
One

Charlie woke in the darkness, shivering. The memory of 
the accident returned. But he was not in a hospital bed. 
And not in pain. Something sharp poked him in the back. 
With his right hand, he touched a nugget of a rough stone 
’oor. Why wasn?t he on a stretcher“

IWhere am ”“D
”f only he could see. The absolute darkness frightened 

him.
-ead. The thought ’ashed through him like a lightH

ning bolt. Le must be dead. That?s why he didn?t feel any 
pain after the crash. ”s this what death felt like“ Where was 
the warm light that was supposed to welcome the dead“ 
Where was his daughter“

I!auraGD Lis voice echoed through the darkness. ”f she 
didn?t survive, did she end up here“

!aura did not answer.

She?d noticed the sports car that rode their bumper and 
leaned forward to look in the rearview mirror. IWhat?s the 
rush, man“ Vive us some room.D
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Iqour game is over, !aura. We don?t need to challenge 
him.D Charlie drove toward the intersection. The windH
shield wiper swept away the raindrops. Le replayed a few 
plays from the volleyball game in his mind. She played well 
today, and her team won.

I!ucky you.D !aura laughed. IWe have a green light 
again.D

Charlie chuckled with her. Lis daughter brought him 
good luck, even on the rainHslicked road tonight. Le chose 
the straight lane, and a new lane opened for the right turn. 
The sports car?s engine roared. The driver took this new 
lane, passed them at high speed, and turned right at the 
intersection.

Leadlights approached Charlie from the left. Tires 
sMuealed. !aura screamed. With full force, a large, dark veH
hicle slammed into them in the middle of the intersection. 
Their car rolled over until it came to rest on its roof in the 
ditch. The sound of shattering glass and crashing metal 
echoed in Charlie?s ears long after all had gone Muiet.

Ruch too Muiet. !aura no longer screamed. Le hung 
upside down in the seat belt, the weight of his back pressH
ing his head against the roof.

A car pulled up nearby. -oors opened. Snatches of 
words drifted to Charlie from the street. Le strained to 
look at his daughter but couldn?t move his neck. I!auraGD 
Le wiggled to free himself. Lis twisted neck hurt. IEh, 
Vod.D

Rore vehicles stopped. -oors slammed.
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The pressure on his neck grew in this uncomfortH
able position. Blood rushed to his head. The world spun 
around him. Lis lungs burned. Was !aura okay“ ”f she was 
hurt, or worsej

A man spoke beside the shattered window. IWe?ve got 
two inzured.D

Charlie sMuee4ed his eyes shut. Please, just check on my 
daughter. I’ll be okay.

The car rocked for a few seconds. IThe door is crushed. 
” can?t get it open.D Le bent down to Charlie. ILang 
in there. The 5re department will get you out of the car 
soon.D

Before the paramedics arrived, he must have lost conH
sciousness.

ILelpGD
”f he wasn?t dead, why had he been left on stony ground 

in dead silence instead of being placed on a stretcher or 
hospital bed“ Tormenting Muestions forced their way out 
of his subconscious. ”f he was dead, what would happen 
to his daughter“ Who would help her grow up“ The pain 
of uncertainty about her health stabbed at his heart.

What would become of Sarah now that he was gone“ 
ITill death do us part,D they?d said. She?d mentioned diH
vorce several times recently, but Charlie always refused. Le 
still loved her.

IBut you love yourself  more.D  Sarah?s  accusation, 
screamed right after she threw a cup at him for the third 
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time in their marriage, still echoed in his thoughts. Enly 
this time, the cup still held hot co6ee. Charlie reached for 
the spot on his forearm where a red welt bore witness to the 
incident. Before the accident, the touch had hurt. 2ow he 
felt nothing.

Le pursed his lips. qes, he must be dead.
IBut where is the damned light that draws me to the 

beautiful place“D Le clenched his 5sts in the darkness. Lis 
heart pounded in his temples, and beads of sweat rolled 
down his forehead despite the cold. Was he damned“ Was 
this hell“ Raybe that?s why the light didn?t come to take 
him to a better afterlife.

Charlie considered himself a kind person. Le donated 
to the disadvantaged and cared about the environment. 
Le treated his wife and daughter well, or at least as best as 
he could. Le was always honest and worked hard to earn 
his salary.

Could this  be  hell“  2o,  that  was  ridiculous.  Lell 
burned like 5re, but here he wished for a thick zacket and 
gloves.

Still, deep darkness surrounded him. Le stood and 
felt his way forward a few yards. Nverything remained the 
samejdead silence, pitchHblack darkness, icy cold, and 
rough stones.

A dim, blue glow in the distance caught his attention. 
The light hovered over the hori4on and then disappeared. 
At least he could rule out blindness as the cause of the 
darkness. ”n the light?s momentary appearance, he?d seen 
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water zust ahead. A vast lake or perhaps an ocean. A rocky 
cli6 zutted up not far away. Raybe he could 5nd a way out 
if he had a little light. But in the darkness, it was futile.

The light reappeared and hovered over the water as beH
fore. Stone desert as far as his eyes could reach. A landscape 
without form and empty. 7ust like he felt inside.

Why was he here“
The light streamed straight toward Charlie. The closH

er it came, the brighter and warmer it shone. Was this 
the mysterious I!ightD that carried people from hell to 
heaven“ When little !aura asked him about heaven, he?d 
told her, IAfter death, it?s all over. There is no heaven.D 
”t seemed the least complicated. But it was not the whole 
truth. -eep down, he did believe in a life after death.

The light reached the cli6 and rose into the air. A blast 
washed over Charlie with overwhelming intensity. The 
brightness intensi5ed, accompanied by a violent shockH
wave. Charlie shielded his eyes. Lis knees buckled, and he 
fell forward onto the hard stones. The light touched him 
so intensely that Charlie lost his breath, as if he?d been enH
gulfed by a giant wave on the beach. Le screamed against 
the thunderous noise which accompanied the shock wave.

Charlie?s thoughts became crystal clear. Le knew Sarah 
was rightjhe loved himself more than he loved her. The 
light sucked his darkest secrets out of him and played them 
out before his eyes like a movie. Lis wife in tears while 
he remained stubborn in his position. Lis daughter?s disH
appointed face when he appeared in the auditorium durH
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ing the 5nal applause. Shame and selfHdisgust washed over 
him, even though he thought some of these secrets were 
harmless. Le no longer felt like a good person.

The light disappeared into the distance, leaving him 
alone on the rough stones.

Enly now could Charlie?s  brain process  the overH
whelming sensations.  2ot the force of the wind had 
knocked him down. ”t was his awe of that force.

As the comforting warmth faded and silence surroundH
ed him. Something was missing in Charlie?s life. The powH
er of that encounter revealed it. Le longed for true feelings, 
deep encounters, and a meaningful purpose. As the force 
washed over him, he e@perienced a true and genuine sense 
of life.

Enly twice in his life had he felt such genuine emotions. 
The 5rst time happened during the birth of his daughter. 
Nveryday problems and struggles faded away, replaced by 
an overwhelming sensation.

The second time he felt this in tune with his emotions 
was at a friend?s funeral. Le had never lost someone close 
to him before. Because of a short, serious illness, his friend 
was now gone, leaving only the memories they?d shared. 
The emotions at the funeral were not pleasant, but genH
uine. Rore so than any of his most intense e@periences at 
a concert or sporting event.

The touch of the light combined both feelings e@periH
enced at the funeral and the birth. -eath, as well as life. 
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The cold as well as the warmth. Lardness and softness. 
The sacred, as well as love.

Sarah had once e@plained hell to !aura. ILell is where 
there is no love.D

Charlie marveled that although the pressure wave had 
shown his bad traits, he had also felt acceptance and at 
home. Wasn?t that something like love“

ISo this can?t be hell.D
IThis is not hell,D a voice said from behind.
Charlie spun and fell backward over a rock.
A man with a ’ashlight stood a few feet away. -espite 

the cold, he wore light pants and a shortHsleeved shirt.
Charlie stammered, IWhere am ”“ And where is !auH

ra“D
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The man shone his lamp over the stone landscape. “True, 
here the earth is without form and empty. But no, it’s not 
hell.” He pointed the beam of light at a large rock next to 
Charlie. “Let’s sit down.”

Charlie scrambled to his feet. “First, tell me where we 
are.”

“This is the beginning.” The man sat on the stone. 
“In the beginning, God created heaven and earth. But the 
earth is still without form and void.”

“And dark as hell.” Charlie laughed. “Don’t tell me 
fairy tales. You’re holding a Washlight. They didn’t exist 
millions of years ago. ?here are weN”

The man chuckled.
Charlie frowned. “?ho are youN Am I in a hidden 

camera showN”
The man stood and oRered his hand. “I’m Daniel. Eice 

to meet you, Charlie.”
“You know my name.”
“I’m your tour guide.”
“?hat tourN”
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“You are chosen to receive a special insight into life.”
Charlie backed away. “Do I have to go on this tripN”
“You can get out at any point. Pverything here is volunV

tary.”
Charlie scanned the room for an exit. “qkay, I’m leavV

ing.”
“joluntary doesn’t mean nothing here matters. jolunV

tary means you’re not forced. Do you know what you’re 
saying no to when you 1uitN”

“9ure, I know. I say no to darkness, no form, and 
emptiness.” Charlie shook his head. “There is nothing 
here. Eo restaurants, no bed, no internet.”

Daniel smiled. “You have no idea.”
“qkay, knowVitVall, enlighten me.”
“Does this mean you want to stayN joluntarilyN”
Charlie hesitated.
“I’ll make you a deal.”
Charlie had pitched many deals that sounded excellent 

to clients, but the real winners were the shareholders and, 
at the end of the year, Charlie with an increased bonus. 
The man could not fool him. “qkay, tell me.”

“Come and see what comes out of this desert,” Daniel 
said. “If you don’t like it, let me know. The 0ourney ends, 
and you return to your old life. But I advise you to stay.”

Charlie sat on the large stone. The landscape had no 
incentive to stay. But more than anything, he wanted to 
return to those genuine feelings he had experienced in the 
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light. 9taying improved his chances of a new encounter. 
“?hat’s the catchN”

Daniel smiled. “This experience will change you. The 
0ourney won’t always be easy, but it’s worth it.”

Charlie’s mind wandered. 9taying made little sense, but 
his gut told him to do it.

“You’re not even listening to me.” Daniel waved the 
Washlight at Charlie’s face.

“?hat about LauraN” Charlie blurted. “How is sheN”
Daniel put a hand on his shoulder. “It doesn’t look 

good. 9he’s being taken to the hospital by helicopter as we 
speak. 9he’ll have surgery.”

“I need to see her.”
“?e can interrupt our 0ourney. You will go back to your 

old life and return here when the time is right.”
Charlie furrowed his brow. “I’m going backN Does it 

mean I’m not deadN”
“You’re not even hurt. :ust unconscious. ?hen the 

doctors see the pictures of the car wreck, they’ll call your 
condition a miracle.”

qverwhelmed, Charlie steadied himself with both 
hands on the stone. “But how do I get back hereN”

“Find a comfortable spot, sit back, and I’ll do the rest.”
“qkay. And where do we go from hereN”
“Let there be light,” a voice said.
And there was light.




