. I’m not finished here!”

Seraphina tilted her head, her voice calm but firm. “This was never meant to be permanent. You know that. If anything, it was a lesson you needed. You’ve been living Geraldine’s life, learning from the echoes of her kindness and her strength. Now it’s over, Richard.”

Richard’s laugh burst out harsh and ugly, the kind that once shredded opposing counsel in court. “Lesson? You think this was a lesson? No. This . . . ” He slapped the wheel. “This is life! My life now, and I’m not going back to being . . . to being that hollow shell I was before.”

Seraphina’s gaze softened, but she didn’t flinch. “But this body, this life, it was never yours to keep.”

He turned on her, voice dripping venom. “Don’t you dare talk to me about what I can or cannot keep. I’ve fought for everything I ever had. Do you know how many men I destroyed in court because they thought they could take from me? Do you know how many careers I ended with a single phrase, a single shred of evidence? I carved my empire from their bones! And you think I’ll just hand this over because you snap your fingers? No. Geraldine doesn’t deserve this life. I do.”

The jeep swerved slightly as his rage poured out. Seraphina watched him, her hands folded in her lap. “Listen to yourself, Richard. Even now, when you are offered grace, you reach for possession. You confuse borrowing with owning. You confuse love with conquest.”

“I don’t care what you say. This life is mine now!” He roared. “You can’t take this away from me.”

A long silence fell, broken only by the jeep’s engine and the whine of tires over asphalt. Seraphina’s eyes, sad now, lingered on his face. Then she sighed. “So be it.”

Her slender fingers rose and snapped. The sound was soft, but it echoed in Richard’s skull like thunder. His vision blurred as a pain filled his chest, the wheel slipping from his grasp, the jeep and the sunset dissolving into blinding white.

* * *
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Richard blinked, disoriented, the way a man does when a dream ends too soon. The salty air of the beach, the warm hum of Geraldine’s Jeep, the comfort of her life . . . all of it vanished. In its place stood the impossible vastness of the Judge’s chamber, its vaulted ceiling stretching beyond sight, walls shimmering like marble laced with veins of light. Seraphina stood at his side, uncharacteristically silent, her golden hair still in the heavenly breeze.

Richard looked down at himself and gasped. His body, his real body, was once again part of him. The paunch around his waist, the fine wrinkles on his hands, the stiffness in his knees when he shifted weight. It was absolutely him.

“This is outrageous!” Richard barked, his courtroom voice returning with brutal precision. “I have rights! You can’t just rip me out of Geraldine’s life like a thief in the night. I was doing a damn good job, better than she ever managed. If you bothered to check the facts, you’d see I deserve to stay!”

The Judge, seated high above on her throne of stone and flame, let out a laugh so sharp it echoed off the chamber walls. It sounded amused to Richard. Like a teacher humored by a child’s tantrum.

“Rights?” She said, her voice both soft and booming at once. “You have no rights here, Richard, and you have overstayed your welcome in Geraldine’s body. Two years, in fact. And Geraldine must move on.”

Richard staggered back. “Two years? Impossible. That’s a mistake. It hasn’t been that long. I know it hasn’t!”

But Judge Alcott didn’t bother to listen. She flicked her hand dismissively. “Seraphina. Explain it to Richard before he tries my patience further. God or no God, if he pushes me again, I will send him straight to Hell.”

Richard turned to Seraphina, his heart pounding in his chest. She met his eyes, with her expression softening, but her words carried the truth. “Two years ago, Geraldine died. Driving home late one night after work. Nothing violent, nothing dramatic . . . her heart simply gave out. She never woke up. Her body should have been found the next morning.” Seraphina stepped closer, her voice lowering with a sadness he had never noticed in her before. 

“Judge Alcott borrowed her body. Then gave it to you, before anyone on earth noticed. You thought you were living her life, but really, you were living yours in a borrowed body whose time was up. Now, the circle is complete. In the morning, Geraldine’s body will be found. As it should have been two years ago.”

Richard’s legs weakened. He dropped into a chair that hadn’t been there before but was waiting for him, like the chamber itself anticipated his collapse. He pressed his hands against his face, his voice muffled and broken.

“I feel like I’ve died twice. Once in my own miserable life, and again now when I finally had a good, gentle life worth living for. Now they’re both gone.”

Judge Alcott leaned forward, her eyes glowing brighter than the sun. “Enough commiserating, Richard. The error in your case has been corrected. A simple mistake on your file. Math skills for incoming dead are not what they used to be.” She gave a faint, sardonic smile. “You are being sent back to your own body, alive and well, to live out the rest of your miserable days. Perhaps, if there is any hope for you, your time as Geraldine will inspire you to live with more grace than you did the first time.”

Richard swallowed, his throat raw. He nodded at Judge Alcott and turned to Seraphina. “So, what happens now?”

Seraphina smiled gently, though her eyes betrayed a flicker of real empathy for him. “Now we go.”

She snapped her fingers, and the chamber vanished.
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