A Nice Day to Die

Sam’s girlfriend Kate was a champion horsewoman, who regularly came back with trophies from the various rodeos she participated in. Tall, athletic Kate, with her red hair and freckled face, was not a very talkative girl and her quietness could easily be mistaken for snobbishness. I admired her daring and her equestrian prowess. 
One Saturday, Kate asked if I’d like to join them for a bit of riding at her family’s estate where she kept her horses. She told me her friend Elaine would be there too. I too wanted to meet someone new. And that turned out to be a momentous decision in a way I could not have foreseen. 

Because it was there that I died. 
**********
The road leading to Kate’s property climbed up steadily. That morning, I was driving her silver Porche Targa 911, which with its turbo charged engine, had no difficulty in making it to the top. Sam and Kate were in the Healey right behind me. Kate ran up, released the latch on the cast iron gate and swung the two sides open. The estate was large, spread out over a hilly area with structures sprawled around at various levels. 
There was a large central house resembling a Swiss chalet, a smaller guesthouse of similar design near it, an Olympic sized swimming pool a short way down and behind the main house, set low, were the stables where 4 horses contentedly chewed whatever it is that horses chew. 
Free as I now felt from my relationship with Diane, I’d been looking forward to my first meeting Elaine. But when I set sight on her, my ardour cooled as if ice-cold water had been thrown on it. Elaine was a ‘nice person’, which in Californian implies …hhmmmm... might as well say the ‘f ‘ word. Elaine was fat. No. Elaine was huge. She had a large round baby face and the body of a bean-bag. But she was friendly and was she fast! Within less than 3 minutes of our meeting, she had found ten reasons to touch me and squeeze my hand. Maybe Kate had briefed her about my being ‘available and willing’. I’d talked about it often enough. 
After a while, the four of us moved to the large, airy kitchen where Elaine demonstrated enviable expertise in assembling delicious sandwiches. She denied the cold turkey cuts nothing; plastering them with spoon-fulls of mayonnaise, clothing them with slices of cheese and adorning them with blob-fulls of thick, blood-red ketchup. Lettuce. Rings of succulent onion. A sprinkle of freshly ground pepper. Elaine knew how to make a sandwich. 
Stuffed as the rest of us were after consuming what Elaine called our ‘light snack’, we took a tour of the land, to let the food settle down. Sam and Kate walked up ahead while I tried to walk slower to let Elaine keep pace with me. Soon, we were at the stables. Four mares stood waiting turns as Kate went to each, talking to them, scratching the undersides of their lively necks, rewarding them with cubes of sugar. The Mexican stable-hand, a smiling young man called Jose, got his share of Kate’s bubbling affection when she hugged him and complimented him for taking such good care of her four mares. He beamed. It was a wonderful sight. I was soaking it all in. 
I was no expert on matters equine, my previous experiences with horses being limited to pony-rides in Mumbai, where strapped up on a half-dead animal, I ‘rode’ around the crowded Chowpatty beach, the pony led on a leash held by his equally malnourished owner. But when Kate suggested we all go for a ride around the forested hill, I could not say no. I was allotted Bomber, a huge gray-white mare and at first, I did not quite know how to climb on to her back, which loomed higher than the top of my own head. Kate helped me get astride. Soon the four of us were moving in a file. Kate had told me that the trained horses were fine-tuned to respond to the slightest hint of command. After all, they’d won prizes at rodeos. Only a slight tensing of the muscles of my legs would spur them on and just a bit of pull on the reins was enough to bring them to an immediate halt. I had listened to her with apprehension. Maybe I was taking on more than I could handle but it was too late now to back out. We had already started moving. Kate and Sam leading the procession, Elaine following them with me last in line. 
It was indeed a fine Californian winter afternoon. The sun shone with benign gentleness. The sky, an endearing bright blue, had only a smattering of white clouds, which seemed to be blowing away in the same soft breeze, which also caressed our skins. Tiny yellow daisies looked up from brown-red earth and swayed in the breeze. Life glowed with sublime joy. This was the heaven I’d often visited in my dreams. And now I was traversing through it, riding a horse. 
We came upon a narrow graveled path, which began to slope downwards. The hill loomed large right in front, sectioning off a portion of the sky from view. At one point the incline became steep. Bomber slipped on the gravel, but didn’t panic. I did. Suddenly insecure on my high perch, I inadvertently tightened my feet around her underside and when she instinctively reacted to that command by spurting into a burst of speed, I also pulled at the reins, which brought her to an immediate stop. Bomber bucked. She raised herself on her hind legs. I fell off, hit the side of the hill and slid under her, just as she was bringing her front legs back to earth. In the process, one of her legs stepped on my chest. A moment of searing pain just above my heart and then I was ‘dead’. 
But if I was dead, who was it that was looking down on my body, as it lay supine on the hillside pathway with my three co-riders bent over it wearing expressions of increasing panic? Enlightenment happened in an instant. Even without a body, I had remained me. A purer, more powerful me. I wanted to tell my friends that I was up here, and that I was okay, but I realized too that I couldn’t get my message across because they were still bound by the laws of Earth while I was a free spirit now. They thought I was dead, but I knew I had never been more alive! They thought I was gone away. I knew I had come home. My first sensation was of lightness. I was conscious. I was consciousness! I felt buoyant. I was blithe spirit. 
The reincarnationists were right after all! We were all immortal! We didn’t die. We couldn’t die. Only exchanged containers for newer ones when older ones got damaged or became diseased, or worn out. I suddenly became aware that the hill, which had loomed high over me when I’d been ‘in my body’ and riding, now appeared like a small hillock. I was much above it, looking down still at my body but feeling a rapidly increasing disconnection with it. It felt very exhilarating – like no thrill I’d ever experienced. No orgasm came even close. Definitions of what was alive and what was dead became crystal clear. Is this the ‘death’ everyone on earth was so afraid of? They didn’t know how wrong they were to be terrified of death. Really, they didn’t know what they were missing! I allowed myself an earthly laugh at the irony of it all. I felt powerful and energized. A cosmic breeze was blowing, urging me to let go. I wanted to let myself blow away with it. But something was holding me back. Something told me it wasn’t yet my time. Within an instant of this realization, I found I was back in my body, looking up at six eyes, which looked down on me. I felt the pain in my chest again, but it had subsided considerably and was not unbearable. Instead of being overjoyed at being alive again, I felt a deep sadness engulf me. I felt re-imprisoned. As if my term of incarceration had just been extended. I smiled the resigned smile of a doomed convict. My friends misread it as being a smile of relief and they relaxed visibly. 
Elaine, sensing her chance, bent down and planted a not-quite-so-sisterly kiss on my lips, and my regret deepened. Life. Sometimes it just has to be tolerated! 

Sam and Kate helped me up and I walked back to the house supported.

Until then, like many others who pride themselves on being ‘scientific’, I too had always responded with extreme skepticism when anyone had talked of reincarnation. The body is a vehicle to be discarded one day, the soul is immortal, and other such statements had made me want to run for cover. Fools! Gullible self-deluders! These were my labels for all those who believed these beliefs.
But now I was one of them too. And I had proof! I had been there and back! I realized though, that this ‘proof’ was only for me. The intensely personal nature of the experience also made it a non-transferable one. I also discovered that I had no interest in convincing anyone else about this. I was no evangelist. Let everyone find out for him or herself. They would if they were blessed. For me, the knowledge that we remain our conscious self after the body dies was tremendously liberating. I became absolutely unafraid of death. Began in fact, to look forward to the moment when it would happen. Hoping that when it did come, it would be under an open blue sky. On a day just like this one.
**********
