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      It is your own convictions which compels you; that is, choice compels choice.

      
        
        ~ Epictetus
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        * * *

      

      And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh; and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions: and also upon the servants and upon the handmaids in those days will I pour out my spirit.
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        Bible, KJV, Joel 2:28, 29

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Part I

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

      
        
          Part II

        

        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

      
        
          Part III

        

        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

      
        
          Part IV

        

        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Reviews

      

      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part One

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t remember the accident itself. There were sounds - screeching tires, breaking glass, screams. I can’t recall the pain, maybe because I was so high. The stench of spilled gasoline clashed with the scents of honeysuckle and damp soil.

      While I slipped and slid around the edges of consciousness, I remember hearing frogs chirping long before the first responders arrived.

      There were voices; EMS I suppose, maybe cops. And more noise as they cut me out. That, I think, is when I started to die. I remember being in the ambulance, the tension-filled voices and the sirens.

      Everything slipped away, and I was blissfully alone. Neither cold nor depressed, I knew I should be in excruciating pain. But then the sense of absence faded. I was complete, if disappointed.

      The aloneness receded, and someone was beside me. But, when I use words like “receded,” “beside,” and “me,” I don’t use them in the sense that I would if I were talking about feeling someone beside me here now. There was no “me” for anything to be beside. And there was no “where” beside me. I was nowhere.

      Or something like that. It was weird.

      So, anyway, I felt someone beside me.

      And there was a sound, but not really—a dark, mechanical thrum pulsated but was inaudible. I felt sort of like passing floors on an elevator. Going up? Down? Forget it. It wasn’t like that. This wasn’t about heaven or hell.

      I became aware of, for lack of a better word, vision. Did I open my eyes? Okay, if that makes it easier to understand, say I opened my eyes. Someone was beside me, but they were hard to see. There was movement against a bright light. More than that, I felt…something. Love, I guess, but again, that’s too easy. It was caring, compassion, empathy, a familiar soulful tug that was familiar but foreign. If I had eyes, they would’ve teared up. Maybe I grieved. I had forgotten that kind of love existed. I forgot, and it made the difference.

      There was a “touch”, like fingertips on the shoulder, and my emotional pain dimmed.

      Thank you, I tried to say.

      There were no words, not even thoughts, but maybe the emotion of gratitude.

      The touch receded, but I felt the You’re welcome, vibrate through me without words.

      I focused on my environment. It was bright. Were there trees? Grass? I’m not sure there were before, but when I thought about them, trees came into focus. Bright light faded to the dappled green of a forest floor.

      As trees and other vegetation came into focus, I looked around for my companion. He was not what I expected.

      Are you okay?

      Still, not words. Not audible words anyway, but more concrete than before.

      Yeah, I tried to say.

      My mouth wouldn’t work. I tried to bring my hand to my face, flashing on the scene from The Matrix, but either I couldn’t move my arm, or I didn’t have a body.

      “It’s okay.”

      Words this time. In my mind. My rising fear subsided.

      “Is it?” I asked.

      Yeah, that was better. I spoke that time.

      “Yeah, you’re fine,” he said. He turned and beckoned me with a slight movement of his head and began walking. I followed.

      I was confused. But, again, understand when I say “I”, I wasn’t me. Not the me that existed a few minutes before. I was the same, but different. Not bigger or smaller, smarter or more holy, or whatever, but different. And the confusion, it was like waking up from a deep sleep where you can’t remember what day it is and you lay in bed trying to piece together your entire existence.

      I did that while following the guy through the trees. He was big. Bigger than me, anyway. His hair was short and his beard was long - not Gandalf-long, but maybe to the bottom of his neck.

      He stopped and turned.

      “You okay now?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Yes…” I said. I wanted to ask questions, but he held up a hand. I “heard” the machine-like thrumming again and my sense of solidity faded.

      “Stay with me,” he said, and despite some distortion, I heard a southern drawl and felt that same gentle touch.

      The forest came back into focus.

      “Take it easy. Don’t think too hard. They’re pulling you back, but I need you for awhile.”

      I nodded, but I didn’t know what he was talking about. Still, I relaxed as much as possible.

      “Where are we?”

      “Well, we’re here,” he said, waving a hand.

      “Yeah, but…who are you? What’s happening?”

      “You and I are taking a break. You’re not staying.”

      I looked around again. The longer I focused, the more details I could see. Moss and grass, birds, insects. A breeze played through the grass in the clearing, carrying scents of wildflowers and cedar, and the machine sound faded away.

      “We’re going to talk,” he said. “I’ll show you some things that might happen to you. You’re free to change them however you want.”

      “What? I don’t understand,” I said.

      “Here,” he said and turned.

      A body in a hospital bed, clothes being cut from it, limbs at odd angles, face a weird gray color.

      “Whoa,” I said. “What happened to that poor bastard?”

      A faint smile touched his face and was gone.

      “He was in an accident. Hurt pretty bad.”

      “I’ll say.”

      “But he might survive. You’ll survive.”

      I nodded, then frowned.

      “Wait, I’ll survive? Are you saying that’s me? I feel fine. That can’t be me.”

      He just shrugged and looked at me. He turned again.

      The image changed, and I saw myself again. I was learning to walk. I was sweating, standing between two parallel bars and attempting a step. The me I was watching looked up, glanced around the room, then right at me.

      “You’ll survive,” he said again, even more gently.

      And I remembered. My body was back there, being worked on by doctors and nurses. But I felt only mild concern, like hearing of famine or floods in distant corners of the world. It didn’t feel especially connected to the me that was here.

      Wherever here was.

      “It’s time to wake up.”

      “Wake up to what? To that nightmare in the operating room? No thanks.”

      “No…not him. Not yet. You need to wake up from selfishness. Wake up from smallness.”

      Scenes from my life flashed through my consciousness.

      My mother dying when I was a child. Dad tuning out and drinking every night.

      Graduating from Navy basic training when I was 18.

      Getting married at 20.

      Fights with my wife.

      Hangovers. Cheating. Finding her with a friend.

      Divorce.

      Leaving the Navy and descending into a life of drugs and chaos.

      My father’s death when I was 32. I was high at his funeral.

      Finding the crazy lady on social media who said she could fly.

      Learning to meditate.

      Stopping drinking and drugs several times.

      Sending a message to Griffin and getting a reply.

      “Keep practicing,” she had said.

      I felt Love again, enveloping me, washing through me.

      The big man put a hand on my shoulder and spoke near my ear.

      “Keep practicing.”

      “Practicing what?”

      “Life.”
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      Life.

      Keep practicing.

      “What does that even mean?” I asked.

      “It’s what you’re there for. It’s all that matters.”

      It suddenly occurred to me, I didn’t know who this guy was. I didn’t know anything, really.

      “Wait, who are you? What is this place?”

      I wasn’t scared, but I needed some kind of starting point if we were going to have a conversation.

      He smiled a little at my questions.

      “You know me. At least sometimes you do. I’m a friend.”

      “You seem familiar, but I can’t remember….”

      “Call me Ben if you want.”

      “Ben. Okay, where are we, Ben?”

      “I don’t have a satisfying answer for you, Daniel. Can we leave those questions and talk about things that matter?”

      “I think it matters. Am I dead? Is that what this is? Am I in heaven?”

      Ben laughed at that, one short, sharp laugh.

      “What’s heaven, Daniel? The end? Is that what you’re ready for?”

      “Well, yeah…no. I don’t know. I don’t have a lot to live for anymore.”

      “Don’t you? You were alive…are alive. Ain’t that enough?”

      “It seems like there should be more. I always felt there was more to life.”

      “More than what?”

      “More than what I had. More than what I knew.”

      “What about lately? You were learning more, weren’t you?”

      I thought about the flash I had of learning to meditate, the video of Griffin levitating and flying.

      “You’re telling me I’m supposed to learn to levitate? That’s what life is about?”

      “Don’t confuse goals with benefits. It’s not about the levitation or whatever. That’s a result. A spiritual life has more results than just going to heaven.”

      I relaxed as images came to mind.

      Church with my mother when I was little. A pastor stood in front of the congregation, Bible held in front, finger holding his place in the text while he preached.

      “Seek ye first the Kingdom of God, and all these things shall be added.”

      “Hallelujah!” the congregation shouted.

      “Preach it!” my grandmother said.

      “I said, ‘Seek ye FIRST, the KINGDOM OF GOD!’”

      Hands raised, the congregation replied as usual.

      I looked at Ben.

      “The Kingdom of God?”

      “Sure,” he said. “But what does that mean?”

      “Church? Praying? Baptism, marriage…all that?”

      I couldn’t remember all the sacraments.

      “Yeah, that’s religion. Which is fine. But it’s not really what we’re talking about.”

      “What is the Kingdom of God, if not religion?”

      “It’s about what is. Religion and science are different ways to filter reality, to trap ideas so that reality can be explored and understood.”

      Ben turned and strolled through the clearing.

      “Reality is easy. It’s us.”

      He waved a hand at my chest, then at himself.

      “You, me, everyone.”

      “Then what about the forest?” I asked.

      He looked back at me and grinned.

      “This forest? Not reality. The ones in your normal life are.”

      “Oh. Does this one represent something?”

      “Nah. Just a place to hang out and talk,” he said, his drawl thickening. “We could have met at a coffee shop or a bar, but I thought, considering….”

      I felt the track marks in my arms burn.

      “I thought some nature might do you good,” he finished.

      “So, not real. I’m not real either, am I?”

      “You’re real, your body’s not,” he said, gesturing at my chest.

      “And you?”

      “Yeah. Same. The body just makes things easier.”

      “What do you really look like?”

      Again, he laughed.

      “I don’t look like anything. That implies eyes and light and neural processing. None of that is real. Not here anyway.”

      I started to get it.

      “So, we have different definitions of reality.”

      “Yes, we do.”

      He slapped a tree trunk with an open hand.

      “Reality implies shared experience, or at least the implication of shared experiences. If we can’t share it, then it isn’t real,” he said.

      He turned back to me.

      “What does that mean about this, what you’re experiencing right now?” he asked.

      “I won’t be able to share it with anyone,” I said, looking down. “It’s not real.”

      “That’s the way people will treat it,” he said, nodding. “But that doesn’t affect reality, does it?”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “So, let’s get down to business.”

      Ben pointed to a tree branch high on one edge of the clearing.

      “See that?”

      “The tree branch? Yeah, I see it.”

      “Ever seen it before?”

      I looked again. The branch was broken, but still attached. It hung down along the tree’s trunk.

      I walked into the center of the clearing, looking, trying to make a connection. Suddenly, I remembered. On the ground was a horse blanket and a bottle of water.

      “This is Griffin’s clearing,” I said, slightly awestruck. “This is where she learned to fly.”

      “Right. And wrong.”

      I nodded, understanding that we weren’t really in the woods on Earth.

      “What happened here?” Ben asked.

      “She learned to meditate, eventually to levitate, and to fly,” I said, remembering the stories.

      “Is that what she learned?” Ben asked, tilting his head at me.

      After the initial disorientation, my mind felt wonderfully clear. Clearer than it had ever been. Answers seemed to come before questions were asked.

      “No,” I said. “Maybe she learned to connect with her higher self.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Higher self? I guess it means the part of her that’s real. The part like me, now.”

      “You sure?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “So you’re the ‘higher self’ for the guy in the hospital bed?”

      “I’m…no. I’m not, am I? I’m part of him, but not the real part. Not the only real part.”

      Ben smiled.

      “You’re real, but you’re not…whole.”

      “So why are we here?”

      “You still have to learn what Griffin learned. You’ve got a lot of healing to do. And learning. Or, I guess re-learning is a better way to put it.”

      “What are you saying? That I’m on a mission from God? I’ve got some job to do?”

      Ben laughed and slapped me on the back.

      “Calm down, son,” he said. “Get that ego under control.”

      For not being real, my back still stung from the impact.

      “You’re not on a mission any different from anyone else on the planet. You’re all on the same mission - to remember, to understand, to trust yourself, and to connect with other people and help them do the same. That’s it.”

      “Not to serve God? To do God’s will?”

      “What’s that?”

      “God’s will? His grand plan? Life, the Universe, and Everything,” I answered.

      “Find what’s real. That’s God’s will. Learn the difference between what’s real and what’s not.”

      “In a world where nothing’s real, you’re telling me that my…that everyone’s mission is to find reality?”

      Ben squinted at me and then nodded.

      “Yep.”

      And it was. I could feel the truth of it in my bones, whatever that meant.

      “What do you think’s going to happen when you go back?”

      “I suppose I’ll be in the hospital. I’ll have to get better. Maybe go to rehab,” I said, feeling guilty.

      “Is that what you want?”

      “Not really. But I don’t want to be an addict.”

      “Okay,” Ben said, and our surroundings changed.

      The dappled woodland faded, and we were standing in what I supposed was an operating room. People stood around a bed, monitored equipment, and worked various implements.

      “I don’t think…” I started, but Ben shushed me, nodding.

      “I know, but watch.”

      I walked around the bed. I could barely see myself. The parts of my face I could see were bandaged and unrecognizable.

      “You messed yourself up good,” Ben said.

      “Yeah,” I said, sadness nearly overwhelming me. “Did I hurt anyone else?”

      “In the crash? No. You were the only one.”

      “Thank God.”

      Ben nodded.

      “So, what do I need to see?”

      There was a burst of energy from the table.

      “Dammit, he’s crashing again,” someone said.

      They injected more medicine, did more procedures.

      “Got him,” someone finally said.

      “Let’s get the ribs out of the lungs,” someone muttered and went back to work.

      “They’re working hard to put you back together,” Ben said, close to my right ear.

      “I see that.”

      “Is it real?”

      “What?” I asked, shocked at the question.

      “What you’re watching. Is it real?”

      I shook my head and tried to think past sorrow and guilt.

      “I don’t…I mean…real in what way?” I finally asked.

      He slapped my chest with the back of one hand and turned, gesturing me to follow. I glanced back at the table and the people working there one last time before I turned and followed.
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      My surroundings shifted again, and I saw myself sitting at a table with my ex-wife. I was in a t-shirt and jeans. She wore a yellow sundress. It was strange seeing my hair short and arms without tattoos. She was smiling, her chin down as she gazed through a fringe of hair.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “You tell me.”

      I looked again and saw younger me down on one knee, holding a ring.

      “Jesus, why are you showing me this?” I asked, angry.

      “Hey, now. Just relax and tell me what you see.”

      “It’s obviously me proposing to that bi…to my ex-wife!” I said, shouting by the time I finished, but barely controlling my profanity.

      “Yeah, that’s you, and that’s her, and that’s what you’re doing, but what do you see?”

      I sighed and looked back. Melissa was holding my head in her hands and kissing me, hard. I remembered that kiss.

      “I see two kids who think they’re in love.”

      “Think?”

      “Fine. Two kids in love.”

      “You know what I’m going to ask.”

      “Is it real? Obviously, looking back, it wasn’t.”

      “They sure look like they’re in love.”

      The two kids were walking down the street, holding hands, heads together, talking happily.

      “Yeah,” I said, pain and sorrow flooding through me. “They do.”

      Ben sat where younger-me had been and held his hand out, motioning for me to sit opposite. When I did, he leaned over the table and rested his massive arms on it.

      “The question is: what’s real? Then and now, none of this stuff is real, right? But what about the experience? The interaction? The emotion?”

      I rested my elbows on the table and cradled my forehead in them.

      “I guess. I mean, that experience by itself was good.”

      I looked up at him.

      “I loved her then. It sure looked like she loved me.”

      “Right!” he said, excited. “What happened afterward doesn’t change that moment, does it?”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “But here’s the thing, Daniel. Time isn’t any more real than anything else.”

      I sat and thought.

      “Wait, that can’t be right. It would mean if she loved me at this moment, the one we just saw, she loves me now, in the present. Or that I still love her. I don’t. I can’t stand her.”

      “Yeah,” he said, sitting back and pointing at me. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. You hate each other and that’s real.”

      Real?

      Were emotions like hate and love real? Were they chemical reactions that weren’t any more “real” than the table in front of me?

      I sat back and looked at Ben.

      “Connection. You talked about connection earlier. That’s what’s real?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he drawled.

      “She and I were…are…real. Our connection mattered,” I mumbled, thinking out loud.

      The scenery shifted again.

      I was standing with my father beside my mother’s grave. He held my hand while I cried.

      “How old were you?” Ben asked. We stood a few feet away behind another stone.

      “Six years old? I think six.”

      “Too young to understand.”

      I nodded.

      “This really happened,” I said. “It’s real.”

      “True enough. How did your dad take it?”

      “I don’t know. Not well, I guess. He started drinking more.”

      “What happened?”

      “I eventually got put into foster care. My grandparents were all dead by that time. No aunts or uncles.”

      “That’s sad.”

      I sighed and nodded.

      “She was great, though. From what I can remember, I mean. There was an old VHS tape of her I used to watch over and over. Her laugh…I remember her laugh.”

      I was crying. All these years later, I still cried thinking about her.

      “That’s interesting,” Ben said, laying a huge hand on my shoulder.

      “What’s that?” I asked, sniffling.

      “Well, we’re talking about what’s real and what’s not. Your best memories of your mom come from a tape, a recording of her, not your direct memory.”

      I walked to the grave. There was no grass on the site and no headstone. My dad and the younger me paid no attention as I took a knee beside the grave.

      Ben knelt beside me.

      “I get what you’re saying. Reality can exist in the unreal.”

      “Yeah. Permanent in the impermanent. Something like that.”

      I nodded, tears rolling down my cheeks again.

      “Not so permanent though,” I choked out.

      “No? You’re in the afterlife, son. You don’t think you could see your mom if you wanted to?”

      “What?” I asked, trying to stand and nearly stumbling over the grave.

      I regained my balance.

      “She’s here? Seriously?” I asked, grabbing Ben’s shirt.

      “If that’s what you want, yeah.”

      “Hi Danny,” a voice said behind me.

      I closed my eyes, breath catching in my throat. I turned slowly.

      She stood there behind the younger me but looking over his head at me.

      “Mom?” I choked.

      She closed her eyes and nodded, then turned and walked around the grave to me, arms outstretched.

      She put her arms around my neck and pulled me into a hug.

      “I’m so sorry, Danny,” she said into my shoulder. “I wish I could have been with you longer.”

      “Mom…it’s not your fault. Don’t apologize,” I said, sobbing.

      “I’m sorry for leaving you.”

      “I missed you so much,” I said. I sounded like a child.

      “I know. But it’s okay. I’m here.”

      “Are you real? Is this really real?” I looked toward Ben.

      He smiled slowly and gave a small nod.

      “I’m really real,” she said with a laugh and pulled away.

      I felt a strange mix of emotions - joy and sorrow, fear and anticipation, anger and elation - all at once.

      “But it’s not real. You’re dead. You died a long time ago.”

      “And you died just now. What’s so hard to understand?”

      “I’m dead? Like, for real dead?”

      “Maybe,” Ben said. “You might still make it.”

      “In the meantime, we have a moment,” Mom said.

      Across the cemetery, a light appeared. Inside, I could see the scene I had left moments before, doctors and nurses hunched over a table. I turned back to my mom.

      “So…what happened?” I asked.

      “What do you mean? The cancer? I got it and I died. That’s all.”

      “I know, but why did everything fall apart? Why did Dad fall apart? Why did he stop caring?”

      “Oh baby,” she said, putting her open palm against my cheek. “He cared so much he didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t dig himself out of his emotions long enough to actually take care of you.”

      I thought about the times I had seen him drunk, had to clean up vomit, wash sheets, and the rest. I began crying again.

      “Don’t hate him,” she whispered. “Like everyone, he was doing his best.”

      I nodded. I knew that. But hating my father had become a habit. I couldn’t just drop it.

      “Do you want to?” Ben asked. “Do you want to stop hating? ‘Cause you can.”

      “How? How can I just stop?”

      “You can’t just stop. Like you could never stop the dope,” Ben said. “You fill that space with something else.”

      It embarrassed me he would talk about my drug problem with my mom standing there. She put a finger under my chin and lifted, gently forcing me to look her in the eye.

      “You replace it with Love, remember?”

      I had a brief flash of memory. A church service all those years ago.

      “Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.”⁠1

      “I remember,” I said. “But how? How does Love do all those things?”

      “Love is another word for God,” she said. “The creative force of the Universe. Whatever you want to call it, Love is a synonym.”

      “God is an emotion?” I asked, confused.

      “Not an emotion,” Ben said, “a choice. You can choose love over hate just like you choose your underwear in the morning. Boxers or briefs?”

      “What?”

      “Are you a boxer or briefs man?” he asked.

      “Um…boxer briefs,” I said, confused.

      “Nothing else?” He asked.

      “No.”

      “Well, what if you wanted to wear silk boxers? Could you do that?”

      “Yeah, I guess. I’d have to buy them first.”

      “Right. You’d have to make a choice before you actually could make a choice.”

      “What does that have to do with love and God?”

      “Before you can choose love over hate,” Mom said, “there has to be Love. You have to choose it to feel it.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. How can I feel it if I’ve never felt it before?”

      “Just go find it,” she said. “That’s what the ‘mountaintop experience’ is about. You need to find a sense of awe and wonder if you want to feel awe and wonder.”

      Mom hugged me again.

      “I’ll be around if you need me,” she said.

      I reached for her, but she was gone.

      “Real,” I said, holding empty air. “She was real.”

      “Yeah, she is,” Ben said.

      The light across the way grew brighter.

      “We still have things to talk about. Come on.”

      I turned and was no longer in the cemetery. I felt a strange pull in my chest, like the universe was tugging me. With each step, the sky opened.

      A desert landscape, stunted trees, and red sand stretched to the horizon. Men crept through the brush, rifles held to their chests, some had helmets, others hats with floppy brims.

      There was a small town on the horizon. Someone jumped off one building while the men with rifles watched. The jumper never hit the ground, but flew over the dusty road, and then back, eventually looping around and shooting out over the desert.

      It had to have been Griffin. How many flying people could there be?

      I thought of calling out, warning her about the men with guns, but she was gone, and I couldn’t speak.

      I stood or tried to, but I couldn’t make my legs work. I looked and saw that I already stood, again, on a patch of green grass. Looking up, I found myself in the forest clearing.

      “Practice,” Ben said. “You’re going to need to practice.”

      I fell, landing on my butt in the grass, gasping.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “Tell me what you saw.”

      “What? The desert. The buildings. Was that Griffin? Didn’t you see her?”

      “That was your vision, not mine. And. You need. To practice.”

      “What? Practice what? Having visions?”

      I stood, legs still shaky.

      “Love. But also forgiveness, patience, mercy. All that stuff.”

      “But…what just happened? I don’t understand.”

      “You do understand. It’s Love. You feel it here. It IS here.”

      I looked around at the trees. Suddenly they weren’t just trees, but the ideas of trees, fragments of Life, facets of a concept of perfection. Love flooded through me and around me and I bathed in it.

      If I had been physical, I would have fallen to my knees. But that part of the experience was fading. Love washed it away along with Ben, the trees, and everything else except Light and Love and Life. I drifted, experienced, and knew Love as I never had. I tried to allow the experience to change me- rewrite my spiritual DNA if that were possible. I wanted to remember it since it was the best, the most real I had ever felt.

      The next thing I knew was pain, and love wasn’t even a memory.
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      When I woke, it was to a different world.

      Gone were the trees, Ben, Mom, and all the rest. There was pain. Fluorescent lights buzzed maddeningly while the odors of chlorine and ammonia almost made me gag.

      Someone was in the room when I regained consciousness. It might have been a housekeeper. I couldn’t move my head, couldn’t open my eyes. People came in and out. Some spoke to me, but it was almost reflexive. I don’t think they knew I was awake. Maybe I wasn’t.

      Whatever the reason, one day I could open my eyes, and they began talking to me differently.

      Time, despite Ben’s claims of unreality, dragged. I didn’t remember my experience with Ben for a while. After the breathing tube came out, the staff began asking questions about friends and family. When I mentioned my mother, I remembered seeing her, and over the course of an hour, it came back. Most of it, anyway.

      There were no visitors. I was between jobs, had no family, no real friends. None who wanted to see me sober, at least. Sad, huh?

      After I remembered my time in-between, I began thinking. I also began meditating.

      One nurse, a man named Jameel, downloaded an app onto my phone that had guided meditations. It helped.

      “Is there a story behind your tattoos?” Jameel asked one day while changing bandages.

      I glanced down at my right arm where he was looking.

      “Not really. I was exploring my Celtic ancestry for a while. The raven is for Odin. That’s my favorite. The guy did a great job. The hammer is for Thor, obviously. I never finished the Celtic cross on my back. I started this trinity knot and some other stuff on my left arm.”

      “Why didn’t you finish them?”

      I shrugged.

      “Things change. People started using Celtic symbols for their trashy white supremacist beliefs. Thought about having them removed, but never got around to that either.”

      Jameel pursed his lips, glancing from my right arm to my left.

      “Nah. It’s good work. Good to honor your heritage. Don’t let people ruin something like that for you.”

      Over time, I regained use of my arms and started reading on a Kindle that somebody loaned me. I checked out books about meditation and near-death experiences (NDEs). Of course I had heard of them, but I didn’t realize there were so many books. They talked about how NDEs happen across cultures and that they have similar aspects. Not that there’s a formula, but there are many commonalities.

      In my case, despite going to church when I was young, I expected death to be the end. There should be nothing after clinical death. The brain stops. That’s all she wrote. Of course, during my experience, I wasn’t dead. I had seen myself on the table, but that didn’t count for anything. If the whole thing was a hallucination, then none of it mattered.

      How did I reconcile it? Logic, I guess. Either death was the end and nothing made any difference, or death wasn’t the end, and everything mattered. If I assumed the latter and was wrong, no harm done — maybe I missed out on a few years of solid drug abuse and self-hatred. But if it was true and everything mattered? Then I could turn things around, make a difference.

      Or maybe I wanted to believe that my mom still existed somewhere.

      So I made notes of what I could remember. I meditated. I thought and wrote about ideas, things that came to me while I waited for my body to heal.

      As my hands healed and the swelling went down, my therapists suggested sketching to improve the strength and dexterity in my hands. I started with scrounged pencils and printer paper. Before long, I was following online videos, and someone kept me supplied with Derwent pencils and sketchbooks.

      I thought about what Ben had said about healing and rehab, how none of it was real. Was there really a way to speed my body’s healing spiritually? I read books about healing and miracles. I read through Griffin’s blog from beginning to end several times. She mentioned meeting healers in the Grand Canyon.

      Speaking of Griffin, she had disappeared by this time. Nobody heard from her for months. She dropped off the map after the madness in Washington and California. I hoped she was okay.

      Anyway, I’m not ashamed to say that I tried to heal myself. Did I? Heal myself? Probably not, but I felt better for trying. Maybe I was taking responsibility for my health, my well-being, and that was a symbolic step along the road to recovery, if nothing else.

      The time came when I began working on standing. It was hard. Even on pain meds, it was excruciating. But, thankfully, my therapists were sadists. Immune to tears, they fed on my pain. They pushed me hard, and I graduated to walking.

      My first time standing up out of my wheelchair with parallel bars in front of me, I thought back to my NDE. Was I standing across the room, invisible? I looked, trying to see either me or Ben in the corner, but there was nothing.

      I spent a lot of time in that room. My legs were healing, but also my chest and back had to mend from the surgeries. Arms and shoulders had broken or dislocated and the muscles atrophied. I worked hard.

      Eventually, the time came to get off the pain meds. A social worker found me a place in a halfway house. I had counseling several times a week, and went to NA meetings every day, sometimes twice. Same with meditation. I got better and better.

      After a few months in the halfway house, I began thinking of finding a job. I didn’t want to rush, but I felt better than I ever had since leaving the Navy. I had some weights in my room that I worked with, and I ate the best I could on Food Stamps.

      I gave them a hard time, but my physical therapists inspired me. In fact, I was thinking of becoming a trainer of some kind. Between my phone and the laptop I had picked up at the pawnshop, I could learn almost anything.

      And then Griffin was in the news again.

      It started with rumors. Someone saw her in California, then the Southwest. Weeks later, there was a news story about a shootout on the Texas/New Mexico border. They had video, actual FBI video, of her flying. It was amazing and terrifying. I mean, it’s one thing to think about someone flying in the abstract, to think, Yeah, there might be some fringe science that would allow it.

      But to see it happen? To hear stories from reporters and federal agents that it happened? And to remember seeing that moment in a vision months before?

      That was something else altogether. There was no way I could doubt her experience was the absolute truth.

      And then the ambush in Mexico. We had just learned that she was alive and the bad guys were in jail, when the story was that she was dying and the flying story with her.

      I didn’t take it well. If not for my neighbors and meetings, I might have gone back to my old ways.

      Of course, I didn’t know Griffin. We had never met, never spoken outside of that one message. But she visited my city, Chicago. She posted a pic from the top of Willis Tower. I felt a kind of kinship with her. I had spent my recovery thinking of her, used her example to meditate. Was I hoping to receive some kind of gift for learning to meditate? No, but her story inspired me. The idea that reality is bigger than they taught us in science class was mind-bending.

      By the time I had a job, Griffin and Mexico were out of the news cycle. I wondered if her example would change anything. Would people meditate more? Would they eat better, exercise more?

      Kind of.

      Meditation groups began forming, and it became fashionable to attend one on the weekend. I found a Saturday morning group that I could make. They had an online registration form that I filled out and then someone sent the meeting time and location.

      It surprised me to find a familiar face when I visited the first time. Actually, I didn’t recognize her at first. It was her husband I recognized, and I had never seen him, just heard his voice. There was a video on Griffin’s blog where this woman levitated while her husband recorded. Their names were Teri and Mitch.
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        * * *

      

      I’m a people person, so talking at meetings has never been a problem for me. During the introduction part of the meditation meeting, I got up and told my story. I’d done it hundreds of times at the twelve-step meetings and it was no big deal. I finished with a recap of the past few months.

      “As I was going through rehab and physical therapy, I learned to meditate. I’ve been doing it by myself and thought it might be fun to practice with other people.”

      “Do you mind if I ask a question?” a tall, slender black lady asked.

      “Shoot.”

      “You said that you ‘almost died’ in the accident. Did anything else happen?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Some people have experiences when they’re near death. If it’s not too personal, I wondered if you would share?”

      Now, I had never shared this story with a group before, so I hesitated.

      “Ah…no. I mean, yes, but no, I don’t want to share…that.”

      “That’s okay,” she said.

      The white guy next to her elbowed her and raised his hands in a gesture I knew well.

      What are you thinking?

      “No,” I said to the guy, changing my mind. “It’s okay. I guess…in a nutshell, while I was dead, I met a guy, and we talked about the nature of reality. He said the only real things are the people we meet and our relationships with them. It got kind of deep.”

      Someone else raised their hand.

      “Did you see any dead relatives?”

      “Uh…” I cleared my throat. “Um, yeah. My mom.”

      I didn’t go into details and they went on to the next person. When we got around to the lady’s husband, he introduced himself. I kind of recognized his voice, but couldn’t place it. After he finished talking, he mentioned his wife and playfully referred to her as ‘Miss Snoopy-pants’, and she responded by hitting him on the arm. The sound he made and her expression reminded me of the video I had first seen all those months before.

      When Teri introduced herself, she never mentioned Griffin or levitating.

      Most of the group moved to cushions for meditation. Some, like me, sat in chairs or on a large sofa positioned along the back wall. We meditated for an hour with soft sitar music playing.

      After the meeting, I found Mitch and Teri, and introduced myself. I leaned in to avoid being overheard.

      “It took a while, but I remembered you two from your video.”

      Teri glanced around, but nobody was paying attention. She looked back at me.

      “That was a while ago.”

      “Of course, I heard about Griffin. She kind of dropped off the radar, so to speak.”

      They glanced at each other, then back at me.

      “I’m not talking about that right now,” Teri said gently.

      “We’re not sure how safe it is,” Mitch said.

      “Of course. I just wondered. Actually, if you want to hear it, there was more to my NDE.”

      “More?” Teri asked.

      “Yeah. Well, if you’ve got time.”

      Mitch looked at his watch.

      “We’ve got a few hours until we have to be anywhere. You want to go for breakfast?”

      Twenty minutes later, we were sitting in a pancake restaurant. It was comfortably noisy, and we had ordered. Mitch and I each got a tall stack of pancakes and coffee. Teri ordered mixed fruit and iced tea.

      “So, I mentioned that I’m a recovering addict,” I said, tying my hair back and pushing up my sleeves to keep them from getting syrup on them.

      “Yeah,” Mitch said, his mouth full.

      Teri nodded, glancing at my tattoos.

      “Right before the accident, I DM’d with Griffin.”

      “Right before? How long?” Teri asked.

      “Maybe a day. I was going back to rehab.”

      “Interesting,” she said.

      “During the NDE, I met this guy. He said his name was Ben.”

      I told the story. Told about the strange sounds and feelings, Ben, the glimpses of the past, seeing my ex-wife, meeting my mother. I told them I’d seen myself on the operating table.

      “That would have freaked me right out,” Mitch said.

      “It did,” I said. “But this Ben guy, he was a calming influence. Kept me kind of stable.”

      I looked away. This part was going to sound weird.

      “What else?” Teri asked.

      I set my fork down and took a long draw from my coffee cup.

      “One place Ben took me to was Griffin’s woods,” I said.

      “What?” Mitch asked, mouth hanging open.

      “Are you sure? What do you mean?” Teri asked.

      “We had been in this deep, pine forest, but as we walked, it shifted to a kind of clearing. We talked and Ben told me to look around, see if I recognized anything. I saw a broken branch way up high, noticed some other things, and realized that I had seen it in Griffin’s videos.”

      Mitch and Teri both sat back in their seats, food forgotten.

      “But…she’s still alive,” Mitch said.

      “Yeah.”

      “So why would he take you there? What did he say?” Teri asked.

      “That’s where he started talking about what’s real. He asked me what Griffin had learned. He said it was how to connect with her ‘higher self.’ Then he said it had nothing to do with levitation or flying.”

      “That’s what she said, too,” Mitch said.

      “Right,” I said.

      Should I tell them the rest? Was it too weird?

      Teri sensed my hesitation.

      “What is it?”

      I shook my head. It made no sense to hold back.

      “After I saw my mom, something happened. I lost Ben and found myself alone in the desert. I looked up and I swear I saw Griffin soaring through the sky. There were guys with rifles all around, but they didn’t shoot at her. She was so graceful and powerful that I couldn’t help but feel this deep sense of…awe.”

      “Wait, was that Glenrio?” Mitch asked. “You saw that?”

      “But that was months before,” Teri said. “Are you saying you saw the future?”

      “Twice. When I was with Ben, I saw myself in recovery. This one was on my own.”

      Mitch and Teri looked at each other but said nothing for a few moments.

      “I recognized you two at the meeting and felt like I had to talk to you.”

      “I’m glad you did,” Teri said. “Er…Griffin never mentioned it in her blog, but there were people she knew, others like her.”

      Mitch glanced sideways at her, but didn’t interrupt.

      “They know about the reality you’re talking about.”

      “Like real-life X-Men,” Mitch said.

      Teri gave him a look.

      “These people are different,” she said. “They reached out to Griffin a while back. They weren’t always nice to her.”

      “I don’t know if I’d say that,” Mitch said.

      “They called the freakin’ FBI on her,” Teri said, steel in her voice.

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “Anyway, they’ve changed, I think. They made some mistakes, they apologized, and they learned from it.”

      Teri paused and looked out the window.

      “We don’t get to see her that often. Last spring, we spent a few days together. We talk on the phone and text. Email. But she’s gone a lot.”

      “It’s a shame,” I said. “Seems like she could use friends.”

      “Yeah,” Mitch said. “She has guts, I’ll tell you. Man, that night in the campground, she was zooming around, taking bad guys out left and right. It was nuts, and she didn’t hesitate one second.”

      Mitch sighed and went back to his pancakes.

      “I could put you in touch with these people,” Teri said.

      “Why would you do that?” I asked. “I’m not connected with anything like that.”

      “Sounds like you are to me,” Mitch said, slurping coffee. “Didn’t this Ben guy say that you should ‘keep practicing’?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t know how to do anything. Just meditate.”

      “Griffin said most of the people at the School, that’s what they call it anyway, couldn’t fly. That was her thing. But others were good at different things. Healing, some kind of astral travel, I think. They just popped in and out, went wherever they wanted.”

      My mind boggled.

      “She said it was real,” Mitch said. “Some of it was simple. Business stuff. Maybe instincts? Intuition? I don’t know. We didn’t get to talk about it much.”

      “Maybe some of them see the future. All I’m saying is that they’ve reached out to me and some others,” Teri said. “I can send them your way.”

      “I think I’m okay,” I said, a chill running up my back. “Maybe later.”

      “Good call,” Mitch said.

      “Suit yourself,” Teri said. “Are you going to stick with the meditation group?”

      “Absolutely. It was great to meet you and everyone else. Do you ever get together outside of meditation?”

      “Sometimes,” Mitch said, nodding. “Some members are busy. Some are in other groups.”

      “I…well, I lost a lot of friends after the accident and rehab. I don’t mean to be weird, but having people to hang out with would be nice.”

      “Not weird at all,” Teri said. “It will happen. Stay relaxed, and keep practicing.”

      I nodded.

      “Griffin said it all the time,” Mitch said, going back to his pancakes.

      “She said it in the DM.”

      Teri looked thoughtful.

      “If you don’t mind, what was it like seeing your mother?”

      I sighed.

      “Good. Great, really, but hard, too. I haven’t seen her in, what…thirty years?”

      “And your father, is he still living?” Teri asked.

      “No. Dad and I didn’t get along. We gave up on each other years before he died.”

      “That’s sad,” Mitch said, pouring the last of the coffee into his cup.

      I looked out the window, lost in thought.

      The server dropped off our checks. I tried to pay for mine, but Mitch wouldn’t allow it.

      “No way, buddy,” he said. “My treat.”

      We shook hands at my car and Teri hugged me.

      “Thanks for listening,” I said.

      “See you next weekend,” Mitch said.

      And we went our separate ways.
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        * * *

      

      For the next few days, I thought a lot about my father. After Mom died, he was drunk most of the time. Lost his job and the house, and finally lost me to Children’s Services. I entered the foster system.

      Why didn’t I see him over there? I wondered.

      I wasn’t a bad kid, but I got into some trouble, smoked, drank, and experimented with drugs. As a kid, I mostly smoked pot and did some party drugs. Didn’t get into harder stuff until after the military. My grades weren’t stellar, but I graduated from high school. I wasn’t in sports and took the minimum to get by.

      I usually heard from Dad on birthdays and Christmas. Once, when I was about 13, he found me on the anniversary of Mom’s death. He came by my foster parents’ house that night, drunk. Yeah. It was awful.

      Why hadn’t I seen him?

      Maybe I had. My memory of the NDE felt incomplete. I had patched together a kind of narrative, but I was always remembering new things. Sometimes sights or emotions would flash by, and I would remember having experienced them with Ben.

      So, I started working on my memory. Sometimes, instead of practicing Zen, I would meditate on the memory of my NDE. I couldn’t remember the accident. Docs said that either the trauma or the drugs kept it from moving from short-term to long-term memory. It just wasn’t there.

      But the NDE, if it didn’t happen in my body, how could I remember it? Either memory exists independent of the brain, or….

      Or, I hallucinated the whole thing.

      “The question is, what’s real?” Ben had said.

      What’s real?

      Is it only real if we record it in long-term memory? Was the crash real? I couldn’t remember it, but there was plenty of evidence. It had happened.

      I had the memory of being dead, but no physical evidence. Which mattered more?

      Sitting on my bed, I meditated, and ideas floated through my consciousness. Memory, however, remained elusive.

      The next day, I grabbed my cane and my art case, left my apartment on Belmont and caught the Red Line towards the planetarium. It took awhile, but I still got there before the lunch crowd. I wanted to see the Copernicus monument, the one Griffin mentioned in her blog where the FBI caught up to her. I thought being where she had been might trigger something, maybe throw some spiritual switch and help me remember.

      I got off the bus on Roosevelt and walked through the park. My therapist said I needed the exercise, you know? I passed between the Field Museum and the Shedd, just strolling along. It was September, and the leaves were just beginning to turn. A stiff breeze was coming in off the water and it made me glad I had worn my hoodie.

      My hands took turns warming in my pockets and holding the cane. I eventually found Copernicus. I looked at him, walked around him. Hell, I even talked to him.

      Nothing happened.

      I stopped and glanced around. Aside from giving me my “crazy space,” nobody paid any attention. I sat and sketched him with the dome of the planetarium in the background.

      It was a decent drawing, but other than that, I received no inspiration. I sighed and wandered to the lake. Finding a sunny spot, I pulled up my hood and sat. I couldn’t sit cross-legged very well, so I sat on the wall and tried to meditate, looking at the water.

      Before long, I got to the gap. I never meditated too long in public, kind of went in and out. I enjoyed sitting by the water, though. The sun was high behind me, and I could feel sweat trickling down my back.

      I stayed for maybe an hour, resting, meditating, trying not to think, but to remember.

      When you’re a talker like me, not talking for an hour is hard. I enjoy having people around. But if nobody else is around, I talk to myself. It’s just how I’m wired.

      So I started talking.

      “I can’t remember the accident,” I said. “That might not change. Okay. What’s the first thing you remember after the ambulance? A light? A tunnel? No. A voice.”

      I paused and tried to remember.

      “Yeah…it was Ben’s voice, but not really a voice. It was in my head. Or…maybe not my head. In my thoughts.”

      I worked through the memories again as I watched a white sailboat with a red and white sail, my back drenched with sweat. I sketched a sailboat on an unused corner of a page.

      “Better move or I’m going to catch a cold,” I said to myself.

      I started walking back toward the bus stop. In the old days, if I had money, I would have stopped at a hotdog cart. But I was trying to do better, to not eat so much crap. I mean, I drank a lot of coffee, and if someone else was having pancakes, I had pancakes, right?

      But I was by myself. Nobody to blame my bad choices on but me. So I waited until I got home and had some leftover pot roast my neighbor and I made. I bought the meat, he bought the potatoes, carrots, and rosemary. It was good. Would have been better with a beer, but, you know.

      I was tired from even that bit of walking, so I laid on the couch and read most of the afternoon. I left my door cracked open in case Richie, my neighbor, wanted to come over.

      I was working my way through Lynne McTaggart’s books. Hard work, some of them. She’s a smart lady, but she makes science easy to understand. Basically, she’s all about testing: prayer, intention, all that. If people say it works, she tests it.

      Bottom line? Yes, prayer works, and she has the numbers to prove it. But you can’t write a book that short, so she gives details, how she made the experiments, who helped her, what they tested and how the tests came out, all that. It’s interesting, but I can only read so much at a time.

      After a couple chapters of nonfiction, I switched to an Archy McNally novel by Lawrence Sanders. It’s fluff, but fun to read. Archy McNally is the exact opposite of me, in some ways, but we’re a lot alike in others. He was smart and rich and lived in his parents’ attic. He worked for his father, kissed his mother goodbye every day, and had a series of beautiful girlfriends.

      Okay, we’re both underachievers, but otherwise, we’re totally different.

      Anyway, I read some McNally, then some McTaggart, back and forth. Not a bad way to spend an afternoon.

      By four o’clock, Richie still hadn’t shown, so I got up to make dinner. He didn’t answer his door, so I warmed up tomato soup, made a grilled cheese sandwich (sourdough and gouda), and tossed a diced avocado with salt, olive oil, and basil. It was good. I made an extra sandwich in case Richie stopped by later.

      I was drowsy after washing up, so I sat on the couch, turned on the television, and fell asleep.

      Richie woke me up at 9:30. I was sleeping hard, too. I didn’t know where I was, didn’t know who I was for a minute.

      Banging on the door got my attention.

      “Danny, you up?” a loud voice asked. His accent had faded over the years, but it didn’t take people long to figure out he wasn’t born in Chicago.

      “Yeah, yeah, I am now,” I said, wiping the drool off my chin and standing.

      I opened the door, and he strode in. When he brushed by, I could smell booze.

      “Danny, my boy, how are you?” he asked.

      “Better than you,” I said. “What have you been up to?”

      “Oh, this and that, this and that. It’s been a good day.”

      “Smells like it,” I said.

      I wasn’t judging, but I had to protect myself. He couldn’t stay here in the condition he was.

      “Okay, Danny, now hear me out before you toss me out,” he said. “I found a new job. Or, rather, I got my old job back.”

      “Okay, Richie. I’m happy for you. Not for me, though.”

      “But I haven’t even told you about it,” he said, hand to chest as though I had wounded him.

      “You come in here smelling like booze, and I know it’s not for me. Here, you want a sandwich? Leftovers?”

      “Is the pope Catholic? Of course I want a sandwich.”

      His face fell when he saw the pot roast was cold, but he still devoured it.

      “Okay, Richie. I can’t be around you like this. You need to go.”

      “You’re right, Danny boy. I fell off the wagon today. I’ll get back on, I promise. You’ll see. Temporary aberration. Thank you for the sandwich. Were there any more? No? Well, thanks anyway.”

      He stumbled when he stood, and I caught him. I walked him down the hallway, used his keys to open the door, and got him settled on his bed. I left the keys on the kitchen table and locked the doorknob on my way out.

      I closed and bolted my door, opened the window, and turned on the fan. When I couldn’t smell the whiskey anymore, I closed up the apartment and got ready for bed. Tomorrow was Monday, and I worked early.

      I was filling a water bottle I keep on my nightstand when I noticed something on the floor. I knew what the small paper packets were at once, and I stared at them, unmoving.

      Richie was carrying for someone. No way he would buy that much just for personal use. Not living here. And it was right there, on my kitchen floor.

      I sat at the table, staring at the packets.

      It might be a sign. Weren’t there people who used drugs for enlightenment? That was a thing, right?

      Drugs only work because our bodies have natural receptors for the compounds. If God created the universe, he must have created poppies. He must have wanted us to use them.

      I glanced around my apartment, blinking, hands shaking.

      The urge to use the stuff was powerful. Even though I didn’t want to, part of me really, really did.

      I didn’t trust myself to touch the packets. I got the broom and dustpan and swept them up. My stomach churned as they slid into the toilet and I flushed them away.

      It took me forever to fall asleep.

      I don’t always remember my dreams. I’ll never forget the one I had that night.

      I was in Hell - that’s capital “H” Hell, not small “h” hell. Not like a bad date or working early on Monday, but an actual world of fire and punishment.

      Hell.

      And it was me. Not like I was visiting, but like a prisoner, kept against my will. There was pain, sorrow, wailing, gnashing of teeth, the whole bit. And not just from me. I couldn’t see anyone, but it sounded like people were being tortured all around me.

      Then I looked up, and someone stood over me. He reached down into the fire, took my hand, and pulled me out. I couldn’t stand. As soon as he released me, I fell to my knees, trembling.

      “Thank you!” I managed, finally.

      I knelt, gasping, the stench of sulfur in the air and coming off my skin. I reached up, struggling to raise my head.

      “It’s okay, take your time,” he said. I knew that voice.

      I looked up, squinting, and saw my father standing there, looking down at me. He was strong, handsome. He looked great.

      And then, something weird happened. Everything whirled like we were on a mad carousel, and suddenly, I was the one standing, my hand on my father’s shoulder as he knelt beside me, filthy and reeking of sulfur.

      He looked up, tears streaming down his cheeks.

      “You
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open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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