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Carlos feels himself oozing out of his bruised and battered body, like helium slowly leaking out of a balloon. Confusion sets in as he watches the chaos unfold in the ring below. The noise in Madison Square Garden drops from loud pandemonium to a solemn hush as though someone had hit the mute button on a TV set. The fallen fighter slowly ascends higher toward the ceiling. 

Cigarette smoke fills the air, mixed with a horrifying tinge of death. Grueling and violent, the battle went on for ten rounds and the gladiators, much to the thrill of the fans, fought gallantly even though they are best friends and related by marriage. 

The ring below is crowded with the fighters’ handlers and the security personnel keeping the fans and members of the press from entering the ring. Carlos appears lifeless as he lies flat on his back while the ringside physician, a retired obstetrician nervously examines Carlos’ pupils with a penlight. 

“He’s not responding. His pupils are fixed and dilated. This is not good. Get the paramedics in here . . . now!” The panicking physician barks out more orders. “Clear the ring! Make room! Clear this ring now! Hurry up!” 

The fallen fighter’s panic and confusion escalate as he observes the chaos unfolding below. The shock is fed by fear. 

He hovers over his body and asks himself, 

“Am I dead?” 

Carlos can see the intense panic in his opponent Manny’s swollen and bloodied eyes. 

“This ain’t supposed to end this way. What’s happening to me?”

The paramedics rush their way into the ring, and fans push ringside to get a glimpse of death in progress. The medics place Carlos’ limp body onto a gurney and make their way out of the arena. The ordinarily rowdy crowd is so quiet you can eerily hear the whispers of the fight fans, which is not normal for Madison Square Garden. Carlos feels as though he's moving at great speed and perceives what sounds like a faint, whistling . . . or is it the sound of an ambulance siren? 

They’re taking me to the hospital. Maybe I’m not dead, so why can't I get back into my body?

He can sense his being trapped in a grim, dark place, shrouded in a frigid atmosphere, and a feeling of intense loneliness clings to him like an ill-fitting suit. What is a short period of time feels like an eternity in this seemingly despairing place. Fear and anxiety now dominate his emotional state. 

My fight with Manny was not supposed to end this way. I was the favorite to win! Can't win if I'm dead.

His attention draws to a small beam of light that appears in the distance. Carlos finds himself at the threshold of a tunnel-like structure. His being is pulled to the bright light, like metal to a magnet. Fear drives a desire to return to Madison Square Garden, and Carlos doesn’t even care at this point if his hand is not raised in triumph over his opponent, friend, and brother-in-law, Manny Gonzalez. 

A calmness radiates throughout his being and makes him aware of undefinable fatigue that he wants to shake off but cannot. Carlos focuses on getting to that bright light at the end of the tunnel. He rationalizes that if he focuses on the light with all his energy, he will somehow cross the threshold, and everything will be okay. It looks a lot warmer there than the frigid location he’s in now.

The silhouette of two figures in the distance move toward him from the light. Interestingly, they aren’t walking. They are gliding through the air. 

Am I dreaming?

Carlos wants to run somewhere and hide, but he can't move. Plus, there’s nowhere to hide. In an instant, the beings stand in front of him. He is stunned. He immediately recognizes the two travelers from the light. 

This can’t be. 

Never in his wildest dreams could he have imagined the scene unfolding before his eyes. Standing before him are his grandparents, who passed away when he was just a boy; they look exactly like he remembers them.

“Mamita! Papito! Is that you?”

They nod and smile. The grandparents allow a visibly shaken Carlos a moment to gain his composure. They were always kind to him and showed him a great deal of love. Out of all their grandchildren, he seemed to be their favorite. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that he was their first grandchild. 

Carlos feels safe in their presence and figures they’ve come to escort him to a place somewhere on the other side of the tunnel where the light is coming from. He hopes they take him to a hotel for pugilists like him, where he could hang out and relax with other fighters and talk about all the great fights. Maybe he can watch old championship fights on Showtime and HBO or whatever cable channels exist in the light. His grandparents look at each other, smile, and shake their heads as Carlos continues considering what his fate might be like on the other side. 

Maybe they have boxing matches there. 

The thoughts pouring into Carlos' mind come to a screeching halt. It’s like someone or something flipped a switch and shut his mind off. Without uttering a single word, the grandparents encourage their grandson to enter the tunnel. 

Accepting the invitation, he follows them into the tunnel. As soon as he steps inside, he begins to move slowly, as though he is floating in the air. It's as though gravity doesn't exist in this environment. Carlos immediately notices the tunnel appears much larger than it does from the outside. 

His attention shifts to the right side of the tunnel. There are people whose features he cannot make out, sitting quietly in dim lighting. There are three rows of these beings going down the entire length of the tunnel as far as he can see. They are ghostlike in appearance, almost transparent. Carlos can make out that each being carries parchment and old-style pens, the kind with long feathers. They sit poised like secretaries waiting to take dictation. He nervously tries to turn around to run but can't as he continues to float toward the light leading to the end of the tunnel. The closer he moves toward the light. the brighter it gets.

The left side of the tunnel comes to life, catching Carlos by surprise. He is horrified as a band of marauding Huns attack, murder, and plunder a small village nestled in a forest of evergreen trees. He senses a painful familiarity with this event and with the people being murdered. Carlos watches as the only survivor of this massacre, a young boy, is not only inexplicably spared but taken away kicking and screaming from his mama and papa, who do not survive the brutality of this raid.

The following scenes focus on this boy growing up. The images move quickly as though the movie is advancing in fast-forward. 

Carlos realizes he is the boy in focus. 

Oh man.

He starts to freak out. 

I had a past life.

His grandparents, reading his mind, nod in the affirmative. Carlos continues to watch as he grows up to become a fierce warrior bent on seeking revenge for the ruthless killings. He’s petrified as he watches every man involved in the killing of his beloved parents be killed by him.

Despite the loud, blood-curdling screams, and pleas for mercy coming from the left side of the tunnel, Carlos can hear pens scratching parchment behind him. He now has a sense that the beings who sit swathed in the dim light are documenting his book of deeds. Judgment Day is coming. 

How do I know this? Have I been in this tunnel before?

He shudders at the thought of being judged, yet he can’t take his eyes away from the wall projecting his previous life, a life he has no recollection of until now. 

The avenging boy succumbs on the battlefield. He dies with the taste of revenge on his tongue and the pain of shame and regret in his heart. The pens continue to scratch his deeds, both good and bad, on their pads of parchment. Accountability looms heavily on Carlos as he floats toward the light, which is still quite a distance away.  

Rapidly moving scenes shift from one epic to the next with a surreal fluidity. His grandparents, now wearing white robes, stand alongside Carlos. They witness a new scene of a young man growing up in Rome during the height of the empire’s epic days of glory. Carlos knows this young man on the screen to be himself, again, in another life. This he is sure of because he recognizes and recollects the young man’s thoughts, actions, and emotions to be his own. 

The young man, named Marcellus, grows up in a home filled with opulence and prosperity. His father is a much-heralded general in the Roman army and was given much wealth in reward for his successful conquests. 

Marcellus eventually enlists in the Roman army, following his father’s footsteps, and gallantly fights in numerous battles. He quickly makes his way up the ranks and gains a reputation for bravery and daring with each victory. 

In one scene, on his way to a battlefield, he meets a peasant girl named Valeria. He visits the village frequently after his conquest and eventually falls in love and secretly marries her. Carlos recognizes the young woman and immediately feels the emotions of love pounding in his heart like the ocean surf against stone jetties. Stunned by the fact that he can smell the sweet scent of this lovely woman, he takes in a deep breath.

His campaigns of conquest turn brutal and include the widespread persecution of Christians. Christianity is spreading and threatening the security and supremacy of the Roman Empire. These poor peasants are proclaiming Christ as their King and, as such, challenging the rule of Caesar. A simple man named Jesus, who calls himself the son of God, is crucified to silence him. However, Carlos sees that after Jesus' death and his much-heralded resurrection, his following grows exponentially. 

The warrior is given orders to lead a raid on a countryside village that happens to be the very village where his beloved Valeria lives with her family. His task is to round up the Christians and crucify them all by the roadside for all to see. The young warrior feels sick to his stomach. Valeria and her family are devout Christians. Carlos trembles with horror, and it feels like a giant screw is being drilled into the pit of his stomach. He watches his men round up a group of villagers that are huddled together, celebrating something they called “mass." 

He's crushed as he watches Valeria being dragged away with the rest of the villagers that are declared subversive. Marcellus offers the villagers, including Valeria, an opportunity to denounce their beliefs to spare them the cruelty of being crucified to death. They refuse and are steadfast in praising their messiah. 

Marcellus feels shame and fears that his superior officer, who comes along on this mission, will learn that Marcellus is a traitor to the Roman empire and has in fact, converted to Christianity. 

The guilt is overwhelming. Marcellus does nothing to stop the massacre. Carlos watches the senior officer give the order to crucify every member of the village. He witnesses Marcellus carry out the order. One by one, the villagers are brutally crucified. 

Carlos breaks down and sobs uncontrollably while watching the life ebb from Valeria as she hangs on the cross. The shame of his cowardice is more than he can deal with as her cries of pain oscillate within the tunnel. 

Why didn’t he . . . why didn’t I do something to save her?  

The faint sound of pens scratching on parchment are heard in the background. He trembles in fear. Judgment Day is coming. 

I’m gonna have a lot to answer for. 

He knows this because as he looks down the tunnel toward the light and can see there’s still quite a way to go. His grandparents continue to watch along in silence, in a non-judgmental manner. Carlos is numb and saddened by the events of his past lives unfolding before his eyes. 

I was not a good guy.

Again, he has a strong desire to run and hide, but he can’t. All he can do is continue to sail toward the light. The action on the screen-like wall continues. Carlos appears to be connected to combat, fighting, and killing in his previous incarnations. Courage entangled with violence and brutality appears to be his strong suit. 

As a young infantryman fighting for the North in the American Civil War, he is declared a hero after taking a bullet for his captain. The captain, and best friend whose arms he dies in, is none other than Manny Gonzalez.

I saved his life. I saved Manny’s life. I guess I’m not all that bad.

When the world explodes into the first global conflict, Carlos, again, proves his capacity for combat and bravery when he single-handedly saves his platoon by taking out a bunker filled with enemy soldiers. He is awarded the Medal of Honor for this exploit. 

Soon after the war ends, he is enjoying a few drinks with a close wartime buddy. He is extremely drunk when he leaves the bar, and on his way home, his car runs off the road. He crashes through the railing on the winding road and down the cliff of a steep mountain. The car explodes into flames when it hits bottom. It took days to identify the two bodies. Carlos realizes that Manny is the war buddy who died with him in the crash.

Oh, my God!

The trio edge closer to the end of the tunnel, Carlos feels the warmth radiating from the light. He no longer has the urge to run. He discerns a feeling of love enveloping his entire being. 

I hope the judge is in a forgiving mood today. 

The life Carlos just departed now plays on the wall, every moment, from the time he is conceived to the final bell of that fatal tenth round at Madison Square Garden. 

He realizes that the relationship with Manny Gonzalez, his longtime friend, brother-in-law, and the fighter responsible for his current situation, goes back to previous incarnations. 

This explains why we were so close. 

As his life reflects on the wall, Carlos relives every moment, feeling, and blow to his head and body. Regret and sorrow plague his worn spirit. 

Lord, have mercy on me!

And with that, the pens scratching on parchment stop. 

Carlos witnesses a scene in a cemetery. This unfolding scene feels different. The scene unraveling before his eyes is happening in real-time. He looks over at his grandparents, and they nod in affirmation. A large gathering of mourners assembles by his casket to say goodbye. It’s an overcast day, with an intermittent drizzle adding to the intense sadness in the air that feels so thick you can slice it with a knife. Carlos is surprised to see so many people in attendance. 

The ‘Who’s Who’ of the boxing universe are in attendance to say farewell to the fallen gladiator.

Surprised, Carlos spots his friend and brother-in-law, Manny “Hands of Steel” Gonzalez. Manny stands before the casket. It’s obvious he is wishing it was him in that box instead of Carlos. Or maybe Carlos can read what’s in his heart. Maria, Manny’s wife, Carlos’ sister, is sitting with their son Manuelito on her lap. The sunglasses she’s wearing shield her sadness and tears from the public. It breaks Carlos’ heart to see her again, particularly in this situation. He can feel her pain. 

Why did this happen? 

Anger wells up in his body like a geyser ready to explode in Yellowstone Park.  

Carlos switches his focus to his mother, affectionately known as Doña Isabela. She is in a somnambulistic state, and the brisk cold breeze doesn’t appear to faze her at all. Her eyes are transfixed on the coffin. The fine mist of rain and the occasional drizzle camouflages her tears. As the wooden box is lowered into the ground, Doña Isabela collapses, and if it wasn’t for Manny’s quick reflexes, she would have fallen into the hole with her son.

The screen fades to black, and the observers that were swashed in the dim light disappear, taking with them the parchment documenting Carlos Rivera’s deeds. Now standing at the threshold, the bright light gives Carlos a sublime feeling unlike anything he has ever experienced. 

Carlos’ grandparents communicate without uttering a word to him. 


“It’s time to go.”  

In an instant, they dissipate into the light. 
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Cautiously, Carlos steps out of the tunnel and into the light, and as soon as he does, the tunnel is swallowed up into nothingness. He now feels the sensation of warm light rain on him. 

An entity composed of golden light materializes to Carlos out of nowhere. The fallen fighter trembles with fear, and his entire self begins to vibrate to the point of almost shattering to pieces. 

This being’s here to do justice, or maybe to take me to a court where the judge will look at my past and sentence me to hell.

The being is wearing a long, flowing white robe so bright that Carlos has difficulty making direct eye contact. His face is youthful in appearance, softly sculptured and handsome. His hair is made of long, gold strands and neatly braided. His locks sparkle in the light like millions of stars in our vast universe. The magnificent spirit appears to be seven feet tall. In his left hand, he holds a scale, and in the other, a book. 

Carlos is awestruck and drops to his knees, recognizing this being demands respect, and cowers in fear as he waits for the judgement and sentence. These few terrifying moments feel like an eternity. He mumbles to himself. 

Where’s my grandparents when I need them?

The being speaks in a thunderous voice. His voice reverberates through Carlos like a violent storm 

“Fear not, for I am here to take you to Michael.” 

The fallen warrior does not know who Michael is and worries that he is moments away from finding out. The being addresses Carlos again. 

“Rise. I will not harm you. I am your guardian angel, Raymond, and I come in the name of the Lord.” 

As he stands up, the vibrations of fear Carlos was suffering quiet to a peaceful calm, like the ocean after a storm. 

Oh man, I have a guardian angel.

“You witnessed all your deeds, and now reparation is due.” 

The being raises the book toward the heavens and begins to move in a circular pattern. Raymond moves with such speed that he transforms himself into a tornado-like funnel so powerful that Carlos feels he’s going to be blown away. In a fraction of a second, his guardian angel vanishes with a clap of thunder.

In a world where time stands still, Carlos feels an uneasiness related to the lack of it. He looks around and finds himself standing in what appears to be a movie theater lobby, but unlike one he has ever seen before. There’s no smell of buttered popcorn or hot dogs. 

The floor is made of solid gold tiles, so shiny and bright that Carlos can see his reflection. In the center of this cavernous room is a massive, beautifully carved, wooden throne-like chair. Something very peculiar about this chair draws Carlos closer to get a better look. He is startled that just the mere thought of moving closer to the chair places him there, instantly. 

What is happening to me? Oh man, this is gettin’ weird.

An awareness that he can now see the entire room all at once, without turning his head around to look, blows his mind.

Upon closely examining the design of this beautiful chair, he sees hundreds, if not thousands of life-like doves intricately carved into the wood. He is startled as the doves begin to move as though they are filled with the fluid of life that animates all living things. 

How do I know this? How do I know about the fluid of life?”

The seat of this wondrous chair is made of velvety cumulus clouds. The arms are gold, sculptured as dragons. They also possess movement with smooth fluidity.

Weary from his recent journey from Earth and his trip through the tunnel, Carlos sits down on the chair he thinks is placed there for him to rest prior to going to court to stand in judgment. He considers this chair to be the most comfortable chair he has ever sat on. His fatigue melts away. It’s like sitting on air supported by the wings of a thousand birds. The sculpted birds move, sing, and chirp. Their music is extremely soothing and sublime. 

They’re gonna need the jaws of life to get me outta this chair, bro. 

However, somewhere way down deep in the pit of his soul resides a strong desire to go back to Earth and somehow undo or make up for all the unsavory deeds he committed in his various incarnations. The remorse he now feels overtakes his emotions. 

His attention focuses on the rest of the room. The ceiling is like a huge skylight. A soft, golden light pours into the room, generating warmth and an inescapable feeling of love. Three of the four walls are paneled in gold with inscribed symbols that are constantly changing and incomprehensible to him. He wonders to himself.

Could these symbols be my past lives witnessed by the spirits in the tunnel?

The doves continue to coo as their melodic music fills the room with calmness, and the sound is unlike anything he has ever heard. 

Carlos mumbles to himself. 

“The calm before the storm.”  

Although he knows he has a lot to answer for, he can’t help but feel love being transmitted toward him.

The fourth wall in this amazing room, directly in front of him, has a curtain-like structure of gold and diamonds that shine like stars cluttered throughout the universe. The curtain is at least thirty feet wide and twice that in height. This is not a theater lobby. It’s a theater unlike any other, and the show is about to begin. 

I think I’m about to meet Michael.

In a flash, the curtain erupts into a raging fire. 

Oh yeah, I’m goin' straight to hell.

The diamonds that were shining like stars transform into thousands of white doves, filling the room before disappearing into the essence of the golden light through the skylight. Their wings sound like drummers pounding out a tympanic symphony as they exit. As the fire consumes the curtain, Carlos witnesses the inscriptions on the other three walls change with such rapidity that it affects his equilibrium.       

An imposing figure emerges through the curtain that is now completely engulfed in flames. Carlos is both amazed and frightened. His eyes transfix on the imposing, winged being that he figures must be Michael the Archangel. He stands at least ten feet tall, and his wingspan is at least thirty feet long. The fire has no effect on Michael. He wears a helmet of gold, and his long hair is made of thousands of bright stars. His eyes are brighter than the sun. He wears a long, white robe and a chest plate made of gold with inscribed symbols that, unlike the walls, do not change. Michael has a gold shield in his left hand and a lance in his right. The tip of his lance has a sharp, flame-like appearance. As a warrior, Michael presents as quite the imposing figure. Carlos jumps out of the chair and drops to his knees, terrified and covering his head.

In the darkness of his fear, Carlos can hear the crackling of flames, and the tympanic symphony has ceased. There is now dead silence. He is afraid to look up because he knows this warrior is capable of great destruction. 

I don't stand a chance! 

Never one for praying, Carlos starts to, and begs for mercy.

After what seems like an eternity, he wonders why he has not yet been sentenced and dispatched to his eternal, flaming penitentiary. 

After gathering the courage to look up, he sees that Michael is looking down at him with a hint of a smile. With tears welling up inside like a swollen river, all Carlos can do is cry and laugh all at the same time. 

Michael speaks for the first time. “Frail one, rise to your feet.” 

The being speaks with a gentle voice filled with love and compassion. Carlos jumps to his feet, awestruck by the power and the beauty of the being that towers over him. 

Usually, anyone calling me frail would be on the receiving end of my wicked left hook.

He very quickly tells himself, Carlos, shut up! 

“I am Michael.” 

Before Michael can finish his introduction, Carlos nervously interrupts and introduces himself.

“I am Carlos Rivera.” 

Michael shakes his head, chuckles, and responds.

“I know who you are, Carlos Rivera.” 

Recognizing his misstep, Carlos nervously smiles with embarrassment. 

Michael continues.

“In the hierarchy of angels, I am an Archangel. I oversee humankind. I guide the world, countries, cities, and towns. I have also been blessed by my Lord to lead his army of twenty-one legions of angels."

Dumbfounded, Carlos doesn’t know what to expect but has a feeling he’s about to find out.

“The Creator of all things in the universe has mercifully smiled upon your wretched soul. The Lord knows of your actions and misdeeds. He also sees the goodness in your heart. He is merciful and has granted you forgiveness. I am commanded to enlist you as an intermediary, a temporary guardian angel. It is the will of the Lord to return you from whence you came to assist a brother in need. Not every human is afforded this honor. Do not squander this opportunity. Sit and behold the task at hand, for which you will have six earth months to complete.” 

The newly minted guardian angel is mesmerized as he gravitates to the chair with the magnificent carvings and sits down while in a state of utter confusion. Instantly, Michael the Archangel is standing by Carlos. The wall where the curtain caught fire is alive with action, very much like the wall in the tunnel. What he now observes brings tears to his eyes. He is possessed with love that radiates throughout his entire being. He instantly recognizes the location and shares it with Michael.

“It’s the playground on 143rd street and Third Avenue, Clarkson Junior High School, across from the Pitterson projects. This is the park where I hung out when I was growing up.” 

The Archangel instructs Carlos to continue watching. The scene focuses on the subject, his childhood friend and brother-in-law, Manny Gonzalez. Carlos observes Manny take a long swig of rum, then watches him toss the empty pint bottle over his shoulder in disgust. The drunken pugilist doesn’t
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