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   SUMMARY:
 
   A non-physical walk-in soul makes an agreement with another incarnated soul to take over her body. The Walk-in, perhaps too fearless, and too hungry for the pleasures of the flesh, discovers she has inherited the life of Daelah Murdock, a Mormon goody-two-shoes with a pathological attachment to the color pink. The surrogate soul’s life as a lesbian cop did not prepare her for this. Or did it? As a live-in caregiver for two men—one blind, the other wheelchair bound—Daelah’s life seems bland and puerile. 
 
    
 
   Except that someone is trying to kill her.
 
   Who knew the afterlife could be this much fun?
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   The Color of Confusion
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   I felt like myself. But something had changed.
 
   For the last few minutes, I had been trying to assimilate the volumes of information that had seemingly been downloaded into my brain. Everything from how to tie my shoes, to the relative merits of clean underwear. 
 
   Since kicking off the bed covers in this unfamiliar room, and finding the bathroom mirror, nothing was making sense. Stunned by the sensation that the face looking back at me in the glass was not my own, I scrambled in my mind for any explanation. 
 
   I sank down on the edge of the bed, rubbing my eyes and considering my confusion. 
 
   Maybe it was the dream. The one that had played out in my mind just before I emerged from nocturnal bliss that morning. I had to make sense of this weirdness thrust upon me by some unknown force. I didn’t think it was coming from the glowing white essence in the dream. The essence was shaped somewhat like an elongated teardrop, and had told me, telepathically, Thank you. I wasn’t sure what the gratitude was for. But it’s always nice to be thanked.
 
   I had no way of knowing what I, myself, looked like in the dream, but sensed I was also a glowing essence. I had reached out to grasp the wrist that emerged from the shimmering entity—a human wrist, clenching my own in farewell. 
 
   When the Teardrop Essence vanished, my dreamself noticed a tattoo of a strange symbol on my inner forearm. But when I woke, the tattoo was not on my skin. So I sat up to draw the symbol on the pad of paper at the nightstand. 
 
   Now, here I was, frowning down at the paper, sensing that the symbol was important, but I wasn’t quite sure why. The shape resembled an ankh, the universal symbol of eternal life, but it was like a blending of two ankhs, one upright, the other upside down, and joined at the stems. 
 
   Sitting back down on the bed, I heard a saxophone. It was coming from somewhere in the house. This house I didn’t know a thing about, any more than I knew about this room in which I’d awakened. I recognized the sax tune as Patsy Cline’s Crazy.
 
   Apropos, maybe. I wasn’t feeling exactly sane at the moment.
 
   I opened the door to this unfamiliar room and stepped into the corridor. A dark wood staircase led down into a foyer. Holding onto the rail, I gingerly descended to the landing, my hand on the newel post. 
 
   The saxophone was coming from the room at the end of the corridor. 
 
   I turned right and continued down the hall to the room with open double doors. A man sat in a wheelchair in front of an easel, painting. Another man sat on the sofa with the saxophone, wearing dark glasses.
 
   The painting man noticed me, glanced my way then glanced back, his gaze focused on me.
 
   The saxophone man kept playing, unaware of my presence, as I stood there like a stranger in a strange land.
 
   I turned and retraced my steps back to the bottom of the staircase. I stared into the kitchen. A long countertop stood in the middle, the usual appliances, where they usually go. But I’d never seen this kitchen before.
 
   Feeling a caress at my shin, I looked down at the black and white cat there. The feline peered up at me, ears perked, and I closed my eyes. This was still a dream, maybe. A dream within a dream.
 
   Then all at once, in my mind’s eye, I saw the corridor behind me, but from a vantage point low to the floor. My view was traveling, like some camera was attached to…to the cat? The mind-camera paused at the doorway, an upward view of the man in the wheelchair, painting. The man glanced at the camera lens that had become my eyes.
 
   The painting-man paused with vermilion loaded up on his brush, about to make a bold swath across the canvas, when he noticed something down the corridor. Like he was looking at me; or where my body was, in the entry to the kitchen. 
 
   Placing the laden brush in his teeth, he reached down and readjusted the position of his wheelchair so he could see me better.
 
   The painter frowned, a drop of vermilion free falling from the end of his brush onto a dried spot of cobalt blue on his sweats. 
 
   A tapping grew louder and he twisted toward the corridor leading out of the living room as the saxophone man stood and made his way toward the painter, seated at his easel. The saxophone man moved the white-tipped cane back and forth in front of him. Tap. Tap. Tap, Tap.
 
   I could still see this from the viewpoint of the cat.
 
   The painter took the brush from his mouth and caught his attention with, “Psst!”
 
   The sax-man paused, one hand on the horn dangling from a cord around his pale neck, the other on the cane. His lifting of eyebrows at the sound made his wraparound sunglasses bob upward on his nose. “What?” he whispered back.
 
   Keeping his voice in a whisper, still, the painter said, “Have you noticed anything strange about Daelah today?”
 
   “How would I notice anything about Daelah?” The blind man smirked.
 
   The painter swiped a hand down his face. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Well, yes…” the sax-man took a few steps forward, sliding the tip of the cane along the wood floor in front of him. “She smells different.”
 
   “Smells different?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “New perfume?”
 
   “Nope. Individual, natural scent is different.”
 
   “Okay, weirdness.” Painter-man turned back to watch me, where my body was, anyway, at the end of the corridor, where I stood with my eyes closed, still. I was aware of this body enough to enjoy the visceral feel of it. I’d gained a different encasement of human flesh that was not my own. As if I’d been without a human encasement until now. Suddenly it felt delightful. I stretched, and moaned, enjoying the sensations.
 
   My mind’s eye vision was still with the cat, and I saw the sax-man cock his head toward my sounds. “What the hell is she doing? Playing with herself?”
 
   “Just stretching… like she’s never stretched before. She seems to be enjoying it too much but weird, like a cat..”
 
   If you only knew, I thought
 
   Sax-man took measured steps forward, made a left face, and then moved quietly down the hall, holding his cane against his chest. He paused not three feet behind me.
 
   I knew I was still standing at the end of the long corridor leading to the kitchen, near the foot of the stairs, but my eyes were in some way still attached to the cat’s eyes.
 
   I opened the eyes on my body, and saw the kitchen again. I looked up at the ceiling, and down at my hands, and touched my own face. 
 
   A rude honk from the sax startled me, had me stumbling against the wall. I turned to stare at him. This time, with the eyes attached to my body. 
 
   Feigning ignorance, he said, “Oh, is someone there?” He lifted his cane and swept it side to side, comically searching for me.
 
   In the living room threshold, painter-man let out a humorous huff. “You scared me,” I said. 
 
   “Oh. Sorry.” He lowered the cane.
 
   “How can you sneak up like that when—”
 
   I meant to add, when you’re blind. 
 
   “I have sonar like a dolphin,” he said. “I can sense the walls and obstacles…I can feel the ions in the air, parting for my passage.”
 
   “Right,” came the snide remark a short distance behind him.
 
   I leaned out to see past sax-man, and the wheelchaired painter rolling down the hall toward us
 
   Sax-man cocked his head. “Are you okay, Daelah? You smell funny.”
 
   “What?” I said.
 
   “Huh?” he responded, seeming just as confused about my misunderstanding as I was about his statement. I knew he had a keen sense of smell. I knew he noticed the minutiae most people missed. The subject had come up many times before, hadn’t it? 
 
   Frowning again, the man in the wheelchair stopped beside the blind man. Sax-man released his hold on the saxophone to sweep his hand at waist level, toward the disabled painter, catching him in the face. “Oh, there you are,” the blind man said.
 
   “Stop it!” wheelchair-man reprimanded him, slapping his hand away.
 
   Addressing the still-baffled me, Wheelchair said, “You seem weird today, Daelah.”
 
   “I do?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I…” Peering to my right, up the staircase, I finished, “I think I’ll go up and lie down for awhile.” 
 
   I turned and climbed the steps, making a cursory sweep of attention toward the photos on the stairway wall, and glancing back at the two men as if they were friendly house-spiders, but spiders, just the same. 
 
   I spent an hour or so roaming around the bedroom, seeking clues to my befuddlement. The most obvious thing to grab my attention was the décor. If you could call this gaudy display décor. The bedspread was an aggravating shade of pink, and there was a pink dust ruffle made of lace around the bed. I hated it. Likewise, the matching horridly pink lampshade on the nightstand, engendered more repulsion. Though the walls were a standard eggshell color, they were festooned with all things pink. 
 
   This could not possibly be my own room, though I had awakened here. Peering down at myself, I noticed I was wearing a hideous pink nightgown with lace around the collar. I pulled it off like it was on fire, and hurried to the closet. 
 
   Inside the wardrobe nook, my efforts to find more agreeable attire met with a nightmarish array of pink, salmon, lavender, and fuchsia. The singular exception was a black T-shirt, banished to the far end of the clothes rod. I turned it toward me to look at it. A depiction of a bread-like ring bejeweled with fruit and nuts graced the front, and below it in white letters was the word Fruitcake. No doubt this was a gift from someone with a sense of humor making a veiled suggestion about the pink-woman’s mental status.
 
   The Pink Woman. I had framed it as though the pink woman was not me. But it wasn’t me. Yet here I was, being me. Or her.
 
   As I pulled the black fruitcake T-shirt over my head, snatched a pair of jeans and pulled them on, and added some atrocious pink sneakers to my—no surprise—pink socks, I felt a little more like myself. Whoever that was.
 
   Emerging from the closet, I stood in the middle of the room and thought about it all. I wasn’t myself. Couldn’t be. What did that mean?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   2
 
   Teardrop Essence & The Pink Woman 
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   My trip downstairs did not garner much information. The house was like a familiar place from long ago, yet almost erased from my memory. 
 
   The tall, angular blind man holding the saxophone, with his aquiline nose, and almost-flawless skin, pallid from a lack of sunshine. And the crippled painter. He seemed familiar, but not…really. But I lived here in their house. Or they, in mine. That much was clear, if only by the reaction of these two housemates. They seemed familiar, but I didn’t know them, as odd as that contradiction was. I had known better than to say, who are you? I was aware of several things I suspected I shouldn’t know at this point, but precisely who these two men were, I wasn’t sure about. 
 
   And what was up with that cat’s-eye-view downstairs? My vision had been moving around with the cat…as if my eyes were attached to the cat’s head. I was the cat’s eyes. I could hear what the cat heard, too. I was in the cat? How is that possible? 
 
   I saw the wretched pink purse on the dresser, and pulled out an aggravating pink wallet. The driver’s license read,
 
    
 
   Daelah Murdock
 
   72 North Tapioca
 
   Cedar City, Utah. 
 
    
 
   Tapioca? Who the hell would live on a street called Tapioca? Was Pudding Circle all full-up?
 
   I perused the license again. The photo looked like my reflection in the mirror from earlier. I was apparently female, and 36 years old.
 
   Digging through the pukey pink purse, I found a side pocket, and in it, a folded bulletin from the Church of Latter Day Saints. Those were Saints who weren’t quite here, but would be, tomorrow. The newsletter had a mailing label addressed to me, or the Daelah-pink-person, anyway, which meant I might actually be a card-carrying member of the Polygamy Pack. 
 
   Suddenly, I wondered if the two men downstairs were my husbands. Although why I would have chosen a blind man and a cripple for my spouses, was unclear. No. wait…it didn’t work that way…it was the men who got to have numerous wives…that’s certainly not fair. Unless this was another planet or an alternate reality where there was a matriarchy in place. That would be cool.
 
   Glancing around at my obvious pink fetish, the answer to that was a little easier to guess. I had a screw loose, and they were the only two Mormon men left who would have my stupid pink ass. Except I couldn’t suffer from a blow to my self-esteem, since this was about that Daelah-person. Not me. Except, once again, here I was, being her.
 
   Also in the handbag was a tube of lipstick the color of--again, no surprise—Passion Pink. I thought I would vomit if I had to look at all this pink much longer. My gut was already queasy.
 
   Moving into the bathroom, I checked my reflection once more, just to be sure, and then opened the medicine cabinet, fully expecting it to be lined with bottles of Pepto Bismol, if only by the fetish of its color. There was only one bottle of the stuff, yet I was not encouraged by that paltry representation. I grabbed it, screwed off the lid and took a slug of it. I was drinking something pink to quell the queasiness brought on by so many pink things. Oh, the irony.
 
   When I put it back, I saw a prescription. Alprazolam. A generic form of Xanax. This told me that Daelah Murdock had some sort of anxiety disorder, though the only anxiety I felt now stemmed from my confused, Swiss-cheese memory and the proliferation of pink in this infernal bedroom. A plastic bottle of Tums resided next to the Pepto, its contents graced by periodic pink tablets as well. What was up with this woman? Why was she so obsessed with pink? This woman. Me. Not me. Hell’s bells.
 
   Closing the cabinet, I noticed in the mirror, for the first time, my hair. I looked like the Flying Freaking Nun, my crowning glory more a hat than a head of hair, if the amount of hairspray was any indication. I opened several drawers until I found a hairbrush, and stroked it through the glue-like texture on each side, yelping when the bristles hit a sore spot. 
 
   Reaching up, I felt a huge lump at the back of my skull. Ahhh…that explains it. I’d bumped my head. 
 
   A frisson of panic burned its way through my chest and up into my brain. What if the Teardrop Essence dream and the downloaded brain matter was the result of a head injury? What if I had forgotten everything about myself and it never reappeared in my consciousness? Maybe not such a bad thing, I reassured myself, considering what I had discovered so far. 
 
   My attention snapped back to my reflection, and in lieu of an answer to the head injury question, I resolved to let my hair grow out, and get some real body in it, to avoid the churchy look.
 
   I was so hungry. And, oddly, horny. I’d have to address those concerns soon, but for now, I had to figure out what the hell was going on. 
 
   I felt I was being watched. Looking over, I saw the cat. It was standing in the doorway, watching me. I wondered if maybe I could send it downstairs for a little eavesdropping again. “Here, kitty kitty,” I said. I was thinking about my earlier discovery about my mind attaching to the cat.
 
   Agreeably, it loped over and jumped on the bed. Now, I noticed the infernal pink collar it was wearing. I reached for the buckle, and saw the nameplate on the leather. Polly. Probably short for polygamy, if current experience with Daelah was any indication.
 
   “Hello, Polly. I’m about to do you a favor, and then I want you to do me one, deal?” I removed the collar and rubbed her now-unadorned neck. She purred and dropped down to writhe on the bed next to me.
 
   I closed my eyes and focused on the cat’s head and thought go downstairs and listen to those two men…I waited in the darkness behind my eyelids until an image popped into my mind again. A video image. Who knew that traversing the stairs tilted forward and low to the ground, would look so scary? But it was working. I rode along with Polly as she padded into the livingroom and jumped up on a chair. I even saw the paw come toward my face and a pink (ick…grrr) tongue licking it. Then I focused on listening through the cat.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   3
 
   Brain Injury & Handsome Stipends
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   Downstairs, sax-man stopped playing the horn and tilted his head toward painter-man. 
 
   “Maybe we should encourage her to go back to the doctor.”
 
   “That’s what I’m thinking.”
 
   “They told her she would be fine, but a knock on the head like that can sometimes do some damage that doesn’t show up until later.”
 
   “Yeah, just like it did with you.”
 
   “I only lost my sight, I didn’t lose my mind.”
 
   “Jury’s still out on that one.”
 
   He wiped his brush on a paint smattered towel.
 
   Sax man tossed his cane in Painter’s direction, and it hit the arm of the wheelchair and clattered to the floor. 
 
   Painter looked down at it, lying next to the left wheel.
 
   Sax-man said, “I dropped my cane, could you hand it back to me?”
 
   Painter rolled his eyes and leaned to pick it up, poking the blind man in the leg with it. Sax-man grabbed it and held it to his chest. “Can we do lunch now?”
 
   Painter sighed and put his brushes away, turned the chair toward the corridor.
 
   Then I saw the floor rushing toward me, the corridor moving past, as I assume, Polly ran to the kitchen. Apparently the cat recognized the significance of the word lunch.
 
   In the kitchen, I watched from the floor, as Painter gathered items from the refrigerator and parked at the table, making sandwiches. 
 
   I got a quick view of moving across the kitchen to a small table, bouncing on top of it, and a close-up shot of the empty cat food dish. Then I saw the two men again. 
 
   Kitty was hungry too, just like me, I thought.
 
   “Are you going to tell her?” Painter was saying.
 
   Sax leaned his six-foot lean frame against the counter with his cane behind his neck, his wrists propped upon either end, like a casual crucifixion. “I’m not gonna tell her, you tell her.”
 
   “It takes too long to climb the stairs in this thing,” he said, indicating the wheelchair.
 
   “That’s cute and all, but if I try to go up there, what if I slip and fall down the stairs? We now know that can happen.”
 
   He slathered Miracle Whip on the bread and added slices of cheese.“I don’t know, Jubal, maybe you could get another disability stipend out of it.” 
 
   So the blind musician’s name was Jubal.
 
   “Nah. Not worth it.” Jubal lowered the cane, resting the tip on the floor. “I think we did very well in that case.”
 
   Putting the sandwiches together, Painter added chips to the plates. “We lucked out on that. If you’re gonna get creamed by a drunk driver, it’s better if it’s a rich drunk driver.”
 
   “Touché.” 
 
   Jubal had his head cocked, listening for any sound coming from upstairs, where I was still sitting with my eyes closed, attached to the cat.
 
   “She’ll come down eventually,” Painter said. “Here.” He handed Sax the plate. “Sandwich, pickle, chips. Nine, twelve and three.” 
 
   “I really wish you’d put the pickle at six O’clock, Cornelius.”
 
   “Shut up.” Cornelius put his plate in his lap and whirled around in the chair, starting toward the doorway. 
 
   Detaching from the cat, I popped back into awareness upstairs. 
 
   So…Jubal the blind musician, and Cornelius the crippled artist, were collecting some kind of stipend for an accident that injured them.
 
   But what about me? I thought. Was I injured too? Maybe in the same accident? If that was the case, the accident had given me some spidey senses. I now had a superpower. I could attach to a cat, and send the critter around to be my own personal CCTV unit.
 
   I began searching for more clues about this life here. In the nightstand, I found a box of Ding-Dongs and a box Twinkies. Daelah had a sweet tooth, lucky for me. I was starving, so ripped into the Ding-Dongs, as I noticed Daelah’s diary, in obligatory pink. This time, I could ignore the color I had only today come to loathe, because the contents of the diary might provide all the answers I sought. There was no guilt in the action, as I reminded myself that I couldn’t be blamed for invading my own privacy. 
 
   With my mouth full of spongy chocolate covered cake and sweet cream filling, I began to get the pages sticky, and in careful, looping cursive, my here-past unfolded. 
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   In and Out of the Pink
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   Four hours later, I came down to the kitchen, finding the cat food bag by Polly’s food table, and filling her bowl. She appeared like magic, and started munching, and I gave her a stroke. I had to take care of my little furry CCTV unit. 
 
   Moving into the living room, I saw that Cornelius had stopped painting and was watching the Discovery Channel, Jubal on the sofa near him, listening.
 
   “Excuse me,” I greeted them.
 
   They both turned at my voice, and Cornelius muted the TV.
 
   “I need some boxes,” I said.
 
   “Are you moving?” Cornelius asked.
 
   “No, I’m packing up all that pink shit. Where do I get boxes?”
 
   “Pink shit?” Jubal echoed. “You love all that pink shit.”
 
   “Oh no I do not. I hate it with the power of a thousand suns.” They both seemed confused, and I had to remind them of my task. “Boxes?”
 
   “Oh,” Cornelius said. “In the garage.”
 
   I turned toward the kitchen, and Cornelius stopped me. “Uh…Daelah…” 
 
   I paused, looking back at him.
 
   “We think you ought to go back and see the doctor again.”
 
   Right. Like that’s gonna happen. “Not if he’s going to make me remember my life before today.”
 
   “What?” they both said.
 
   “I just read most of my diary. I do not want that life back.”
 
   Cornelius gave me a numb expression as I walked out. I heard the universal sound of crazy, knowing Jubal had lifted a finger to his lips to do it, but I kept going toward the kitchen, where I’d seen the door that I suspected led to the garage. Let them think what they wanted. I had bigger fish to fry. Like, figuring out what the hell had happened to me, and more importantly, why I had this pervasive hunger that seemed so unquenchable.
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   An hour later, the third box was almost full of pink things. I set it atop the other two on the bedroom floor. My intention was to deliver them to the nearest Salvation Army, but I feared I would not make it before pulling over, siphoning gas out of the car, dousing the boxes with it, and throwing a match on the whole lot.
 
   My attention was faltering. There was a presence in the room. Someone else. Someone was watching me. I half-hoped it was that Teardrop Essence; I needed to have a word with that…entity. I couldn’t have it waltzing around, getting in the way of…whatever it was I was supposed to be doing. The issue would have to be addressed. Go toward the light, Carol Ann.
 
   I raised up and looked around. 
 
   No one.
 
   Back at the packing tape, shrieking it across the lids and pressing it closed, I heard something shatter on the floor. My first thought was that maybe the Teardrop Essence had paid me a visit in the flesh—no, not the flesh, but perhaps as a wispy ghost-like thing. 
 
   Turning toward the racket, I saw not vestiges from the ether, but instead a pink glass ballerina lying in pieces on the hardwood floor. Above it, sat Polly, on the dresser. The feline had knocked the trinket to its demise.
 
   “Oh we’re going to be great friends,” I told the cat.
 
   The cat mewed and licked a paw.
 
   Hardwood floors had its merits. I didn’t even want to think about what the carpet would look like in here, had there been any carpet. And if there had been carpet, the ballerina would have survived. I sent loving thoughts to the hardwood trees of the world.
 
   Giving Polly a little pat, I lifted the boxes and started down the stairs. I saw the two housemates in their usual places in the livingroom, and popped in. “On my way to the thrift store, anyone need anything?”
 
   Jew-ball turned toward my voice, pushing his sunglasses back up his nose. “I would like a pair of second-hand shoes someone has had their stinky feet in, please.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, but knew the full effect of my reaction would be missed by the blind man, so I checked with Corn-Cripple. “What about you?”
 
   “Nothing, unless they have paints or brushes or canvases.”
 
   “I’ll keep my eyes peeled.” I turned to go, but Polly was rubbing herself on my leg, appreciatively. Must have been a thanks for the food. “Is Polly my cat, or yours?”
 
   “You remember the cat’s name, but not if it’s yours?” Jubal asked.
 
   “We’ve been over this, fellas.”
 
   Looking at the cat writhing on me, Cornelius said, “It’s yours. But she never seemed to like you much until just recently.”
 
   “That’s because she knows I’m not Daelah.” I headed for the door again, feeling their eyes on me.
 
   After dropping the boxes off at the donation station, I used the GPS on Daelah’s phone to find the local Walmart Supercenter. Every town in America, it seemed, had one. I knew this probably from several lives.
 
   I parked and went inside to hunt down some jeans and sweatshirts, and a few other impulse buys with the debit card in my pocket. The pink purse had been in the donation, along with all the other horrid pinknesses. Which meant, I was dealing with an empty closet and an almost empty bedroom.
 
   Driving home in the white Honda Civic, I thanked the color gods that you-know-what was not a popular color with cars. I was only slightly surprised that it had not been painted that color anyway. That color-that-shall-not-be-named. Perhaps this Daelah didn’t know about the employment opportunities awaiting her with Mary Kay Cosmetics.
 
   Turning into the driveway on Tapioca, I carried my shopping bags inside, and paused only long enough to leave the paintings next to Cornelius. He looked down at the horrid depictions, sufficient only for a home at the thrift shop where I had found them.
 
   “Oh, you shouldn’t have. Thanks, but I have my own paintings.”
 
   “Don’t be a dick. I got them for you so you could paint over them and use them again.”
 
   “Oh,” he said, sufficiently reprimanded and a bit sheepish. “That’s…actually a very…thrifty idea…”
 
   I set the ankle boots down in Jubal’s lap. They were the black leather zipper-on-the-side kind, which I thought matched the overall beatnik-jazzy kind of vibe he had going on with that Van Dyke goatee on his pasty face. “Just spray some Lysol in them, they’ll be fine.”
 
   Jubal played his fingers over the boots to examine them. “They feel new.”
 
   Cornelius looked and said, “Hey man, they’re actually pretty snazzy.”
 
   Content that I had done my good deed for the day, I immediately climbed the stairs to my room. An almost barren, but thankfully pink-free space now greeted me. 
 
   After making the bed with beige sheets and a plain brown comforter, I flopped down on it and ate Twinkies while I read more of the color-that-I-shall-not-utter diary. It was the only thing that shade left in the room, but aside from tearing the cover off it, there was little I could do about it. The diary could be crucial to my assimilation into this life I had led for 36 years. But not really led. I sensed I had already lived a life that made more sense; already had a history that didn’t include color-fetishes and whacked-out religions. 
 
   Like, I was getting a frequent sensation that something was supposed to be fastened around my waist, but I wasn’t sure what that was. So I just wore a belt in my jeans to make me feel better. A black leather belt. The pink one I’d donated looked like a giant Barbie Doll belt.
 
   Polly leapt up on the bed and stretched out next to me, and I gave her a little stroke and she purred. I shared some Twinkie with her. Licking cream filling off my bottom lip, which squirted out of the delicious spongy goodness of the Twinkie, I held the diary, and resumed my reading about me, but not me.
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   Operation Slake
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   Cornelius rolled into the kitchen and I heard him coming, so I had to begin implementing the only plan I had so far. Feeding my carnal needs. Operation: Slake. I graced him with a view of Daelah’s backside, now my backside, as I bent down with my head in the refrigerator. 
 
   “Thank God,” he said.
 
   I raised up to regard him, but said nothing.
 
   “What’s for dinner?” he asked.
 
   “I give up, what?”
 
   “You’re not going to cook?”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “It’s your job, that’s why.”
 
   “It may have been the other Daelah’s job, but it’s not mine.” I turned back to the ‘fridge, even gave my ass a little wiggle, just to see what effect it would have.
 
   He didn’t seem to be baiting properly.
 
   “What do you mean, the other Daelah?” 
 
   I stood to face him; let my tongue brush over the front of my teeth. I decided they were free of food bits, which was important, when you were trying to dazzle a man with your smile. Men like it when you do things that make them look at your mouth. Because all they can think of in regard to mouths, is how perfectly they fit around a dick. I’m not sure where I got that information, but it seemed plausible.
 
   As I let my tongue play a little on my teeth, I decided they felt clean enough, but I’d have to get something other than that red Close-Up. It was way too close to pink. Especially when spit and water was added.
 
   Corn-Cripple bumped the ‘fridge door with his chair. “What do you mean, the other Daelah?”
 
   Persistent little bugger. I was going to have to tell him. If for no other reason than it was distracting him from my seduction efforts. I needed to get laid, and soon. I closed the door and looked down at him. Not a bad looking guy really. He could have used a haircut, though. “You’re gonna think I’m crazy if I tell you what I mean.”
 
   “I already think you’re crazy. I think your brain got scrambled when you fell down the stairs.”
 
   Mmm. Interesting. “When did I fall down the stairs?”
 
   “Two days ago.”
 
   I had no memory of that, so I said, “I have no memory of that.”
 
   “My point exactly.”
 
   “So, I didn’t get my head injury in the accident you two had?”
 
   He frowned harder. :“No…we met in the hospital, after that.”
 
   “Look. What’s your name again?” I knew his name, but I was playing aloof, because men liked the women they couldn’t have.
 
   “Cornelius.”
 
   “Cool. Cornelius.” I opened a cabinet and pulled out a bag of chips, opening it and plunging my hand in. “Something happened to me, and I’m not quite sure what, yet, but whoever Daelah was two days ago, she’s not here anymore. I’m here.” I used a chip as a gesturing device as I spoke. It worked quite well, but I wanted it in my mouth, so I crunched into it. “And frankly, if I had run into her, I would have squished her like a bug.” I poked another chip in and smacked my lips rudely. Mmm. I looked at the bag. Mesquite Barbeque. Delicious. 
 
   Corn-boy rolled back in his chair a few inches. “You realize that what you just said sounds insane.”
 
   I crammed in more chips. “Of course it does,” I said around the chips, accidentally blowing a few crumbs into the air; one of which landed on his cheek. He barely flinched. “Nonetheless, it’s true. I woke from a weird dream this morning, and I have no memory of this chick—” I indicated myself, so he’d know I was talking about this body, but not necessarily me. “All I can figure is that I’ve somehow taken control of her body and she’s…gone. Which means I can do whatever I want with this body…” I gave him a wry lift of an eyebrow, hoping he’d catch on.
 
   He stared at me, unblinking. Maybe he was thinking about the surrogate soul concept, maybe he was just thinking about my mouth on him, finally.
 
   I prodded, “Get it?”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “Good.” I set the chips down, opened the ‘fridge again, pulled out a plastic container, and lifted the lid, sniffing its contents. With a grimace, I put it back. It didn’t smell like food. More like a dirty sock. I suppose I would be charged with grocery shopping in this little arrangement.
 
   When I turned back to him, he was rolling down the hall toward the living room. And me, standing there all bent over and inviting. Damn.
 
   I knew that Corn-on-wheels would probably be updating Horn-boy, so I looked at Polly, who was sitting on the floor staring at me, attached to her and sent her into the livingroom. 
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   Thrifty Business with Chilean Flamingoes
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   Cornelius rolled in from the hallway, and parked himself in front of his easel. He stared at the half finished painting of Bryce Canyon. Jubal fumbled for the remote and lowered the volume on the stereo. 
 
   “That you, Cornelius?”
 
   “No, it’s another guy in a wheelchair who paints.”
 
   “I heard you talking to Daelah. What’s up?”
 
   “She’s got a brain injury.”
 
   He shifted on the sofa, his attention toward Cornelius. “Why do you say that?”
 
   “She thinks she’s taken over Daelah’s body.” He lifted his brush and swizzled it in the small bucket of water.
 
   “You mean like a walk-in?”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “A walk-in. There are these people in the world who think their souls have been replaced by another soul.”
 
   He dried his brush on a towel. “I guess so. That’s what it sounds like.”
 
   “Interesting.”
 
   Cornelius studied the canvas, as if assessing what it might need next. “Do you believe that can happen?”
 
   “I believe many things are possible. Don’t you?”
 
   He dabbed the brush into a fresh blob of yellow acrylic. “I think she has a brain injury.” 
 
   My view was interrupted by a sweeping of Polly’s head. A fly. No no, don’t chase the fly, I said to her. Watch the men.
 
   Polly, obligingly, turned back to them.
 
   Jubal was tapping his foot again, listening to whatever jazz artist that was.
 
   “Those are nice shoes,” Cornelius said.
 
   “They’re quite comfortable, actually. And they seem new…did she really get these at the thrift store?”
 
   “Not sure. They’re all shiny, so maybe she just bought them somewhere else.”
 
   “That was nice of her.”
 
   Cornelius looked at the ugly paintings still leaning against the wall nearby. “She’s still brain damaged.”
 
   Maybe I should have bought new canvases for Cornelius. He seemed put-out.
 
   I detached from Polly.
 
   Present in the kitchen again, I scraped out the last bit of tapioca from the snack container with my finger, and plunged the digit into my mouth. This stuff is so good. Almost as good as Twinkies. Discarding the empty plastic cup in the trash, I looked up at the corridor leading to the living room, where the jazz music was wafting out. I could see them in there nesting and hanging out like Chilean Flamingoes. Chilean Flamingoes sometimes formed committed homosexual relationships that involved sex, traveling and living together, and raising young together. 
 
   My steps toward the living room stopped, as I noticed what I had been thinking. How the fuck did I know about Chilean Flamingoes? Was that one of my memories, or one of Daelah’s? Probably Daelah’s, I decided, since flamingoes were pink. I mean, THAT COLOR I HATE.
 
   Shrugging, I crept quietly up behind the artist as he painted, and pulled a cigarette from the pack he’d left on the table beside him.
 
   I waited for him to offer to light it, but he just stared at me. So much for that light-my-smoke seduction routine. I lit it myself. 
 
   On the first inhale, I noticed both men gawking at me like I had a praying mantis on my face.
 
   “When did you start smoking?” Corny asked.
 
   I looked at an invisible wristwatch; the original was now necessarily missing because it had been…that color-I-hate. “About five seconds ago.” Damn, who knew that inhaling the waste product from something on fire could be so good? 
 
   Jew-ball’s attention was back on the music, his fingers diddling on the keys of the saxophone, as if he wanted to play. He sat on the sofa, tapping his foot.
 
   “You listen to that a lot,” I said. “What is it?”
 
   Jubal sat up straighter. “I love this guy. Thelonius Monk. This song, especially. It’s called Straight, No Chaser…” He bobbed his head in time to the music. Then he put his sax in his mouth and played along on the solo.
 
   Straight, no Chaser. Both of these guys were straight, with no chaser. Who would chase a crippled painter and a blind musician? I could have said the same for Daelah, though. Probably not a whirlwind of social activity surrounding this prim and proper child of the Mormon God. But I wasn’t her. Maybe that was why these two guys weren’t responding normally. Sometimes you have draw men a picture, or they just don’t get it. 
 
   I sat down next to Jubal, pretending interest in his musical tastes, as I puffed on the cigarette. 
 
   He held up a CD, “Which one is this? Someone didn’t put it back where it goes…”
 
   I looked at the cover. “Dianna Krall,” I said. He ran his fingers down the edge of the CD rack in front of him, until he found the embossed label on the side for the letter K, and slid it in the empty slot. 
 
   I reached over and pulled it back out, looking at it. What was that little twinge I felt when I saw it? Was this my CD? There was something familiar about it. I studied the cover again. Dianna Krall in leather and lace, complete with garter belts, lounging on red velvet, her hair pinned up, but half falling down. Twinge. That wasn’t a twinge of recognition of ownership. It seemed more a twinge of orientation. I was a little aroused by this picture. Mmm. 
 
   As Jubal played along on the Straight, No Chaser song, I wondered if maybe they weren’t chasing me because I wasn’t…straight. Maybe they could sense it on some level. Or maybe I was gay in another life, and blending with this pure straight ninny Daelah, made me bi? There were no women in the house to experiment with, so I was stuck with the boys. Either way I leaned, I had to have some sex soon, or I’d start getting really cranky. I just knew this about myself, above all else. Except for maybe my devotion to food. That was a close second.
 
   I slid the CD back in its slot, looking down at Jubal’s foot tapping in the zipper boots I’d bought him. They weren’t from the thrift store. I had to go to a Walmart anyway, so I just got him some. He had been joking about the boots, but I did notice the ones he was wearing had seen better days. He probably did need new shoes. And it wasn’t like Cornelius was going to take him shopping.
 
   Now bored with Jubal’s attention to the music, and feeling Cornelius watching me, without wanting me, and still not sure how I would go about getting one of them in bed, I spun and went upstairs, intending to stink up that room with smoke, because somehow, I knew the other Daelah would have been horrified, and I wanted to horrify her. Even though I was Daelah. Sort of. I had a feeling I wouldn’t effectively horrify myself. So now, I not only wanted to torture those two housemates, I wanted to torture Daelah. Probably not a good idea, since anything I did to Daelah, I’d be doing to myself. 
 
   This was way confusing.
 
   Sitting down at the laptop again, surprised it was a standard black model instead of something pink with Hello Kitty stickers on it, I continued my earlier research.
 
   Cedar City, Utah was a very square place. This was both colloquial and geographical. The conservative population resided on square street grids in square houses and had square ideals. Not exactly a festival of debauchery. But there were festivals. In fact, Cedar City was known as Festival City, USA. That’s what their website claimed. And that’s where I had to get most of my information, since the Jerry’s Kids downstairs would think it was too strange that I asked questions about the place I’d lived my whole life. Well, the place this body had lived. This body, and its previous soul. 
 
   One of the few pleasant surprises about the First Daelah, was that she had a computer at all. From the content of the hard drive, it was apparently used for emailing her mother in Salt Lake, and for posting on various Mormon group boards and forums, or to look up more online purchases in variations of her favorite color. Which was now forever to remain nameless–or euphemism-ized—because I was even sick of the name of the color.
 
   As I examined the content of the First Daelah’s computer, I recalled a few tidbits from another dream. Though I had no memory of my experience in non-physical form, I was pleased to find a wagon-load of information about how things worked on a more cosmic level. The information I’d retained was helpful; and from research, I understood that common knowledge seemed to reside in the brain, while personality and experiential memory seemed to belong to the individual soul. Thus, I knew how to function, understood how most things worked, and my identity was solely the province of Daelah the walk-in. Moi.
 
   In a nutshell, the spiritual gurus said, all souls are here mostly to learn to conquer fear, or learn to embrace love. Not to imply that souls are here to conquer fear of love—though some are, of course. Fear of love is not the only fear to be had. There are fears of success, fears of failure, of being alone and lonely, of growing old. Growing old alone and lonely is a biggie. 
 
   For whatever reason, my veil of forgetfulness was not completely in place when I transferred in as surrogate soul, though I was not certain about whether that was an intentional setup or not. Regardless, it seemed I had chosen to enter this body, in this life, in this particular spacetime continuum. What I was to accomplish while in this physical form wasn’t information made available, but on a primal level, I knew I wanted to experience all the pleasures of the flesh. I enjoyed that aspect immensely. So perhaps I was here to conquer my fear of…gluttony and lust. Better get on that seduction-thing, then. To conquer something, you had to jump on it like a banshee, right?
 
   As my attention went to Google search, I found some websites on walk-ins. It was possible I was a cleanup soul, like the mafia “cleaners” who remove all evidence of a crime. Although what some pink virginal Mormon woman could have in her life that needed cleaning was still a mysterious consideration. It might have been the ultimate purpose on some spiritual realm, but I also had another agenda which felt like a need to explore more of the delights of the flesh.
 
   The First Daelah’s father was deceased, I learned, and she didn’t seem to pay rent or mortgage. She also had an inheritance, along with a presumably fat bank account. I had been using her debit card with no thought toward a dwindling balance. When I searched her computer I found some Excel spreadsheets that let me know money was never a thing to fret over. Daelah had plenty to spare. I’d been using her card as credit, and signing her name to mimic the one I saw on a receipt, but now, with her financials there on the screen in front of me, I also had her pin number. She didn’t do a very good job of hiding it. I guess she thought that since it was on her personal computer, it would remain personal. She failed to think about how many ways someone could access it. Like, say, having her soul replaced by another soul, and the surrogate soul taking over her body. Happens all the time.
 
   As for her family life, if the e-mails were any indication, she still had to deal with the mother; a woman I gathered was widowed because she finally bothered her husband to death. 
 
   I returned to the diary, and searched the earlier portions. According to the infuriating pink cursive, she had inherited the house in her father’s will. The previous Daelah met her two current roommates at the hospital, the night they were injured-but I wasn’t sure if that meant she worked there, or not. Why would she even work, if she had all that money? Maybe to feel purposeful. Some people needed that. I guess I did too, beyond the pleasures of the flesh, purpose felt important to me as well. I just wasn’t sure what mine was, right now. Or what it used to be. 
 
   Anyway, the two men downstairs had both been teachers at the local high school, and had been carpooling home from a night-time event at the school, when the accident occurred. Cornelius suffered paralysis and Jubal had lost his sight. But the two made a pact to stick together, after the drunk driver who hit them offered to give them a handsome stipend each month as long as they were unable to work. Somehow, Daelah was the go-between. She had moved these men into her house and took care of them, while the guilty party remained anonymous, and paid the bills. Those details were confusing, and I knew there had to be more to the story, since a wealthy young single woman didn’t normally let her home become a halfway house.
 
   She made some mention in the diary about being at the hospital that night, and being fearful of contracting MRSA, pronounced Mersa—a nasty condition that could only be categorized as a flesh-eating bacteria. It was becoming rampant in hospitals and nursing homes. She said she didn’t want to go back to that place unless she was the one being treated. And maybe not even then. SO what was she doing at the hospital the night of the accident, if she wasn’t an employee of the hospital?
 
   Regardless, the guys moved in a few days later. She suggested that the arrangement was working out fine. Although that might have been her opinion only. Obviously, no one in this house was getting it on.
 
   I leaned back in the chair and stretched. It was time for more snicky-snacks, and another stab at seduction, so I made my way back down the stairs.
 
   As I shuffled past them in socked feet, and plopped on the sofa, eating yogurt, I saw that Cornelius was almost finished with the painting he called Bryce Canyon. As he leaned back to take it in again, Jubal came tapping into the room, cane in one hand, holding the sax strapped around his neck in the other. He sniffed the air, which held the scent of paint, and said to Cornelius, “That’s so pretty.”
 
   “Shut up,” Cornelius snapped.
 
   I interrupted their witty repartee. “I know who you two are. I read my diary.”
 
   “Oh?” Corny said. “What did you write about us?”
 
   I swallowed a large spoonful of blueberry cheesecake yogurt. “I can’t betray my own confidence.”
 
   “Well, I would be curious to know what the previous you thought about us,” Cornelius prompted.
 
   “Daelah thought you were both disconcerting.”
 
   “Disconcerting? Us?”
 
   “Well, that me was obviously a old shrew in the making. She was still a virgin.”
 
   Cornelius snorted. “I’m not surprised. She wouldn’t let us watch anything sexy on TV.”
 
   I captured a drip of goo from the side of the container with my tongue, hoping at least one of them had noticed. “Yeah, she felt safe living with you two, for obvious reasons.” 
 
   “I think we’ve just been insulted,” Jubal mused.
 
   I imagined the First Daelah saw it as two disabled men who couldn’t harm her because she lived upstairs and neither of them could accost her when she was sleeping. But I, the new and improved Daelah, saw it as easy pickings for a sexfest. The disabled rarely get laid, and that meant they were all ripe for the picking. My days were filled with low-hanging fruit. But the fruit didn’t know they needed to be plucked. Or that I needed a good plucking. At least I could give Cornelius some meaningful glances. Jubal wouldn’t be so easy. I’d have to actually do something to him, before he figured it out.
 
   So even as I sat there, slurping yogurt, I had decided to go after Cornelius first, whom I thought must be awfully good with his hands. I would use that as a pick-up line, and see where it got me. I would also remind Cornelius that it might hurt Jubal’s feelings and make things awkward if he found out about our tryst, and thus, he must never let on. 
 
   So, when Jubal took a bathroom break, I asked Cornelius, “Where does your paralysis begin? Like, at the waist, or, sorta the thighs?”
 
   He swiveled his head to look at me. “What difference does it make to you?”
 
   “It might make a big difference to me…and I’m positive it makes a big difference to you.”
 
   His eyebrows leaped high on his forehead, and I knew I’d finally gotten through to him. But he was not exactly hydroplaning in his chair down the hallway. Maybe he wasn’t attracted to Daelah’s body. Easily addressed, I thought, once I get him alone and put the big moves on him. Nature would kick in and his male impulses would show him the way.
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   Not Even Once & The Feasting Hyena
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   I waited until after dinner. Apparently, neither of these guys knew how to cook, and I had no interest in it beyond the fact that I liked to eat. So I ordered pizza on Daelah’s debit card.
 
   When Jubal went to his room, I went upstairs and freshened up, removing all my clothes and putting on a skimpy summer robe I’d found at Walmart. Downstairs, I knocked on Maimed Monet’s door. There was a short silence, and then the sound of metal clanking, and the bedsprings. “Yes?” he said.
 
   I opened his door a crack and peeked in. “Are you decent?”
 
   “Not last time I checked,” he said from his place in the bed, the covers pulled up to his waist. 
 
   The wheelchair was next to the bed. I suppose he had transferred himself there while I was waiting at the door. I was kind of hoping to do him in the chair, but I’d take what I could get. 
 
   I stepped in and secured the door behind me. “Wasn’t it my job to help you into bed?” I asked.
 
   “I can put myself in bed just fine.”
 
   I came over and sat down at the foot, aware that my robe had fallen open just enough for him to see my left areola. He was looking, but pretending not to. “It occurs to me that Daelah must have been taking care of you guys, and it’s probably insensitive of me not to continue…:” I tried not to snicker at the idea that I was concerned about being sensitive. “Is there anything you need?”
 
   His eyes went to my areola and back up. “I’m pretty independent…”
 
   “So you have to do…everything yourself?” I wiggled my eyebrows.
 
   His eyes went to the door.
 
   “Even if he opens it, he won’t know, as long as we’re not grunting and screaming.”
 
   I swear, I saw the sheet over his crotch lift just a tad. I wanted to laugh, but was afraid it might scare him off. And I wanted him on. Placing one hand on his leg, I slid it upward. “So, you can’t feel this? I’m just trying to figure out where your sensations begin.”
 
   “They’ve already begun,” he said, a slight grin pulling at the corner of his mouth.
 
   “You poor thing…how long has it been?” My hand moved up another few inches.
 
   “One year, two days, fifteen hours and…” he looked at the clock. “Thirty-eight minutes.”
 
   I laughed. He had a sense of humor after all. Maybe all his surly back-talk was just an expression of his frustration. I could certainly relate to that. 
 
   “Well for me, it feels like forever.”
 
   “For you, it’s been never.”
 
   “You really think she was a virgin?” I swept a hand over his crotch and he stiffened, in every sense of the word.
 
   “You would know that better than me,” he strained out.
 
   “Not necessarily. I just got here. You’ve lived with her for a year.”
 
   “She never sat on the bed and fondled my junk.”
 
   “Not even once?” I asked, standing to climb onto the bed, straddling his hips.
 
   “Not even once,” he rasped.
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   After the festivities, I left him lying there, a bit like a hit and run victim, and headed for the kitchen. Sex made me hungry. But then, almost everything made me hungry. I was staring into the fridge, but saw nothing I wanted. The pizza was good. I closed the refrigerator and turned back to the pizza box. Two pieces were still in there and I couldn’t let them go to waste. I shoved the little pizza point into my mouth.
 
   Something bumped me from behind, and I let go of the pizza slice, my hand dropping smoothly to my side, as if to grab something at my belt. I wasn’t sure what that was about, but when I whirled around, I saw Jubal standing there in the dim light spilling in through the window. 
 
   “Jesus!” I had to pull the dangling pizza slice from my mouth to chew. “You startled me, again,” I said.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t know you were in here.”
 
   He was wearing yellow pajamas with little cartoony kittens all over them. They could have been little boy’s PJ’s but I doubted they would come in his size. That’s when I realized they were actually women’s pajamas. “I like your P.J.‘s,” I said, sucking a pepperoni off the top of the pizza slice.
 
   “Yes, I’ve always preferred black pajamas with white piping. Cornelius helped me find them. I think they look classy.”
 
   I quirked an eyebrow, pressing my lips together so I wouldn’t laugh. “Mmm-hm.” I was not surprised that Corny was the one who helped him pick them out. So they really did get out of the house every now and then. I decided not to mention the true status of his sleepwear.
 
   Back on task, I wolfed down the rest of the pizza slice, and decided now was as good a time as any to sample the jazzy goods of Jubal. With Cornelius, earlier, I had noticed that penetration was painful, at first, and surmised that it wasn’t because his manhood was all that. More like Daelah was indeed a virgin, and I had just popped her cherry. Except that popped cherry was hurting me, and not her. I hoped I wasn’t bleeding. Not that Jubal would even know. As long as something was wet down there, men didn’t care.
 
   “So, Jubal…” I said, tossing the crust of the pizza into the box. “Musicians are sexy. Maybe sometime, you’d let me blow your horn?”
 
   His sunglasses bobbed up high on his forehead. “Are you…making a flirty face, right now?”
 
   “Yes I am.”
 
   “Can you lead me back to my room? I’m lost.”
 
   “Sure.” Maybe they had fantasized about Daelah after all. I took his arm and moved down corridor out of the kitchen, and turned right into the hallway, stopping at the door on the right. He fumbled for the doorknob and pushed it open, used his cane to find the bed and sat down on the foot of it, while I closed the door.
 
   I dropped the robe, sad that the visual wouldn’t matter to him, and climbed onto the bed, naked, behind him. “You can’t tell Cornelius about this…we wouldn’t want to hurt his feelings.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   Lying back on the pillows, I murmured, “I’ve been watching you play that sax. I bet you’re really good with your mouth.”
 
   I heard his cane drop to the floor and he turned around on the bed, using his hands to find my legs splayed there. He felt around until he discovered I was naked, then dropped his face into my lady parts, and went to town. 
 
   He was really good with his mouth.
 
   When it was over, he lifted his face and smiled. His chin looked like the chin of a hyena after feasting on some fresh carcass. 
 
   I guess I was bleeding, after all. I just wasn’t going to tell him. Hopefully, he wouldn’t go to sleep like that and join us for breakfast without washing his face.
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   Lecherous Things Involving Handcuffs
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   For once, the boys were watching something that looked good. Well, Cornelius was watching, Jubal was listening. I stood in the livingroom doorway, staring at the TV screen, where female cops were chasing perps. It was a TLC program. Police Women of Broward County, it was called. 
 
   Something in me stirred and I couldn’t look away. I thought of all those times I was startled, and my hand went to my belt. I had been reaching for a gun. 
 
   In a rush, I saw myself, but it was someone else. A woman with short dark hair, in a navy blue police uniform. I had been reaching for a gun because I used to wear one on a duty belt, in my life before Daelah. I’ll be damned.
 
   It made more sense to me now, that I was so uncomfortable in the life of this Mormon goody-two-shoes. I had been a tough female cop. And I had sought adventure and excitement. That desire spilled over into my personal life, as well; a life filled with the pleasures of good food, good sex, and good intentions tainted by hedonism. That lust was still a part of me, and it was a thirst I had to slake. The slaking, then, had only just begun.
 
   The next few days were like something out of Caligula. I think I was actually injuring those two housemates of mine, even though I was getting twice the sex they were.
 
   Inevitably, Jubal came in unexpectedly while Cornelius and I were on the sofa playing who’s your daddy. (I was, by the way, and Cornelius didn’t object). We had to stop what we were doing, hoping Jubal wouldn’t know. He was standing right there in his yellow kitten PJ’s looking toward us, with his dark glasses on. Eventually, we started snickering and Jubal said, “What? Did I button my pajamas crooked again?”
 
   “No. You look fine,” Cornelius said.
 
   “You better not let me go out in public with my shirts that way.”
 
   Cornelius cracked, “You better not let us go out in public like THIS.” 
 
   I smacked him on the shoulder. “Cornelius and I had a little paint fight.”
 
   “Why is that funny? What are you two snickering at?”
 
   “We were laughing at the TV,” I said.
 
   “I don’t hear the TV.”
 
   Cornelius said, “We muted it.”
 
   “Oh.” Jubal continued into the sitting area, and found the armchair, where he sat down. “Do you have any tea? I would sure like some tea.”
 
   “We’re fresh out of tea,” Cornelius grumbled. He wasn’t so happy that our moment of lust had been interrupted.
 
   Jubal sighed. “I have to say, I’m really enjoying this.”
 
   “What‘s that?” I was afraid the jig was up, now.
 
   “All of us, sharing a house…”
 
   That’s not all we’re sharing, I thought.
 
   “You’re a lot more fun, now Daelah. A lot more fun. And I think this is a much better arrangement, don’t you?”
 
   I was assuming he was talking to me, and since I was afraid to let Cornelius answer that, I blurted, “I see us like the Three Musketeers. Daelah, Jubal and Cornelius.” 
 
   “Sounds more like a triad of Greek Gods,” Jubal said.
 
   “Or a law firm,” Cornelius muttered, his hands smoothing up my thighs as I sat straddling him in all my epidermal glory.
 
   I said, “You know, Cornelius means horn in Latin. Is it a misnomer, or are you really horny?”
 
   He smiled, thrusting his hips upward. “I’m really horny.”
 
   I grinned at him. “Good to know.”
 
   Both men lifted an eyebrow at that. I had to be careful, here.
 
   Jubal added, “Yeah, Corn is a real ladies man.”
 
   “Stop calling me Corn or I’ll start calling you Jew for short,” Cornelius warned.
 
   “Fine with me, I’m proud of my Jewish heritage.”
 
   “Okay then, how about I attach a pitchfork to my chair and ram you with it at odd intervals?”
 
   Jubal waved him away. “No need, you’ll have plenty of time to jab people with pitchforks while you’re burning in hell.”
 
   Oh what have I done? “Boys! Please. Play nice.”
 
   “I’m just kidding,” Jubal smiled. “Cornelius, you know you’re my best friend in the whole world. I know you’d never do anything to hurt me.”
 
   With that, I had to climb off him and put my clothes back on. I mean I had a conscience. Not much of one, but it was there when it mattered.
 
   To deflect the subject matter, I told them both about my epiphany. That I had been a female cop in my past life. Then I realized that all I’d done was give them the fodder for immediate fantasies about lecherous things involving handcuffs. 
 
   I looked at the TV, watched a hot brunette cuffing a suspect. I was having a little fantasy of my own, and neither of these two guys were in it.
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   That night, I had another dream about the Teardrop Essence. It was starting to feel less like dreaming, now, and more like communiqués from the afterlife. The Essence confirmed that I was a walk-in; that we had traded, because the former wanted to leave and go be nonphysical for a while. I told her I didn’t appreciate that she left me with so much weird crap to deal with. 
 
   The next day, I looked up the symbol again. It was an ankh, and the connecting ankhs were symbolic of the situation, I guessed. Two souls, who are eternal like all other souls, occupy the same body at different times. The Essence wanted to know if I was going to keep our agreement, or switch back. I told her I was having far too much fun enjoying the pleasures of the flesh, and she said she didn’t want to know the details. She had evolved past that point. 
 
   Well, la-dee-dah. 
 
   I wasn’t sure why anyone would prefer to float around in ether, rather than have orgasms and enjoy food, but I didn’t say so, because the Essence had already pissed me off with her holier-than-thou routine.
 
   “I apparently didn’t have enough pleasures of the flesh the last go-round. Maybe you did.”
 
   Yes, you were a nun and a eunuch, and a man with erectile dysfunction in other lives. So, by all means, enjoy yourself.
 
   “That’s it?” I asked. “I never had sex before now?”
 
   Yes you did, but not enough, apparently. Your most recent incarnation was quite sexual. All about power and pleasure.
 
   “Sounds like my kind of life.”
 
   But you died prematurely because of it.
 
   “What? How?
 
   I’m not at liberty to say. That’s something you have to work out in your own time.
 
   Feeling a bit catty, I retorted, “For a person who adheres to a religion that embraces polygamy, it must be doubly depressing to be the wife of no man.”
 
   I wish you well, was all the essence had to say back to me. A waste of a perfectly good barb.
 
   And the Essence was gone. Evaporating in a sudden sucking sound that left me standing there in the mist. I called out, but only heard the echo of my own voice.
 
   Something was now pressing on my eyes. Something was grabbing at them. Something soft.
 
   I shook my head and opened my eyes, and found myself back in the newly redecorated Daelah’s room, staring into the whiskered countenance of Polly, who was sitting on my chest. Her furry little arms were stiff, her paws pressing down on my cheek bones, in a pose that looked like she was about to perform CPR on my face. She was peering at my eyes like they were little mice she wanted to catch. 
 
   REM sleep. I’d heard that cats often pounced on your eyes when you were dreaming. Something was moving behind the lids, and it was their job to stop it. Or maybe she was just mad that my eyes were using her eyes when I attached to her.
 
   She flopped down on my shoulder and slid off, landing on her back, her paws straining around my neck, pulling me toward her, while her back feet pushed spasmodically on my shoulder. She was playing with my head like a catnip toy. 
 
   Her clowning brought a grin to my lips, and I grabbed her front feet and kissed her paws, ruffled the hair under her chin, and sat up.
 
   The show over, she immediately folded herself into the warm impression on the pillow where my head had been, and closed her eyes. I’d read somewhere that cats slept 16 hours a day. Sometimes I wished I did too. My dreams these days were tiring.
 
   I needed a smoke. And a drink. And sex. But I figured the next encounter needed to be with a woman. If I could find one.
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   Not in the Mood
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   I had searched on the Internet, but could not locate a gay bar. Probably due to being smack-dab in the middle of Churchville. It would seem there were no gay people in the area. Probably with good reason. 
 
   The dreams were becoming more vivid, and I was remembering the details, now. Information was revealing itself in my subconscious mind, and leaking out while I slept.
 
   The interaction with Jubal in the livingroom, when he had walked in on me and Cornelius doing the nasty, had resulted in a cooling of sexual favors. Cornelius now felt too guilty hiding our trysts, and thought it was better if we cooled things off. When I tried to continue with Jubal, he had the same attack of conscience. 
 
   That left me with no other alternative but to seek solace elsewhere. It wasn’t just about sex, either. I began to seek out adventure, other thrills that would address the cloying need for controlled peril. I took some classes, and spent a good deal of time outdoors with a special instructor. Afterward, I would spend my evening trolling the local bars for other hungry souls who could offer solace.
 
   I’d brought home one of those solace-providers, regrettably of the male persuasion, harvested from the local pick-up bar. We were in bed, and he was whispering in my ear, and I asked him to repeat it, louder and louder, until finally the guy said it really loud, frustrated, and of course, it didn’t sound romantic anymore.
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m a little hard of hearing,” I said, unsure of why I felt the need to torment him.
 
   “Well it’s really getting on my nerves!”
 
   “Oh, getting on YOUR nerves, is it?”
 
   “I’m sorry…I just—”
 
   “Funny you should say that, though. It’s nerve damage. I was attacked on the way home one night and the mugger drove an ice pick in my ear.”
 
   Horrified, he said, “Oh my god! Really?!!”
 
   “No.” I don’t even know why I lied.
 
   He half-shook his head, confused. “Jesus, you shouldn’t say things like that.”
 
   “I think I can say anything I want, since you just dubbed me Jesus.”
 
   He stared at me. “Yeah…can we…” 
 
   I could tell he just wanted to get back to the frisky business. I obliged, and we returned to it, and then I, the new Daelah, who does not have an ice pick damaged ear, begin to utter odd endearments. Just for kicks. He was boring me. Or maybe he was just the wrong gender.
 
   Again, he became disturbed.
 
   “Did you just call me Butter Nuggets?”
 
   “Yeah, so?”
 
   He regarded me numbly.
 
   “You don’t want to be my Butter Nugget?”
 
   “Um, no…”
 
   “Okay, what about Sugar Britches?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Lover Lump?”
 
   “NO! Can’t you just use baby or something?”
 
   “But you’re not a baby. You’re a grown up.”
 
   Now he was even more befuddled and disturbed. “Are you fucking with me?”
 
   “I keep trying, but you seem to be having trouble concentrating.”
 
   “Goddammit!” he said.
 
   “Don’t talk about Daddy that way.”
 
   He sat up in the bed. “Okay, you’re not in the mood, is that it?”
 
   “I’m always in the mood. You seem to be the one with the mood disorder.”
 
   His eyebrows looked like angry caterpillars.
 
   “You’re trying to decide if you want to get dressed and go home, huh?”
 
   He mumbled, “How’d you guess?”
 
   “I’m Jesus, remember?”
 
   “Okay. That’s it. You’re a nutjob, and I am going home.” He got up and began to dress.
 
   I watched him fumble into his clothes, and called to him as he reached the door, holding his shoes and jacket. He paused, looking back at me.
 
   “Your penis is too small for me, anyway.”
 
   In a huff, he left, the slam of the door all the finality I required. I grinned to myself and sighed. “Touchy, touchy, touchy.”
 
   I suppose I had already decided I wasn’t going to have sex with him, the minute he took his pants off. I knew there would be no way to get pleasure from that little thing. And I knew somehow that this guy would not be good at anything else. I didn’t know how I knew, but I knew. I was betting that a woman would be better at it. Maybe I was a lesbian after all. I’d have to find a way to explore the possibilities.
 
   I’d reached the last few entries to Daelah’s diary, and came upon the mention of the fall down the stairs. She wrote that she’d slipped at the top, and later, when she checked the top step, she’d found it covered with something that smelled like cooking oil. Now what would a slathering of cooking oil be doing on the stairs? It seemed suspicious to me, or maybe that was just my cop-brain at work. On the next page, Daelah mentioned the fall again, and said the more she thought about it, the more she wondered if it was Duncan Spalding. That he was trying to kill her. 
 
   So now, there was a name. I’d have to find out who he was, somehow.
 
   But for now, there was this evolving situation with the boys downstairs. I needed to verify some other suspicions I had. I had started to notice little things, and some of them didn’t add up. 
 
   So I took a deep breath and started screaming at the top of my lungs.
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   The Moment of Truth
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   Standing at the door, I waited until I heard the stomping steps growing closer.
 
   Could be Jew-ball, but I somehow doubted it.
 
   A pounding on my door. Cornelius was shouting, “Daelah? Are you okay? Open the door!”
 
   I jerked the door open.“Oh the jig is up, ya great big faker.”
 
   His expression looked like he’d just been slapped. “Let me explain—”
 
   “Faker, faker faker,” I accused, slamming the door.
 
   A few seconds later, I opened the door. “Did I make my point?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay. You may come in now, and explain.”
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   A short while later, we three housemates gathered in the kitchen. Jubal asked, “Why were you screaming? Are you all right?”
 
   “She was faking,” Cornelius said.
 
   “So were you,” I accused.
 
   “What are you two talking about?”
 
   Cornelius told the whole story he’d just told me upstairs. He had been able to walk, but chose not to, so it wouldn’t endanger his funding from their anonymous benefactor. And when he heard me screaming, he had to decide between his stipend, and me. Gallant, even for a big fat liar. It occurred to me that when I was astraddle Cornelius during our little midnight rendezvous, he had just lain there and let me do all the work. Rat bastard.
 
   Nothing to be done about it, now. “I think I know the name of your benefactor. It was in Daelah’s diary.”
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “Duncan Spalding. Ring any bells?”
 
   “No,” Neil said. “Jubal?”
 
   Jubal shook his head. “Never heard of him.”
 
   “Well didn’t Daelah tell you the benefactor was wealthy and well-known? And she was being paid by him to care for you two, and let you live with her?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, since he was supposed to be some public persona, and you don’t recognize him, maybe that was a lie.”
 
   “Daelah, lie?” Neil said.“Hard to fathom, with her being an upstanding Mormon adherent.”
 
   “Religious people like all the time, ” I said. “Don’t kid yourself. Depends on what agenda they have. They’re human, just like everyone else.”
 
   Seeing Neil standing there, sans wheelchair, I suggested we celebrate the new autonomy with a trip to Bryce Canyon. Both men balked, citing a fear of being found out, but I pointed out that the canyon was 80 miles away. Who would know? These house spiders needed to get outside and get some exercise, and I could use another excursion, too. I was getting tired of doing things by myself. I finally convinced them to go, and we gathered our things.
 
   On the way there, when it would be hard to change their minds, I would tell them what the afternoon was going to consist of. 
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   Three Falling
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   From my research, I learned that Bryce Canyon, which I’d become curious about after seeing Corny’s painting so often, was not technically a canyon at all. Erosion from a central stream was not the cause of the amphitheater shape of its gargantuan nooks and crannies. This was caused by headward erosion, which formed rust-colored apogees called hoodoos, reaching like mottled dirt-fingers, almost 200 feet high. 
 
   Aside from being breathtakingly beautiful, Bryce Canyon also played host to the oldest living things on Earth: trees that sprouted 1600 years ago. 
 
   I trudged up the mountain trail, aware of the sweat beneath the pack on my back, despite the promise of a mild winter season on the September breeze. 
 
   I was happy to have company on this excursion, but since this incarnation began, I had only two friends: one blind, the other in a wheelchair. Normally, that would make this trip fall under the category of not gonna happen. But here they were, trudging up the incline with me. Cornelius was walking on his own two feet, and we were both leading Jubal. 
 
   After the dirt path with ponderosa pines to the right and a steep grade down into an arroyo -the the trail narrowed and inclined, jutting out into the void. This was the crest in the trail at Rainbow Point, where I had yet to see a rainbow in either of my three visits, and moved toward the precipice, pausing to feel the wind on my face, breathing deeply and taking in the vista of the gaping vermillion valley a mile below.
 
   Jubal stood with us as we admired the view. He breathed, “Wow…”
 
   We both peered at him curiously. His reaction was not one of a blind person. 
 
   He quickly added, “Smell that?”
 
   Cornelius and I continued to stare at him. Then I clandestinely pulled an energy bar from my pocket and turned quickly to toss it at Jubal, who caught it with both hands, and immediately looked sheepish.
 
   Now both of us came closer, staring at him, as he tried not to make eye contact.
 
   “You can see,” I accused.
 
   “The ions in the air…I can sense when they—”
 
   “Shut up,” Cornelius said, his eyes firmly fixed on Jubal’s.
 
   Finally Jubal huffed, relaxing, and looking at us directly. “Okay, I can see a little bit. Not a hundred percent. But I didn’t want to say anything. I don’t want to lose my money either.”
 
   Cornelius seemed more than a little miffed. “You could have come clean in the kitchen when I did.”
 
   “Well I decided I’d give it more thought—”
 
   “You’re through thinking about it, you fink. I ought to knock the piss out of you.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” I blurted. “If you can see, then, that time me and Cornelius were in the living room—”
 
   “Naked, yes, uh-huh.” Jubal was suppressing a smile.
 
   “You pretended you didn’t see us?” Cornelius said.
 
   “And you two pretended you were platonic.”
 
   Busted.
 
   Cornelius smacked him on the arm. “We didn’t want to hurt your feelings, pal.”
 
   “That’s what Daelah told me whenever she was in my bed, yes.”
 
   Cornelius turned his attention to me. I would have preferred they duke it out amongst themselves, but now I was in the mix. 
 
   “You were screwin’ him too?”
 
   “I can’t help it,” I said blithely. “I’m a prisoner of my own appetites.”
 
   The sound of running footsteps made us all half-turn. We were too late to dodge the man in camo, carrying a huge limb lengthwise. The limb caught us all midriff. Balance gone, the three of us fell backward into the gaping verdant void.
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   When spiraling into the proverbial abyss, what most people pray for is a good old fashioned miracle, I thought. I was praying for something else. The abyss I was spiraling into now, was not metaphoric. It was literal. But my lack of fear—in my past as well as current life—was almost pathological. 
 
   As I twisted to face my inevitable destination, my ears accosted by Jubal’s screams, the ground looming larger with each yard of my descent, my mind became suddenly calm.
 
   As the ground drew closer, I forgot about the aching in my forearm from being hit with the limb. There were other things to think about. 
 
   Like pulling the rip cord.
 
   But I had to help the boys first. By the sound of Jubal’s screaming, I could tell he was convinced of his own impending death. As a blind man, I’d reasoned earlier that he wouldn’t be afraid to base jump, as the view of terra firma rushing toward you, when you’re a wingless human, is usually the trigger for fear. But that bit of reasoning no longer applied, since obviously, he wasn’t a blind man anymore…and he was screaming like a girl. 
 
   Like a human cruise missile, I soared quickly over to him, pulled his cord, and watched him jerk upward. When I looked for Cornelius, he had seen Jubal whizz past him and figured it out. A quick study, that Cornelius. He was following Jubal upward like a human rocket. 
 
   I grabbed my own handle and tugged firmly and the drogue billowed up and dragged out the ram-air nylon of the canopy chute, which filled with air, and was aloft. 
 
   Even though I was not a firm believer in God, I had prayed in that moment, and my prayer during descent had been answered.  The chute had opened. 
 
   I reached up to grab the toggles and soon I was steering on the downdraft and pulling both toggles down to trot to a perfect landing on the canyon floor.
 
   The other two had a landing a bit more rude, but they seemed okay.
 
   Aware of my own need for extreme sensations of all kinds, I had been taking skydiving as well as base jumping lessons, and this was the first time I’d jumped without an instructor. 
 
   Although I hadn’t actually jumped, but had been forced over the edge by that camo bastard with the limb.
 
   Now on terra firma, I rubbed my bruised arm and looked over at the boys, who were still sitting on the ground, recovering. I awkwardly gathered up my chute and went over, pausing between them.
 
   “You guys okay?”
 
   “What the fuck was that?” Jubal said shakily.
 
   I was afraid for a moment he was going to hurl.
 
   “That was someone trying to kill us,” I answered.
 
   “Not that!” Jubal croaked. This!” He was waving the rip cord handle.
 
   “Oh that.” I began rolling my chute up around my arms, like I was a dancer in Saturday Night Fever. I omitted the hip action, because that would just be too showy. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you, before Rambo clotheslined us with that limb.”
 
   “I’m just thankful there were parachutes at all.” Cornelius looked a little gray.
 
   I rubbed at my arm. “So mister Richey-Rich didn’t want to keep paying you two.”
 
   “Looks that way. The fucker,” Cornelius said, pulling himself to his feet.
 
   “And there you stand in all your righteous non-crippled glory,” I chided.
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   I squinted up into the sunlight at the ledge where we had fallen. “I wonder if he saw our chutes.”
 
   “Probably not,” Cornelius said on a full breath. “The weasel is most likely running down the trail to get out of here.”
 
   Jubal dusted himself off, and stood bent-over, his hands on his knees, gulping at the air like a land-bound guppy.
 
   “Let’s get back to the house,” I suggested. “We have to figure out what to do about this. We need to keep getting that stipend.”
 
   “We?” Cornelius huffed.
 
   “Well isn’t your benefactor paying me too? To take care of you two and let you live in my house?”
 
   Cornelius folded his arms. “Well, A: you’re wealthy and B: you can’t just own Daelah’s stuff when it suits you. You don’t even like her life.”
 
   Oops. Busted. “Okay, so all that money in her account is an inheritance. But look, my soul got stuck with this body, and this life, and I can’t support myself on her money forever.”
 
   “I suspect you probably could.”
 
   I squinted at him. “How much do you know about this stuff, that you’re not telling?”
 
   “Enough to know that she knows our benefactor, but won’t say who he is, and there’s some compelling reason she let us move into her house, when she had nothing to do with the accident.”
 
   I gave that some thought. “What if she did have something to do with it?”
 
   I could tell he hadn’t thought of that.
 
   I nodded. “So, we need to do some brainstorming and share all our information, so we can figure out what’s going on. Because that camo-bastard up there,” I pointed. “Just tried to kill us.”
 
   I helped Cornelius gather his chute, and we both had to help Jubal off the ground. Seems he wasn’t naturally a flyer.
 
   We headed up the trail toward my car. “I should be able to figure this out, having previously been a cop. If I hadn’t had so many memories pop up lately, I wouldn’t know what my skill set even is.”
 
   “I‘d know what it is,” Cornelius said.
 
   “I would too,” Jubal said.
 
   “Don’t rub it in.” Cornelius was glaring at Jubal.
 
   “I’d just like to say, that my good friend Cornelius is incredibly myopic and should have been the one to pretend blindness. It comes so naturally.”
 
   “Yeah yeah, you were sleeping with her too, we get it.” 
 
   “We did not sleep, no.”
 
   “Don’t let your head swell so much it won’t fit between her legs,” Cornelius grumbled.
 
   “Not to worry, the sexfest is over.” Then I added, just for clarity. “With you two, anyway.”
 
   “Fine with me.” Then Corny turned on me. “How could you fuck both of us?”
 
   I sighed. “It took two of you to keep up with my appetites.”
 
   “Jesus Christ,”  Cornelius said.
 
   “Focus, boys, we have other things we need to be putting our attention on. You are probably right, Corny. Your benefactor has no way of knowing we were equipped for a base jump. He thought we were just hiking with backpacks, and now buzzard food on the rocks at the bottom of the canyon. We now have the element of surprise, at least.” 
 
   “Don’t call me Corny.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I need a shorter version of your name, then, please.”
 
   “Neil, then.”
 
   “Okay, Neil-then. I was getting tired of making up nicknames in my head for you.”
 
   As we made our way up the ascending trail, I thought of how we could go after our assailant. And then, how the word “assailant” sounded like something I had just been: a person, sailing on the wind. I loved the sensation, even if I hadn’t chosen that particular moment to take flight.
 
   Cornelius was sullen the whole way back to the car. Jubal noticed his silence.
 
   “Why aren’t you saying anything?”
 
   I offered my own interpretation. “He’s either depressed about the no-sex thing, or depressed because neither of you are disabled anymore.” 
 
   “Shut up,” Neil said.
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   Back in the car, we were soon on Highway 12, and headed into the Black Mountain area where the roadway began to snake into higher elevations. After rounding a sharp curve, an impatient driver in a jacked-up pickup, pulled into the left lane to pass us. “God, what’s the rush?” I muttered.
 
   Then the truck was too close, and it smacked us, in a very purposeful way, on the front fender. 
 
   The moment shifted into slow motion, like in the movies, when something dramatic was happening. I felt how heavy the truck was, felt the car veering to the right, saw the road twisting away from me. 
 
   In that nanosecond of clarity, I knew what was happening. I glanced over at the smiling man in camo. I had just enough time to say, “No fucking way—” before the car was airborne, and air was the only thing between us and the valley below.
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   The Grateful Dead
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   I opened my eyes to the view of clear blue sky. Obviously, I had survived the accident, but was afraid to move. There was no telling what a mangled mess the rest of my body was in. I dreaded the information I would get when I looked down at myself, though there was no pain at all. This didn’t encourage me. If your spinal cord was severed, you couldn’t feel anything either. How would I ever feed my appetites if I was a paraplegic?
 
   Starting with something small, I tried to move my hand, and was sure it was moving. I touched my thigh. Felt that. I flexed the muscle in my thigh. Felt that too. Could I be this lucky?
 
   I closed my eyes, took a breath I hoped would gather courage, and looked down. 
 
   My body. Intact.
 
   I moved my eyes around the area. No car.
 
   Where the hell was the car? Had I been thrown free?
 
   Sitting up slowly, I saw that not only was the car and both my boyfriends nowhere in sight, but this was not the bottom of a canyon. It was a glade of some sort. I could hear the fucking birds singing. The trickle of water in the distance. The scent of wildflowers, honeysuckle. Did Utah have honeysuckle?
 
   I pushed myself to my feet. What the hell—? 
 
   After a few steps, I realized that walking was not only possible, but nothing on my body was painful. Not even bruised. Ahead, there was a stand of trees and a worn path into them.
 
   I looked down at my feet and back up, and there in front of me, was a road sign that said,
 
   Welcome to Somewhere Else
 
    
 
   What the fuck? “Hello!” I called. “Jubal! Neil!”
 
   “Hey.”
 
   I whirled around at the sound of the voice behind me, my hand again going to my waist for no apparent reason. Like I was about to draw a gun or something.
 
   The voice had come from a 30-something guy, his blonde hair kind of loose and high on his head. Was that a pompadour? He was wearing a leather jacket, white T-shirt, jeans and Engineer Boots. And he had a smoldering cigarette dangling from his lips. As silly as it seemed, he looked like James Dean. Not that I had ever met him, or could even recall that I’d seen his movies. He was playing paddle ball, the flat of the board smacking against the rubber sphere attached to a length of white elastic string. Thumpa thumpa thumpa.
 
   “Where am I?”
 
   “You are somewhere else,” came the cryptic reply. Thumpa thumpa thumpa.
 
   “Yeah, I saw the sign. What does that mean?”
 
   “Dead.”
 
   “Dead? How can I be dead?” I looked around, thought about the accident, the plummeting car, and my obvious good health. It made my heart accelerate. I didn’t want to be dead. I offered meekly, “I didn’t go through any tunnel—”
 
   He chuckled. “There is no tunnel, darlin’.”
 
   Okay, I’ll play along. “What about all those people who have near death experiences?”
 
   “Most of them weren’t as near death as they thought. Well, okay, there’s a tunnel, but not the way you think. It doesn’t lead to some celestial afterlife amid a choir of angels. And it’s really a wormhole.” Thumpa thumpa thumpa.
 
   “And I’m supposed to buy this?”
 
   “Just because heaven isn’t real, it doesn’t mean this isn’t.”
 
   Okay, weirdo. “And I should believe you, because?”
 
   He turned and began to walk away. “You don’t have a choice.” Thumpa thumpa thumpa.
 
   I hurried after him. “Wait just a damn minute, Skippy.” I grabbed the paddle ball out of his hands and tossed it aside. “You have more explaining to do.”
 
   He turned, bemused. “Oh, you’re gonna be one of my favorites, I can tell.”
 
   I gave him an exasperated sound.
 
   “Okay. Cool your jets. What do you need to know?”
 
   Okay. Now…“If this is the afterlife, I want to know about those people who saw all this bright light and dead relatives stuff and then came back to tell about it.”
 
   “Now, if we let everybody go back, how would we keep this place a secret.”
 
   “Why does it need to be a secret?”
 
   He thought about this for a moment. “Because if everyone knew how great it was, they’d all kill themselves…the Christians had the right idea, about going to a better place…but their facts were wrong.” 
 
   I mashed my hands over my face in frustration, until I heard Thumpa thumpa thumpa. Looking up, I saw him still walking, the cigarette still dangling from his mouth, playing paddle ball. My eyes went to the paddle I’d tossed aside and it was still there on the ground. My attention darted back to him, to continue my interrogation, but he was gone.
 
   Scanning the area again, I turned in a complete circle before stopping at the sight of another footpath that led into a glade. I hadn’t noticed it the first time. I followed it, and soon emerged onto a hillside that sloped down for about 50 yards, decorated with a collection of boulders. There was a man sitting on one of those boulders, his back to me.
 
   As I moved closer, I saw that he was looking out at the tree-festooned foothills a few miles away. His shoulder-length wavy hair just brushed the top of some kind of white toga. He didn’t turn around when I stopped a few feet behind him, though I’d made enough noise to disturb a deaf person. I cleared my throat. He still didn’t move. “Excuse me—”
 
   “Mmm?” he responded, not turning around.
 
   “Um…I’m a little lost, here…can you tell me where I am?”
 
   He spun in place, and reached up to pull the Tootsie Pop from his mouth with a slurping sound. “You’re wherever you want to be.”
 
   I slumped with frustration, saying under my breath, “Is everyone here a fruitcake?”
 
   He put the sucker back in his mouth, twirling the pop in his lips, and pulling it away again. “No, everyone here is dead.”
 
   I looked around, perhaps hoping to find someone else who could give me a clearer idea of what was really happening. I sighed and looked back at him, taking in his bemused countenance, the large nose, the full white beard. Wondering if he ever got that sucker stuck in all that hair.
 
   Pulling the candy out noisily again, he offered, “Death is not the worst that can happen to you. But I see you’re having some trouble acclimating. That’s common. You’ll get used to the idea when it’s clear there’s no other explanation.”
 
   I stared at him, having an uncharacteristic moment of speechlessness. 
 
   He regarded me with amused silence for a moment, then, “Have a seat.” He indicated something behind me.
 
   When I turned, I saw the chair. Where did that come from?
 
   “You’ve had quite a journey,” he continued. “Participating in a soul-exchange, and then dying in this new body. You must be profoundly confused.”
 
   I sank into the chair. “That’s putting it mildly…how do you know about that anyway?”
 
   “Akashic Records. Edgar Cayce knew all about it, but no one believed him. We all know about each other as if we’ve been lifelong friends. And of course, we all have.”
 
   “God help me…”
 
   “Oh, you were a religious person?”
 
   “Not quite. I teetered on agnosticism most of the time. I didn’t even believe in God before this walk-in-soul-exchange thing happened.” Why am I blathering on about that?
 
   “The agnostics were closer to the truth than anyone. And it’s not at all necessary that you believe in God. The wind still blows whether you believe in it or not.”
 
   I couldn’t help myself. “So God is real? He really exists?”
 
   “Not in the way most people think.”
 
   “What way, then?”
 
   He laced his fingers together in his lap, and spoke around the sucker. “God has been humanized so much over the millennia. It’s simply too difficult to understand who God is. Which is natural, since God wouldn’t be God unless God was incomprehensible to humans.”
 
   “So then, what is God?”
 
   “God is everything. You, me, the ground, the sky, the flowers, atoms, stars…”
 
   “God is everything?”
 
   “Everything was created when this entity you call God exploded itself into all we know.”
 
   “The Big Bang?”
 
   “Well…yes.”
 
   “And what happened to God after that?”
 
   “God then became everything. It was the ultimate sacrifice.”
 
   “So God is dead?”
 
   “Not in the way you understand it. But for lack of a more simple explanation, yes. Nietzsche had the right idea.” He reached up and pulled the Tootsie Pop out, holding it in front of himself like a spittle-covered microphone.
 
   “So…” I said. “God exploded Himself to make the entire universe and then was part of everything.”
 
   “Precisely. God is a collective noun, not a personal pronoun.”
 
   “So there’s no supreme being with his hands on the knobs? Watching to see who’s doing what?”
 
   “Since God is everything, how would he be able to care? He is scattered and absorbed in all things.”
 
   “And we’re just living our lives, with no real plan at work?”
 
   “Oh there are mechanisms in place. There’s a process you go through in each life.”
 
   Now we’re getting somewhere. “So reincarnation is true?”
 
   “Not exactly as you understand it.”
 
   Great. “Here we go again.”
 
   He continued, patiently, “Souls incarnate and live a life and then rejoin the essence of Godness, and then choose to reincarnate again, or remain on an alternate plane.”
 
   “Like this one?”
 
   “Yes. Like this one.”
 
   “What about Hell?”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “Does it exist?”
 
   He grinned. “Only in the minds of those who either use fear or need fear in order to function.”
 
   Now, I felt a little offended. “So even the evil people don’t get punished?”
 
   “Punishment is both relative and subjective. Anyone who led what you would understand as an ‘evil life’ does have a period of time where greater understanding is reached. The ‘evil ones’, they have the same choices you do. Some of them reincarnated and spent their lives doing good to balance that out.”
 
   “Like Karma?”
 
   “Yes. Like Karma. That should tell you something about Mother Teresa…” 
 
   “Who was she before? Atilla the Hun?”
 
   “Close. Mother Teresa went to the other end of the spectrum. She still hadn’t found her balance. She felt that suffering was divine. It’s not. But she had to live in that extreme before she could hope to move toward the middle. That’s what it’s all about. Finding the balance.”
 
   Balance. No extremes. Wasn’t it the extremes I liked best? My life as a cop. That nervine sensation when I had to pull my weapon or chase a perp. And even in this current life, those sexual encounters, the food…and the jumps off the cliffs of Bryce Canyon. Was I a soul who thrived on extremes? Boredom was death to me. So if this place was boring, and I liked it, I’d believe I was dead. 
 
   I focused on him again, sucking his Tootsie Pop. “So…who were you when you were incarnate?”
 
   “Which time?”
 
   “Well, how many lives did you have?”
 
   “Far too many to count.”
 
   Now’s my chance to ask all those burning questions. “That’s another thing. How can people have these endless numbers of lives when there’s only so much history in which they can incarnate?”
 
   “That’s a very good question. You should be proud of yourself. The answer has to do with the concept of time. Earth-bound humans live in linear time. Time in that sense doesn’t really exist. Time is continual and simultaneous.”
 
   I played that back in my mind and it didn’t make any more sense the second time through. “I don’t understand that.”
 
   “Think of it this way: When you drive a car toward a city, the city is still there, even though you can’t see it and haven’t reached it yet. That’s how time is. It exists all at once, but it doesn’t mean you are in all time, all the time.”
 
   “Oh…so…” Almost had it, but then I felt dizzy. I’ll have to think about that one later. “What was your last life?”
 
   “In linear time? Plato.”
 
   “No kiddin’?”
 
   He smiled.
 
   “I never quite pictured Plato with a Tootsie Pop…and if you were Plato, why do you speak like a regular American?”
 
   “Language and culture is an affectation necessary in order to function within a certain time in Earth history. Here, we all hear each other speaking in the language we understand, as it were. Otherwise, there would be no understanding.”
 
   “Another tower of Babel.”
 
   “That didn’t really happen, you know.”
 
   “I suspected as much.” At the crackle of flora, unmistakable movement by someone behind me, I turned quickly, my cop instincts at work.
 
   He was dragging his cane along beside him, looking around as if he was in some different world; which of course, he was.
 
   Next to him, the other man stood shakily, also taking in the new environs.
 
   “Thank God!” I breathed, coming closer to them.
 
   “Daelah, what the hell--” Cornelius murmured.
 
   “Well, thankfully, not Hell. But not Heaven either.”
 
   “What?” Jubal said.
 
   “We were all killed,” I said.
 
   Jubal dropped his cane, and Cornelius looked as though he wanted something to lean on. Two more chairs appeared behind them, and they sat, numbly.
 
   “I know—” I held up both palms to them. “it sounds crazy. But we’re…dead.” I jerked a thumb behind me. “I was just having this freaky conversation with Plato and—”
 
   “What?” they both said.
 
   Plato was gone. 
 
   “Never mind. What happened to you two? Did you just wake up here like I did?”
 
   They nodded.
 
   “Well, I’ve talked to these two men who explained some of it to me. I guess you didn’t get a greeter like I did.”
 
   Jubal huffed. “We’re not dead.” He placed both hands on his chest. “This is flesh and blood. And this—” he swept an arm around them. “—looks like…Utah.”
 
   “Yes, but—”
 
   Cornelius interrupted, “We might have been knocked unconscious, but while we were out, someone dumped us here…why in the world would you think we were dead?”
 
   “Jubal, how do you know what this place looks like?”
 
   “Well, because…I can…see…”
 
   She lifted one eyebrow at him.
 
   “I had some of my vision—”
 
   “But now you have it all.”
 
   He looked around again, seemed aware that I was right.
 
   “And where’s the canyon we crashed into?” I pointed out. “Where’s the car? Where’s the house? Where is everything else?”
 
   “Like I said,” Cornelius offered. “Someone must have brought us here while we were out cold.”
 
   “Then why don’t we have injuries from plummeting into a canyon in a speeding car? And where did those chairs come from?”
 
   They considered these points, and glanced uneasily at each other.
 
   I voiced the obvious. “I think we really are dead.”
 
   “Prove it,” Cornelius said.
 
   “Skeptics!” Came the voice behind me. “Everyone’s a skeptic.”
 
   He had appeared again.
 
   Cornelius and Jubal sat wide-eyed and speechless.
 
   “What do you need? A picture?” A painting appeared, sitting on an easel. “A map?” An open map fluttered to the ground.
 
   Jubal stood up quickly and knocked his chair over, falling to the ground on top of it, as he was trying to flee. 
 
   “Thor’s balls! Sit down,” Plato ordered.
 
   Jubal righted his chair and sat, obediently.
 
   “Now then. She’s right. You’re all dead. But it’s not the end of the world. It’s the beginning of a new one. It’s a great deal of fun to be here. But it is only what you make of it. You have some learning to do and you’ll need some time to get used to your new environment. But eventually you will all have to make some decisions. Until then, make yourselves at home.”
 
   And in a flash of light, he was gone. The Tootsie Pop landed with a click on the boulder where he had been sitting.
 
   They all stared at the sucker for a long time, until finally I found my voice, as I often did. “So, do you believe it now?”
 
   A beer appeared in Cornelius’ hand. He dropped it like it was hot, the amber liquid oozing onto the pine needles covering the ground.
 
   “You were thinking about wanting a drink?”
 
   “Well…yes…”
 
   “Do it again.”
 
   His eyes grew wide and he directed his attention to his hand again. A bottle materialized. Slowly, he smiled. He lifted the bottle to his lips and drank. “I could get used to this.”
 
   A glass of red wine appeared in Jubal’s hand, and he smiled. “So, we can manifest whatever we want?”
 
   “Looks that way,” I said.
 
   “Death rocks.” Jubal sipped the wine and made a blissful face.
 
   A cigarette appeared, already lit, in my hand. Grinning, I drew on it, releasing the smoke with a sigh. “I think I’m gonna like being dead.” A plush recliner appeared beneath me, and I extended the footrest, leaning back to enjoy the cigarette. 
 
   Easy chairs replaced the wooden ones the two men sat in, then food appeared atop tables, music swelled into the air, and briefly, a woman appeared, naked on a bearskin rug.
 
   “Stop it,” I warned.
 
   The woman disappeared.
 
   “I have an idea,” I told them. “Let’s all focus on a path in front of us, and find out which celebrities and other famous people are here, want to?”
 
   Jubal and Neil agreed.
 
   “I’ll start.” I focused my attention, and in a moment, a red carpet unfurled in front of us.
 
   “Nice touch,” Cornelius said, while Jubal laughed.
 
   We closed our eyes and concentrated and when we heard footsteps we opened our eyes.
 
   Filing past us was Oscar Wilde, Thelonius Monk, and Vincent Van Gogh. Of course I guessed that each of us had manifested a favorite on that red carpet. Then I got the idea that I’d like to attend a cocktail party with all these famous dead people from the past. No sooner had I thought it, than the space opened up and faded out and back in with a crowd of figures, drinking and smoking and chattering away with each other.
 
   “Right-on,” Jubal said.
 
   I discovered that in this netherworld of the afterlife, it was still common to see cliques. Those with similar interests all seemed to clump together and visit with each other. In one clump, there was George Carlin, laughing it up with Sam Kinison, Mitch Hedberg and John Belushi. 
 
   Another clump had Salvador Dali, Pablo Picasso, Vincent Van Gogh, Georgia O’Keefe, Wassily Kandinsky, and some others I didn’t recognize. 
 
   Likewise, another cluster included Janis Joplin, Elvis Presley, Kurt Cobain, Stevie Ray Vaughn, and Freddie Mercury. 
 
   Then there was a cluster with Jerry Falwell, Oral Roberts, Sun Myung Moon, David Koresh, Jim Jones, and a few Popes I could not identify. 
 
   Far to one side, set slightly apart from the rest, was a clutch of Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin, Pol Pot, Osama Bin Ladin, Saddam Hussein, and, surprisingly, Mother Teresa. 
 
   My question about that must have been pretty strong, because Plato appeared again. “You had a question about Mother Teresa?”
 
   “Um…yeah. I didn’t expect to see her being all buddied up with so many mass murderers.”
 
   “She has a lot in common with those guys. She was responsible for a great deal of suffering, because she thought suffering was divine, as I said, so she didn’t help those who needed something more than a prayer and a blessing. Many people died while she looked the other way. She was deified wrongly by a great many people.”
 
   Jubal interrupted, “Okay I will ask the obvious question: where’s Jesus?”
 
   “In the minds of humanity,” Plato said.
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Jesus was never a real person. He was a symbol. And one stolen from other myths by the Christians. Just like Christmas was never about the birth of Christ, but a usurped pagan holiday. A way to get the pagans into the church. Completely fabricated, all of it.”
 
   Plato morphed into a betoga’d Roman. 
 
   What the fuck? 
 
   The Roman said, “Religion is regarded by the common people as true, by the wise as false, and by the rulers as useful.”
 
   I blurted, “I’ve heard that quote before….who are you?”
 
   “Lucius Annaeus Seneca. Also known as Seneca the Younger.”
 
   “That’s one of your own quotes, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.” He smiled. “Awfully proud of that one.”
 
   “How did you end up here?”
 
   “I was forced to commit suicide for my role in the Pisonian conspiracy to assassinate Nero.”
 
   I understood, now, how souls could stay here for all eternity. There were so many interesting people, so many intriguing historical facts. But most of all, there was an easy way to access it all. It was like Afterlife Internet, controlled by some psychic mouse in your mind. I did wish that all these people came with name tags, though. There were so many I didn’t recognize.
 
   Just then, little bubbles appeared over the crowd of people. Each bubble had a name in it, and the bubble had an arrow attached directed at the person it identified. “That’s very helpful, thank you.” Then I realized I didn’t know who I was thanking. 
 
   I began to pay attention to what Cornelius and Jubal were creating in this collection. Famous artists were now sitting at easels, painting. To one side, a stage was populated, and nearby, a roster of performances about to be offered. There was, of course, those who were currently in attendance, like Janis Joplin, Elvis Presley, Kurt Cobain, Stevie Ray Vaughn, and Freddie Mercury. But also on the list was Jim Morrison. Thelonius Monk. John Lennon. Jimi Hendrix. Dan Fogelberg (was that one mine? Or did Jubal like him too?). Surprisingly, I also saw Harry Chapin and Jim Croce, particular favorites of mine. My wishes must have been seeping through, because Jubal gave me a harsh look.
 
   I thought it was a shame that The Grateful Dead was a name already taken, because it would be the perfect name for all these deceased musicians getting together.
 
   All at once, I felt light-headed and weak, as if suddenly having the blood drained from my veins. Groggily I looked over at my two friends, and saw that they were nodding off.
 
   “Maybe we overdid it…” I whispered.
 
   We all fell into an exhausted slumber.
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   Life Review
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   I had the distinct impression that someone was staring at me. I opened my eyes.
 
   It was James Dean, actor and apparently, paddle-ball enthusiast.
 
   “Mornin’.”
 
   The paddle ball was missing. “Where’s your toy?”
 
   “I was bored with it.” 
 
   A Slinky appeared in his hand, and he began feeding it back and forth to each hand.
 
   I glanced to my left and saw that Jubal and Cornelius were snoring away in the chairs next to me. Back at the Slinky-man, I said, “Why do you look like James Dean?”
 
   “Because that was the body I liked best.”
 
   “You were James Dean in your last life?”
 
   Detached stairs appeared before him and he let the Slinky spring down them, smiling. “Not in my last one. In my last one I was Heath Ledger.”
 
   “The actor? Wow. His death was pretty recent. You seem comfortable here.”
 
   “Oh, I’ve been here before. Many times.”
 
   I put the footrest down on the recliner. “So you could tell me who other people were?”
 
   “I could. It’s all communal knowledge.”
 
   “Then why don’t I know?”
 
   “You haven’t been here long enough yet to merge.” The stairs disappeared, along with the Slinky, and now he was holding a yellow Frisbee. He sent it flying across the valley, where it swooped up and caught in the limbs of a tree. 
 
   “When will that happen?”
 
   “It’s different for everyone.” I saw him pull the cigarette away from his mouth for the first time, and lick his lips. “Depends on your level of resistance.”
 
   “I’m pretty stubborn.”
 
   “Well, there ya go.”
 
   Now he was  playing with a Yo-Yo.
 
   So many questions. “Who was George W. Bush in a past life?”
 
   “Well, one was Marie Antoinette.” He sent the Yo-Yo spinning out in front of him, and then performed the Walk the Dog trick, and jerked the Yo-Yo back up into his hand. “Marie was pretty thick too. She thought that when her subjects were starving that they should just be fed. She didn’t seem to realize there wasn’t enough food. Hence the quote, Let them eat cake.”
 
   “Yeah. Dubya didn’t seem to understand either.”
 
   “Some people need several lives before they figure some simple things out. Marie was beheaded for treason.”
 
   “Yeah, let’s hope history repeats itself.”
 
   He managed a crooked movie-star grin. “Your history is about to repeat itself. If you’re ready for that…sometimes it’s as simple as the compulsion to right a wrong. Balance is everything.”
 
   I said, “I don’t want to go back and be born again…I mean, what good would that be, when I’ll just forget all of this?”
 
   “Forgetting is also an important part of the process.” He gestured with the Yo-Yo still in his hand, then flicked it down and up, and did the Cat’s Cradle trick. “If you remembered all this, you wouldn’t get the genuine experience of focusing on why you are in that life, that body. You’d understand everything and then you’d want to come back here, but you’d get here and eventually be unsatisfied and have to reincarnate again, and that cycle would continue without any progress being made.”
 
   “So we have to go back and start fresh as babies?”
 
   The Yo-Yo vanished, and I was distracted by what toy might appear next.
 
   “Well you don’t have to. You can go back to the bodies you had in the previous life.”
 
   “But I thought you said—”
 
   “You can go back to finish what you started. You and your soul-family members,” he nodded at the two sleeping men. “never did figure it out anyway, darlin’. Next time around, you would start fresh with a different Soul Goal in mind. 
 
   “Why? Why do others stay here and feel good about it, but others want to go back?”
 
   James Dean suddenly morphed into Plato again. 
 
   Plato continued, answering my question, “The ones who stay have reached a level of experience where they no longer need the challenges of the flesh. Their souls are sufficiently schooled, so that their needs become, shall we say, simplified…diluted down to an essence. You three are still not at that point in your…evolution.”
 
   I tried not to take offense to that, since I always considered myself pretty evolved. And I wanted to comment on the morphing-thing, but what was I going to say? Wow, how’d you do that? It would imply I was in a normal situation, and that was decidedly not the case. I pressed on, “Okay…but how can we go back to the previous life, when we died and our bodies were probably little crispy critters at the bottom of the canyon?”
 
   He chuckled. “Do you think that what is and what can be is that limited? You would merely go back to a point before your deaths.”
 
   “I didn’t know that was possible.”
 
   An indulgent smile. “What you know could dance on the head of a pin.”
 
   “See, now you’re just being mean.”
 
   He shook his head. “It feels that way only because you are still so attached to your human emotions.”
 
   “Yeah, uh…that made me feel better.”
 
   I looked over at my two cohorts, or perhaps soul-family members would be a better phrase, as they continued to snooze like bears after a feast. I wanted to throw something at them, wake them up. An oversized dart appeared in my hand. Oops. Didn’t want to kill them, just wake them. A red rubber ball replaced the dart in my hand. I threw it at Jubal, striking him in the temple. He jerked awake. Another red rubber ball appeared in my hand and I threw that one at Cornelius. He snorted as his eyes flew open. “You two wake up,” I said. “We have things to do.” I turned to Plato. “We do have things to do, right?
 
   “Yes,” Plato agreed. “Beginning with your Life Review.”
 
   Plato swept a hand in front of us, and three bright blue orbs appeared, suspended in the air between us in the recliners, and him, standing. The orbs were the approximate size of a space suit helmet. Plato made a flicking gesture with his fingers, and the orbs moved silently forward, pausing only as they enveloped our heads. I looked over at Jubal and Neil and they looked back at me.
 
   “Now relax, and sit back,” Plato instructed us.
 
   Suddenly, I was sucked into a virtual space, where I could watch events as if a movie, except that I seemed to be placed in each scene as a present observer.
 
   “Whoa—” I heard Cornelius say.
 
   “Cool!” Jubal exclaimed.
 
   The current environs melted away, and in the distance, I heard Plato’s voice again. “Don’t resist. Just go with it, let go of your inhibitions. As soon as you relax sufficiently, the information will increase in speed. It will all be over in no time.”
 
   Then all I could do was watch, mesmerized by the cinematic story unfolding before me. It started with my birth, and I actually felt my tiny body squeezing through an opening, soft yet firm, the cold air and light accosting my senses. I was watching, but I was also feeling. I was understanding so many things all at once, it was hard to process it all.
 
   I tried to do as Plato instructed, taking a deep breath and concentrating on relaxing my muscles, freeing my mind. 
 
   All in a whoosh, the images sped by. 
 
   Holding a rattle, my mother’s eyes…the crib, wearing a diaper, grade school events, high school events, losing my virginity, college, jobs I held, the police academy, being a rookie cop, my hand on the pistol at my side…getting shot…dying.
 
   Love, sex, confusion, betrayal, excitement, despair, adventure, challenge…every crucial, pivotal moment in my life. I was no longer just me, but a sum-total of everything and everyone I had ever been. And every other soul was connected to mine in an intricate web so vast that only the contemplation of the universe—it’s stars, galaxies, solar systems, could act as analogy. 
 
   The data merged into a singularity, and I saw everything in that last unfinished life, understood it all, an instantaneous clarity of knowledge, injected into my brain. From infancy to my death, and the shift into Daelah, and on to the moment Jubal, Neil and I went careening off that cliff into a canyon…
 
   The images then faded, and I was left with only the azure tint of the orb as it hovered, still enveloping my head. 
 
   Then the orb slowly vanished and I could see the verdant valley where we still sat in our chairs. 
 
   Plato was again on his rock, nodding at us with a smile distorted by the fresh Tootsie Pop in his mouth.
 
   I couldn’t find the vocabulary portion of my brain, and when I pivoted my head to look at Neil and Jubal, their expressions echoed the way I felt. It was like an acid trip. I felt like I had been hit with an energizing tranquilizer dart, if that was possible. Like I’d feel after a roller coaster ride. Thrilled, but drained.
 
   Plato informed us softly, “You’re not aware of it yet, but that information just allowed you to make decisions. You don’t yet know what they are, but it has been done. Now sleep, and when you wake, you will be where you need to be, based on the decisions each of you made…”
 
   I became profoundly sleepy and there was no way to hold my eyes open. I was slipping away into the most luxurious, comforting slumber. Just before my awareness faded, I saw a road sign that said,
 
    
 
   You Are Now Leaving Somewhere Else.
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   Home Sweet Home
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   I awakened in bed. Which is usually where most people awaken, unless they partied a little too hardy. The ceiling had swirly figures on it. I remember lying here and finding images and patterns in all that…wait, this was my apartment in Denver. I lifted the sheet. I was naked, as was the woman beside me. The very blonde woman beside me. With heart-shaped lips.
 
   Confused, I got up and saw my navy blue uniform shirt draped over the armchair, picked it up, and read the name tag. MEEKS.
 
   To be sure, I hurried to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. 
 
   I was back in that body of myself as a cop, Tabitha Meeks. The me that felt most like me. My face was the right face, this time, my body, the right body. Or so it seemed.
 
   Questions swirled around in my head—I was fully cognizant of what happened before, and how I got here. I remembered all that jazz at the famous historical gathering which I now thought of as The Grateful Dead. Wasn’t I was supposed to forget everything about the afterlife? I wondered if it would fade, or I’d always remember. I did seem to have a purpose here, so maybe the Powers That Be allowed me to recall all those details so I could figure this situation out.
 
   So when Plato said ‘go back to the previous life’ I didn’t finish, he meant the first unfinished one, which was before I did the little exchange with Daelah’s original soul. Absently, I wondered what became of Cornelius and Jubal.
 
   The slumbering woman in my bed was ensconced in the sheet and blanket, her long blonde hair askew on the pillow, and I remembered the afternoon of sex that had taken place before—and wished I could have entered my body just a few hours earlier, so I could have enjoyed that bit of debauchery again. 
 
   Something soft swept over my bare leg, and I looked down into the eyes of a white cat. “Bigly!” I said, picking up the feline and hugging her close. “I missed you!” He purred, allowing my embrace. I thought about Polly, and wondered if I could attach to Bigly, like I did her. I held him close and thought of his head, and closed my eyes. Then I set him down, and he ran into the small kitchen of my apartment, gracing me with a familiar view of the tile floor, the small table where his food bowl was. I could see into the bowl, and it was empty. I opened my eyes, and headed to the kitchen to give him some kibbles.
 
   So, I was back in my former life, having retained my ability to attach to a cat. Hopefully, that would come in handy. My eye wandered to the calendar of sexy, scantily-clad women in various uniforms.
 
   Then a thought struck me. I stared at the numbers, then rushed into the bedroom to check the bedside table. There was my iPhone. I clicked it on and saw the date. This is the day I died. On my shift tonight. I looked at the time. My shift, which started in an hour.
 
   Swiftly, I got dressed, recalling most of my routine by rote.
 
   As I left a note for the sleeping beauty in my bed, gave Bigly a few affectionate strokes, and made my way out the front door, I thought, this time, I have to handle it differently. 
 
   Tripping on the newspaper on the sidewalk, while tucking my shirt in, I stopped to pick it up. The masthead said Denver Post. When I was a cop and when all this happened, including the passionate night with the woman—I was in Denver, Colorado. 
 
   Home sweet home. 
 
   With a mixture of bafflement and satisfaction, I recalled how to get around, where the police department was, and recognized all the streets on the way there… everything seemed back to the way it was in my previous life as Tabitha Meeks, complete with the location of that life, and an unusually sharp memory of all the data. Maybe I was smarter now. I’d have to be, I decided, in order to avoid my own demise tonight.
 
   After five years in Denver, acclimating to the more staid and squeaky clean attitudes and environment of Cedar City would have been a bracing adjustment. I was relieved to be back in my other life with my fellow DPD officers. Even though some of them had a way of getting on my last gay nerve. 
 
   True to form, Officer McClary called to me as I entered the station briefing room. 
 
   “Hey Tabs—” He was holding a puzzle book. “What’s a five letter word for defeated player?”
 
   I saw him there, kicked back, his shirt clean, his boots shined, without a care in the world. “Loser,” I answered, settling at one of the tables.
 
   After the usual briefing of ongoing bulletins, and things to watch out for, and a dismissal with the words, “Watch your backs. Serve and Protect,” the crew in blue hit the door to go outside.
 
   I was not pleased to discover that McClary was my rookie this shift. The guy was cocky and careless, and I needed someone to watch my back. Especially since this was the night I was supposed to die. And if memory served, and it did, McClary was the one riding with me last time. I tried to recall the details of my shooting, tried to discern if it had been his laissez-faire attitude that got me killed.
 
   Buckled into the cruiser, I picked up the radio mic and clicked in to dispatch. “Three-Adam-Two, we are ten-eight.”
 
   “Ten-four,” came the crackled answer from the dispatcher. 
 
   Everything felt right. I knew what I was doing. And I had hours, still, before the pivotal event. I wanted to spend that time recalling the details that led up to the moment I was shot. But I would have to block out Chatty-Cathy McCleary to do it. 
 
   He was reading from some travel publication, because he hadn’t been in Colorado very long, and was still acting like a tourist. “Denver is one of the few cities in history that was not built on a road, railroad, lake, navigable river or body of water when it was founded. It just happened to be where the first few flakes of gold were found in 1858…The first permanent structure in Denver was a saloon…The 13th step of the state capital building in Denver is exactly one mile high above sea level…Colfax Avenue in Denver is the longest continuous street in America…Denver has the largest city park system in the nation with 205 parks within city limits and 20,000 acres of parks in the nearby mountains…”
 
   “Don’t you have some medication to take?” I grumbled.
 
   “Sorry. I’m just psyched.”
 
   “Well focus on the job, McCleary. Anything could happen, and I need to know you have my back.”
 
   “No problem, Tabs. I’m right there with ya….Johnny-on-the-spot…” He looked at the magazine again. “Did you know that both Buffalo Bill and Sitting Bull have dined at Denver’s Buckhorn Exchange, a restaurant that’s still one of the most popular in the city? Buffalo Bill’s grave is just outside Denver. Sure would like to see that—”
 
   I grabbed the magazine and tossed it in the back seat. “Focus, McCleary.”
 
   He chuckled like some sheepish halfwit, and busied himself straightening his badge and name tag.
 
   I was beginning to think he really was the cause of my death. If he didn’t stop behaving like a ten year old, I was going to be the cause of his.
 
   “Three-Adam-Two,” came the dispatcher’s voice. “6200 East Colfax, Walgreens. See a man about a dog..”
 
   “Seriously?” I said back to the dispatcher.
 
   I heard her giggle. “Ten-four, Three-Adam-Two.”
 
   “Ten-four,” I said back.
 
   “Colfax…that’s the longest contin—”
 
   “Shut it!” I said to McCleary.
 
   I hung a right onto Colfax and gunned it through the yellow light on Colorado Boulevard. When we arrived at the Walgreens, I pulled in and put the car in park, staring at the front windows. Something stopped me from getting out. Wasn’t my shooting at a Walgreens? But…it wasn’t until midnight. I looked at my watch. It was only 10:45. I didn’t recall being called twice to a Walgreens. I wondered if somehow the time had changed since the first time this happened. 
 
   “Are we going in?” McCleary asked, his hand on the door.
 
   “Hang on—” I had to think about this. I’d barely had time to remember the details because McCleary had been chattering so much. I said, “Stay in the car.”
 
   “What? Why?” he said, his hand still on the door handle.
 
   “No time to explain, just stay in the car.”
 
   I got out and instead of walking into the Walgreen, I circled the front of the vehicle. With my attention on McCleary, I watched as his face changed. Eyes bigger, looking toward the sliding front doors of the store. And then I saw him open his door suddenly and get out, peering over the top of the squad car, drawing his gun. I stopped and swung my head toward the store, my right hand slapping leather to pull my nine millimeter. A man in a ski mask was aiming a pistol at McCleary’s head.
 
   “Drop it!” I shouted at the masked gunman, but saw him steady his pistol. I could almost see his finger tightening on the trigger. I fired.
 
   He spun around, blood appearing on his upper arm. He dropped the plastic bag. With his gun hand, he moved his aim to me and the report was twice as loud as it should have been. I watched him sink to his knees, and then collapse on the ground, the plastic bag beside him, a rose petal of crimson growing at his chest. I looked down and saw the streak of blood on my own arm. 
 
   Glancing at McCleary, still standing with his weapon aimed at the gunman, his attention frozen in place. 
 
   Holding my bloody arm close to my said I advanced on the perp, keeping my nine trained on him with one hand, while I kicked the pistol away from the gunman’s reach. 
 
   As I looked down at his motionless form, I could tell he wouldn’t be going anywhere. Ever again.
 
   I turned back to McCleary. “Call it in!” I  shouted. He just stood where he was, his eyes wide in horror. “McCleary!” 
 
   I holstered my weapon and lifted my shoulder mic to my lips. “Three-Adam Two. Officer needs assistance. Sixty-two-hundred East Colfax, Walgreens. Code ten. Shots fired. Officer needs assistance.”
 
   “Ten-four, Three Adam Two, units responding,” the dispatcher said.
 
   Ignoring McCleary for now, I squatted down and checked the carotid. He was dead. Digging in his pocket, I found his wallet and opened it up. Colorado driver’s license identified him as Duncan Spalding.
 
   Data raced through my head. Daelah’s diary. The name of the benefactor. Duncan Spalding. He was the one who crippled  Jubal and Cornelius. Was he the one who killed me last time? Either way, now he was dead.
 
   I looked down at my burning arm. And I was shot.
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   Is That You in There?
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   After a trip to the ER, getting patched up, and my arm in a sling, I had to answer a million questions. Official, and unofficial. A group of officers from my precinct appeared to check on me, which I found endearing.
 
   While I was answering questions about the shooting, I realized something I didn’t say out loud: It’s kind of easier to kill, now, because I know where the dead get to go…The Grateful Dead. Probably the REAL reason that place is kept secret.
 
   Eventually, the nurse had to herd everyone out. “Scat! Officer Meeks needs her rest…”
 
   The bullet from Spalding’s gun grazed along my upper arm, because I was in the firing stance. I’d be fine, but that arm would be sore for a while.
 
   I was glad everyone finally gave me some peace, because I had a lot to think about. But the pain meds were kicking in and all I could do was go to sleep and hope that when I woke up, I’d still be me. Tabitha.
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   The shards of morning light sliced through the window shades and landed on my face, waking me. I looked down at my arm, still in a sling. So far, so good.
 
   Getting up carefully, I crossed to the tiny bathroom and checked my countenance in the mirror. Tabitha. Good.
 
   I had some things to think about, and some things to do, but not from a hospital bed. I needed a smoke. I managed to get the flimsy hospital robe on, and my arm back in the sling, and fetched my cigarettes from the bag in the drawer of the nightstand. 
 
   Down the long hall, I found the elevator, hit the down button, and rode until the box stopped on the second floor. The door slid open, and there was Jubal and Cornelius, in two wheelchairs, being pushed past the elevators by two orderlies.
 
   My look of surprise caught Neil’s attention, but the two were wheeled away. Cornelius looked back at me gawking at him, and I know he felt it. He knew something was awry somewhere. The elevator door bumped me and I stepped out, following the two wheelchairs down the corridor to another ward on that floor. Outside their room, I pretended to be engrossed in a magazine at the nurse’s station, and waited for the orderlies to leave, pushing the empty wheelchairs.
 
   I shuffled toward the room, and behind me, another nurse pushed in. But not a nurse. And there, I made eye contact with the person I’d seen in the mirror only a short time ago. Daelah Murdock. 
 
   What was she doing in Colorado, when she was in Utah before? 
 
   I was freaked, but played it cool. Daelah was dressed in a Certified Nursing Assistant uniform, being all spiritual-sweet and I hated her, just like I thought I would. She was in there for awhile, and I feared I was about to be conspicuous, hanging around in the corridor. But then the door to the room opened again, as she exited. 
 
   “I’ll be back to check on you two in a minute,” she said, with all the perkiness of a faithful servant of God. She tossed a saccharine smile at me as she left, and I felt compelled to follow her. The boys weren’t going anywhere for now, but Daelah was on the move.
 
   Tailing her, I shrank back against the wall around a corner as she surreptitiously went into a supply closet. A few moment later, she emerged in street clothes. When she disappeared around the next corner, I went over to the supply closet, checking for witnesses, and when the coast was clear, I slipped inside. The CNA uniform lay folded on the shelf. In a hospital, there was always a locker room of some sort for changing clothes, why did she change in a closet? I answered my own question. Maybe because it wasn’t her uniform.
 
   As I made my way back to the boys’ room, I thought about it. IF it wasn’t her uniform, she didn’t work here, then that meant she needed to have access to the boys so she could offer them a place to live. Since Spalding was the benefactor, she could only be doing it for him. There was some reason why she needed to have the boys living with her. Maybe to keep an eye on them? Maybe because she was in cahoots with Spalding?
 
   I needed to find out more about this mysterious benefactor, see if there was a connection between him and Daelah.
 
   Stealthily, I slipped into the boys’ room, and moved toward the beds, saying, “God! Her uniform is pink, too!”
 
   Cornelius stared at me. 
 
   I met his eyes. He wouldn’t know me. I looked different. “Are you…do you know…me?”
 
   Jubal swiveled his head toward my voice, and Cornelius said, “Um…am I supposed to know you?”
 
   “Dammit.” I latched onto his eyes again, taking a chance. “I’ve met a cat named Polly, I love food, I’ve had sex with both of you, and I hate the color pink…”
 
   Cornelius caught his breath. “Is that you in there? The Second Daelah?”
 
   “Fuck, yeah.”
 
   He sighed, relieved. “I had hell trying to get Daelah…the first Daelah…to answer that. She thought it was my pain meds.”
 
   I pulled up a chair, extending my hand. “Tabitha Meeks.”
 
   Cornelius took my hand, shaking it. “Nice to meet you…again…sorta…”
 
   I looked back toward the door briefly. “Pink Puss doesn’t know about that. She’s still…herself. And I’m back to my old self, so to speak.”
 
   “What’s going on?” Jubal whispered. 
 
   Standing there between their beds, I touched his arm. “It’s me, Jubal. I just got to come back into my other body. The one before Daelah.”
 
   “Oh…weird.”
 
   “So you can’t see me at all?”
 
   “No!” he spat. “I’m fuckin’ blind again!”
 
   “Yikes. Okay, well we’ll just have to work with that…maybe it will be temporary this time, too.”
 
   Cornelius sat up straighter in bed. “We woke up in the ER late last night. From the same accident, all over again. Why are you here in Utah? I thought your other life was in Denver?”
 
   “I‘m not in Utah. Neither are you. We’re all in Colorado, now. That’s where my Tabitha life was. Everything’s the same except the locale, I guess. We must have decided this during our Life Review.”
 
   “Yeah I remember Plato saying we’d already made choices…” He pointed to my arm. “What happened?”
 
   “I got shot.”
 
   “Shot?” Jubal said.
 
   I said, “Yeah. Arm’s in a sling now. I was a cop, remember?”
 
   Neil snorted. “You were also a 37 year old Mormon virgin.”
 
   “See? That ought to be against the law, right there.”
 
   The two men laughed. Cornelius was looking me over, like I was lunch. Probably, he preferred my looks this time. Short dark hair, big brown eyes, and a body to die for. I figured he was working on a boner at this very moment.
 
   “Last night,” I continued. “was the night I was supposed to die…I did die…last time…but not this time.”
 
   “So, this is your second chance?”
 
   “I guess so. But you two seem to be inextricably attached to me somehow.”
 
   “Lucky you,” Jubal offered.
 
   “Oh, by the way, boys. In this life, I’m a lesbian.”
 
   They each said “Shit!” and “Dammit!” at the same time.
 
   “Sorry boys. The Chatacoochie Highway is closed to you.”
 
   “Why?” Jubal whined. “You slept with us before.”
 
   “That was in Daelah’s body. This one is sacrosanct, all-the-way lesbian.”
 
   “But your brain or your essence, or whatever, is the same as before—” Cornelius argued.
 
   “I didn’t remember being a lesbian then,” I said. “Well sort of, but not really. I just remembered being oversexed.”
 
   Both of them started to argue again, but I cut them off. “Not gonna happen. Let’s move on. There are more important things to talk about. For instance, you might be interested in who shot me.”
 
   “Who?” Neil asked.
 
   “Duncan Spalding.”
 
   “Our benefactor?” Jubal whispered.
 
   “What’s he doing here in Colorado?” Neil asked.
 
   “Probably the same thing you’re doing here. Working out some Karmic thing. Whether he accomplished the goal or not, remains to be seen, because he’s dead.”
 
   “Dead?” Neil frowned, his eyes tracking back and forth over the blanket. “Then how did he cause the accident?”
 
   “I figure he left the scene of the accident, and then robbed that Walgreens.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Last night. That’s where I shot him. He was coming out of the Walgreens with a sack of money, and we exchanged some gunfire.” I lifted my broken wing. “He lost.”
 
   Neil poked his fingers into his hair, holding his head. “This is giving me a headache.”
 
   “Me too, but we have to figure out what’s going on. Maybe with him dead, this is all resolved, and it might be a moot point.”
 
   Neil folded the blanket down. “Except that he still tried to kill us.”
 
   “Well, all we know for sure is you’re here because someone ran you off the road. We don’t know if the second attempt even happened in this…reality…”
 
   “We woke up here in the hospital with memories of what happened in Utah…” Neil offered. “Including the second attempt, in the canyon crash, where we woke up…Somewhere Else…” 
 
   Jubal added, “And now, I guess, we’re back to right after his first attempt. Is that right?”
 
   I sat down on Neil’s bed. “I think so. Too many unanswered questions…wish there was a way to contact Plato or James Dean.”
 
   “I’m glad no one can hear this conversation,” Jubal smirked.
 
   I was already thinking about logistics. “I guess we just need to get you two out of here and make a base of operations somewhere…”
 
   “But we’re in Colorado, now. We don’t even know where we live—” Neil said.
 
   “Where’s your driver’s license?” I pointed to the nightstand. “Check the drawer for your personal effects.”
 
   Cornelius opened the drawer at the bedside table and pulled out his wallet, checked his license. “My address is in Lakewood.” He reached over to get Jubal’s wallet from the drawer and looked at his ID. “Lakewood, too, but different street.” 
 
   “What did Daelah say when she was in here?”
 
   “Same thing she said last time in Utah. That the man who hit us wants to keep it under wraps and is offering to set us up, live with her at her house.”
 
   Jubal pushed his bedcovers down. “Yeah, wonder what we do about that one?”
 
   I paused, thinking.“Well, maybe live with her again. Now that we know there’s something going on, you can watch for things, and snoop. You two seem self-sufficient enough. Neil, you can be Jubal’s eyes, and Jubal, he can be your legs. You’ll be fine. And I’ll be around. I want to find out more about this bastard who killed me last time, and shot me again this time…” 
 
   Neil said, “But now he’s dead.”
 
   “Ain’t Karma a bitch?” I said.
 
   “So he tried to kill you THREE times.”
 
   “Maybe more than that. Remember the fall down the stairs? Daelah slipped on cooking oil on the top step. I think he put it there.” I tightened the hospital robe belt. “Wait…that doesn’t make sense, because he obviously was trying to kill Daelah…and if he shot me, in this body, he was also trying to kill me, Tabitha…”
 
   “What possible connection could you have to Daelah?” Jubal wondered.
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe there is no direct connection, other than the fact that he injured you two and then robbed a store and shot me, the responding officer. But that might be why I’m the one who ended up in Daelah’s body. Maybe it’s a police matter…I’ll have to run a check on her and see what comes up.”
 
   Cornelius shifted in the bed. “Whatever it is, something strange is going on here, and Spalding is the common denominator.”
 
   “I think you two should come to my place for a while first. Maybe we can flesh this thing out.”
 
   Jubal giggled.
 
   I glowered at him, even though he couldn’t see me. “Not that kind of fleshing out.”
 
    
 
   They met back at Tabitha’s apartment for what they deemed a Spalding Summit. As they entered, Tabitha invited them to sit at the table, as she fetched beer from the ‘fridge. The first thing Cornelius saw when he sat down was the note.
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   I saw Cornelius laughing, and whispering into Jubal’s ear. 
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   I approached the table and sat down, handing them the beers. I saw their expressions, and then my eyes fell to the note. I snatched it up, read it, and shoved it in my pocket. “Don’t read my personal correspondence.”
 
   “It was in plain sight.”
 
   “Rules of Evidence do not apply, here. Cops can say that.” I sat down. “You can’t.”
 
   They drank their beers, smiling.
 
   “Okay, down to business,” I said. I got up and pulled the dry erase board over near the table, and began to mindmap what we knew about this whole fiasco, and also what I had been thinking about.
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   “Did either of you see the car that hit you that night? When you were originally injured?”
 
   Jubal shook his head, and Neil answered, “No, by the time we came-to, the car was gone, and there were no witnesses.”
 
   “Any police information of evidence? Like did they find any paint from another vehicle on your vehicle?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Cornelius said. 
 
   “Well, I can pull that report and see. If we knew the car, we could associate it with someone.”
 
   Jubal said, “I never even thought of that.”
 
   “That’s why I’m a cop, and you’re not.”
 
   Jubal acted like he was going to toss his beer at me.
 
   “Don’t even try. You’d never hit me.”
 
   “Because I’m so fond of you?”
 
   “No, because you’re blind.”
 
   “That’s why it’s called target practice,” he grinned.
 
   “Okay….back to the case…“I took the marker and jotted down a few more notes. “Using inductive and deductive reasoning…first let’s assume that Spalding is involved, because Daelah mentioned him as a suspect in her diary.”
 
   “It was her suspicion, only, though, right?” Jubal asked.
 
   “Right, but it’s the best we have to go on. He shot me the first time in my capacity as an officer, responding to a call. So that wasn’t premeditated. The second time, I shot him for the same reasons, and that situation only changed because I was able to come back with knowledge of what was going to happen, and change the outcome. So we can probably safely assume that this wasn’t about me, as Tabitha.”
 
   “Right.” They nodded.
 
   I pointed to the board with the marker. “Next, we know that Spalding tried to kill Daelah intentionally, by putting cooking oil on the stairs. Then he tried to kill Daelah, intentionally, with that limb, but she was with you two on that ledge at Rainbow Point. So maybe you two were casualties of war, at that point…if you think about it, why would Spalding want to get rid of the person who was caring for you two and providing a home? Wouldn’t it have made more sense to kill you two?”
 
   Neil stiffened. “Hey.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Speaking strictly as an objective observer. Really. Why even try to make her break her neck on the stairs? He knew neither of you would be up there, so it was intended for her. So why would he want her dead?”
 
   “I don’t know…” Cornelius admitted. Jubal just shook his head.
 
   “There is a set of classic motives for murder. In general, the most common are gain, revenge, elimination, jealousy, or pleasure. So, what did Spalding have to gain? Why would he want revenge on someone like Daelah? Why did he need her out of the picture? What was he jealous of? Or does he just like killing?”
 
   “How can we know that without knowing more about him?”
 
   “Precisely. All we can do at this point is gather the facts as we know them and work from there. But in simplest terms, he had something to gain from her death.”
 
   Seeing it all mapped out like that narrowed it down to the pertinent points. I had to find out more about Daelah and Spalding. I wrote a few more statements on the board. “Now, the common denominator in all these events is Spalding…but only Spalding in relation to Daelah…so I have to get the stats on him, and see if there’s some direct connection between him and Daelah. I’ll have to use a computer at the precinct to do it.”
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   To that end, I left the boys at my apartment to rest, and went down to the precinct to commandeer a computer. I pulled the financials and phone records of both Duncan and Daelah. 
 
   The first thing I discovered was that Daelah issued the stipend checks from her own account, but there were no new deposits to cover them. 
 
   In tracking the other leads, I found that Daelah’s father, Trevor Murdock, had left her everything, to the exclusion of his wife, her mother. I guess being bothered to death has its repercussions.
 
   So, the money that paid Jubal and Cornelius was coming from her Daelah’s inheritance money. 
 
   Duncan Spalding’s phone records told me that he had made many calls to an attorney, who turned out to be counsel for the Murdock family; the one who handled the estate of Daelah’s father. Why was Spalding interested? Did he have a claim? If he felt entitled to that inheritance, that would be motive for the murder of Daelah, as the sole heir to the Murdock fortune. It would explain his attempts on her life. 
 
   The shooting of me, as Tabitha, would be collateral damage, since Spalding felt compelled to rob that store because he needed that money he did not inherit. So the only unanswered question was about what happened the night of the accident. It took place on same day as the reading of the will, so it was not coincidental in the sense that it didn’t seem to be by random chance. 
 
   So Duncan Spalding found out he was not bequeathed anything, perhaps had the accident that night, perhaps he had been drowning his sorrows and then got behind the wheel. 
 
   But what was Daelah’s connection? Why would she be caring for the guys? The primary reasons people spend a good deal of money are prestige, guilt, power, or pleasure…Daelah was not into the fast life, she was goody-goody Mormon, very conservative, yet here she was sharing her home with essentially two strangers, and also paying for their care. This suggested to me that she felt guilty. Guilty for the injuries to Jubal and Cornelius. Perhaps she had been the one to injure them. Maybe she had been the driver. 
 
   I went back to her financials and found something I missed the first time. She had taken out a large cashier’s check made out to an out-of-town car dealer. The only reason she would have had to buy a car the day after the accident, was if hers had been damaged. So it was looking like she was the one who hit the boys that night, unless someone else stole her car, but it would have been ditched somewhere, if so, and I could find no reports on a stolen vehicle made by Daelah Murdock. If her vehicle had been stolen, she would have reported it. Unless she was hiding something. Like, being the one who hit them. So I could only assume at this point that Daelah was the one who injured Jubal and Cornelius.
 
   But that didn’t explain why she would mention in her diary that Spalding was a threat. She said he might be trying to kill her, and there was compelling evidence that she was being targeted. 
 
   The vehicle that had run the three of us off that canyon road was a truck. I checked Duncan Spalding’s records and found that he did own a truck like the one I saw before we went careening over the cliff.
 
   I stared at the driver’s license photo of Duncan Spalding. Then I pulled up the ID of Daelah, looked at both of them on the screen. And that’s when I noticed something. 
 
   They favored each other. 
 
   I was pretty sure I knew what happened.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   When I got back to the apartment, the boys were asleep. Probably the pain meds mixed with beer.
 
   I went to sleep wishing I could interview Duncan Spalding. But he was dead, and the only way I could do that, was to return to Somewhere Else. And I didn’t want to die this time to do it.
 
   After convincing my mind to let go of the incessant chatter of thoughts, I eventually faded into slumber.
 
   Somehow, my wish had been granted. I opened my eyes to the now-familiar landscape of Somewhere Else, complete with the obligatory welcome sign. James Dean was there this time, chatting up Marylyn Monroe. As he pulled himself away from her to talk to me, I saw JFK appear, and the two of them wandered off into the hills.
 
   I was granted an interview with Duncan Spalding, and he verified my suspicions. He was, indeed, Daelah’s half-brother. That was the inheritance-connection. I had a hard time getting him to focus, as he was still a little freaked out by waking up Somewhere Else, just as I had been. But he gave me some background.
 
   Duncan was conceived when Daelah’s father, Trevor Murdock, met his mother at some Mormon General Conference. She went home to Colorado, and then discovered she was pregnant. She tried for years to contact him for help, but he ignored her, insulated by the church, since he was a church elder. Trevor Murdock was not about to publicly admit his infidelity. And—like all corrupt religious leaders do—Murdock ignored her and his son, and went about his life as an exalted leader in the virtuous auspices of the Mormon church, assured of his continued status of being pure as the driven snow. And we all know how pure snow is, after it’s been driven. 
 
   Somewhere Else Spalding also told me his version of the events the night he ran me and Neil and Jubal off that canyon road. It was also as I suspected. He had gone to the reading of the will, which was that very same day, and found that his father had left him nothing, and hadn’t even mentioned him in the will. Consumed with rage, he kidnapped his half-sister, Daelah, and while in her car together, they crashed into Jubal and Cornelius. He fled the scene of the accident, and ditched her and the car. Desperate for money, he high-tailed it back to Colorado, where he held up that Walgreens and wound up shooting and killing me.
 
   After that, he could not fathom a life of regular armed robberies to sustain himself, nor could he let go of his lust for the lost inheritance. So he decided to kill Daelah to gain access to the estate of Trevor Murdock. 
 
   He tried to kill her by slathering cooking oil on the stairs. He also tried to kill her when she was being controlled by ME, when he knocked me and Jubal and Cornelius off that cliff at Bryce Canyon. When that failed, and he saw us leave, unscathed, he caught up to us and ran us off the road. Triple homicide, right there.
 
   Duncan Spalding’s soul would likely join the ranks of the other murderers Somewhere Else, and he’d have to correct his Karma in the next go-round. I wasn’t keen on helping him do that. He was on his own.
 
   As for Daelah, I had to go to the Akashic records for her story. Plato gave me access for that. Daelah knew that no one had probably seen the accident that injured Jubal and Cornelius, and she would be able to walk away, but her ethical code wouldn’t allow her to do so. She felt guilty for what had happened. 
 
   So she borrowed a CNA uniform at the hospital, and let the boys think she worked there, and offered to give them a place to live and care for them, to assuage her own guilty conscience, and told them the money for their care and her help would come from the man who had hit them. In exchange for them not pressing charges, this anonymous benefactor would make sure they were well cared-for. 
 
   It all seemed to be a good plan, until her dear brother continued to come after her, intent on her demise. He still lusted after that Murdock fortune, and Daelah stood between him and it. So her life was in danger, even as she tried to do the right thing. 
 
   Finally, her soul had grown weary of the fear and the struggle and the guilt, and she just wanted out. She made that dubious deal with me to be a walk-in. I suppose she figured that with my experience as a cop, I could get everything worked out, while she went her merry way. I hoped there was some kind of penance she’d have to pay for sticking me with the mess she’d made. Like a lifetime of being a colorblind atheist prostitute.
 
   The next morning, I shared all I had discovered with Jubal and Neil, and then drove them home to pick up where they left off. They’d both already told me they intended to wait for their own recovery and then return to their jobs as teachers.
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   I Don’t Know You
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   Over the next few months, I recuperated and took my vacation time. It had been stacking up, while I policed the mean streets of Denver. I fed my hunger for food and sex and other pleasures, until one day, I decided to go see Cornelius, and find out how things were going.
 
   Funny thing was, when I knocked on his door, some housewife answered with a toddler on her hip, and had never heard of him. I was sure I had the address right. So I went over to Jubal’s place and was met with the same issue. No Jubal there, never heard of him.
 
   Back at the station, I searched the DMV records, and could find no record of either of my cohorts. On a whim, I checked Utah, and located them. Apparently, they were back in their lives in Cedar City. I punched in Neil’s number.
 
   He answered on the third ring.
 
   “This is Tabitha Meeks. Do you know someone named Daelah Murdock?”
 
   “Nope. Should I?”
 
   Well, yes, you should. “You’ve never heard of a woman named Daelah Murdock?”
 
   He sniffed. “Look, lady, I don’t know you, or a Daelah-whomever. You’ve got the wrong number. “
 
   “You’re an art teacher at the high school, right?”
 
   “Yes, but I still don’t know you.”
 
   “Your friend Jubal, he’s an art teacher there, right?”
 
   “Yes, how do you know that?”
 
   “I’m with the Denver Police department, doing an investigation…there are just some straggler bits of information that don’t add up. Okay, one more weird question, and then I’ll let you go—”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Are you and Jubal disabled in any way?”
 
   “Does a little lower back pain count?”
 
   “You’re not in a wheelchair, and Jubal isn’t legally blind?”
 
   He laughed. “Uh, no, not last time I checked.”
 
   “Okay, thank you sir. It seems there are some database mix-ups going on. Sorry to have bothered you.”
 
   I hung up.
 
   So. My cohorts were gone. Obviously back on track with the lives they had before I came along. Before Daelah even came along, and before Spalding crashed into them the night they both became injured. Probably, they would never remember any of it until…well, until they crossed over and had another life review.
 
   I could only guess it meant they had accomplished what they came back to do and things were righted again. 
 
   So, why was I still here? I had avoided my own death the second time around. I had discovered who the mysterious benefactor was, and instead of him killing me, I killed him. 
 
   Maybe that was it. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to kill him.
 
   Either way, my vacation time was about over, and I would have to return to my own life. 
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   Soul Detective
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   I received a commendation and there was some talk about me getting a promotion to detective when a slot opened up, since I’d passed the exam anyway. My arm had healed well, and I was ready to get back on the job. 
 
   I went to sleep thinking about how Somewhere Else was now, well, somewhere else. Not a part of me, anymore. I didn’t know if I’d wake with no memory of the events that had transpired, or not. But it was unavoidable. I had to go to sleep.
 
   I was only half-surprised when I opened my eyes and saw the sign. Welcome to Somewhere Else. Maybe this visit was some sort of exit interview. 
 
   But my old pals Plato and James Dean were both there to greet me. I’d done very well, they said. Impressed everyone with my sleuthing skills. 
 
   “Rare, is the person who gets to retain the memory of Somewhere Else and return to an incarnation,” Plato intoned. He also said there was a reason for this. “We want you to be a Soul Detective.”
 
   According to Plato, there are some people/souls who naturally have certain skills and predispositions that make them good at handling a particular aspect of Somewhere Else. A Soul Detective was an elite position in this netherworld of historical figures and willful manifesting. An SD corrected wrongs, by investigating and solving cases, just like an earth-bound detective would. They sometimes had to be a walk-in on certain people, a surrogate soul. Souls selected for this job would retain all the information from all of her lives, and her interactions Somewhere Else, and would figure out how to correct things. 
 
   In my case, I would still be Tabitha Meeks, but would be able to move back and forth between the two worlds. When I had to go on a Soul Detective job, I’d still be able to return to Tabitha Meeks, often, right where I left off, because the Somewhere Else minions knew how to manipulate the timestream. But my sleeping hours would be used to connect to the Akashic Records, as needed. Or to do interviews of the Grateful Dead. The dreamscape was the portal between the two worlds. The only other portal, of course, being death itself.
 
   Plato expounded, waving his Tootsie Pop around. “When you think about it, the dreamscape is as close to death as we get, without actually dying. In order to enter the dreamscape, we separate our consciousness from our physical bodies, and travel on another plane.”
 
   All very interesting to be sure. But I still had some questions. “If I’m working while I’m sleeping, won’t I be exhausted the next day?”
 
   “No, it’s another plane of activity. Think of it like your brain cloning itself to go Somewhere Else, and then rejoining the sleeping brain of yourself as Tabitha. 
 
   “Will I still be able to attach to my cat?”
 
   “Of course. And you will have some other convenient abilities that will reveal themselves as you go along.”
 
   “What if I come across something I don’t know how to deal with?”
 
   “Until you become accustomed to going back and forth and operating in both realms, we will make sure you have signs to guide you.”
 
   “Signs like Welcome to Somewhere Else, and those little name tag bubbles?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   So, literal signs.
 
   “If I’m traipsing around between two worlds, I won’t have the time or energy to be a cop in my Tabitha body…how am I supposed to pay my bills?”
 
   “Well if you accept the position, you will be paid for your efforts. A salary of sorts.”
 
   “A salary of sorts, or a salary? Where does that paycheck get cut from? Afterlife Incorporated?”
 
   Plato smiled indulgently. “Sort of. Deposits will be made in your account on a regular basis.”
 
   “Is this a promotion? What’s the pay?”
 
   “We will make sure you always have the funds to do what you need to do to get the job done, yes.” He sucked on the chocolate Tootsie Pop. “So, if you accept the position, you will be expected to address Karmic imbalances, and universal wrongs that affect the lives of people on a particular list.”
 
   “Your mission, if you choose to accept it…” I mocked.
 
   “Yes, that would be an appropriate analogy.”
 
   “It seems a real Mission Impossible.”
 
   He tossed the sucker into the air and it disappeared. Then he folding his hands into the large sleeves of his toga. “You are free to refuse. But if you do, you will forget all you’ve learned here, and all about your past lives, and your surrogate soul activities, and the Tabitha life will go back to being over, and you will reincarnate into another child to live a new life.”
 
   That idea didn’t appeal to me.
 
   Plato smiled. I could see he already knew my decision.
 
   He pulled the fresh sucker from the air, raspberry, this time. “Welcome to the Somewhere Else Police Department, Soul Detective Meeks.”
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   Thanks for your interest in my work. I hope you enjoyed it. Please visit my author site for more selections of novels, nonfiction books, anthologies and stories.
 
    
 
   Gramercy
 
    
 
   Thanks, as always, to my partner Kate for being that person who understands what it takes to write a novel, and always being a source of inspiration, a wellspring of love and devotion. 
 
   Thanks to famousdead.com for a unique and very informative site, which I browsed for research, and enjoyed immensely in the most melancholy, nostalgic and maudlin way.
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Powerful Things
{Speculative Adventure novella)

It's hard enough building a life on a new planet, but
when you're faced with dissension In your own tribe, you
have to decide and decide quickly just how far you're
prepared to go

Sivon is half Bandonese, half human. Her mother was
one of ten female survivors when their craft crashed on a
fazm 1n rural Colorado. Now she 1s running from one of her
own people, risking everything for love and the things she
believes in

Mozzik, the self-appointed leader of the Bandosapiens, has his own.
agends, and Sivon has just crossed the line. He's out to find her, to eliminate
the risk she's flirting with and to assert his control once more over the whole
tribe,

But sometimes power 1s about moze than control. Dotng the right thing
can be the most powesful thing in the world...as Sivon iz about to find out

1f Mozzik doesn't kill her first.
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Trustplaces: Erotica for Women Who Love Women
ferotic lesfic stories)

Comical BDSM, fisst timers, unrequited and satiated
passion; friends who don't let friends sleep alone.

Trustplaces is not just stories, vignettes and poetry, but [EECN
also a tastefully erotic journey through the many forms of -
passion between two women —and sometimes three.

&
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Quintessence.
(Speculative Alternate Reality novella)

If vou push yous luck, expect it to push back. That's
shatmy Grandma Beasley uzed to zay. And she was right
Ihad it illustrated to me ten days ago, and again on this
frigid October night in the middle of Nowhere, Kansas.

So begins the journey of twenty-five year old Jason
Beasley, a Synesthete~ his brain merges his senses in a way
thatallows him to see words and images before him as if on
2 Plexiglas screen.

When he leaves his mother's house for the last time,
along with her pious and overbearing preacher boyfriend,
his journey takes him to an old barn laboratory in Coffeyville Kansas, which
Rolds much more than some mad scientist's forgotten notebooks.

He 12 about to discover, literally, 3 new seality, and that the research
Professor Pritchard has done will lead him to the life he didn't know he was
missing. If he could only get used to all the differences; starting with the fact
that his own gender has changed, and now he's a lesbian

Kew Jag Bagi
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Baggage
(Suburban Drama novel)

During Hurricane Katrina, Patriarch Dominic Fontaine
meets his freakish demise-the rubble of his “hurricane-proof”
mansion all around him-and no one suspects that a vengeful
woman came to kill him.

Real estate agent, Sienna Bachman, always ethical and
historically judicious in her decisions, learns that karma can
come in two flavors; but she fears that she may taste only one.

The dark, handsome artist, Jerrin Boudreaux, Dominic
Fontaine's estranged son, must deal with the specter of his father's death,
loathing him more and more as Dominic's past betrayal is compounded by
still more family secrets.

Established agoraphobe, Cherise Fontaine, never understood her brother's
hatred for their father, but she needs him more than ever, now that Dominic
won't be around to coax her out of her shell.

As Bay St. Louis sits in flooded, flattened ruin, sixteen year old Noah is
stranded in Jackson during a gig with his band, waiting for his alcoholic
mother to join him as Katrina bears down on the coast. She never appears.
Desperate to find her, he has no resources left to him except the infamous
Envelope. Finally, he must open it, per his mother's instruction, in order to
find help from a stranger.

A petty thief named Kitcher is unaware of the role he plays in linking
these people together.

In the aftermath of the worst hurricane in American history, the secrets
held in a safe deposit box spur the Fontaine offspring into 2 journey of
enlightenment and self-discovery as their lives converge with strangers, and
the mystesies of karma, hope, and synchronicity take over.
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The Speed of Dark
(Bold Erotic Stories)
Kidnapping an amusing Goth girl, frustrated musicians in
a sehearsal space, defiant nuns in a convent, fantasy
fulfillment with academic colleagues, mistaken identities and
clever manipulations, a repressed literature professor in a
firestorm of exploration and desire, toolbelts and breakup sex,
trapped in the rubble and the desperate darkness, escape from
a failed relationship, and a reunion of separated soulmates,
The Speed of Dark is daring erotica, populated by
characters suited just as well for full-length novels. Baeli explores
boundaries, asks tantalizing questions about love and desire, and defies the

conventions of passion betwcen women.
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Achilles Forjan
{Mystery/Suspense novel)

Burlington, Vermont was a city known for its near-

nonexistent murder rate. So when bodies begin to appear
along with a mysterious note and a humiliating gesture from
the killer, local authorities scramble to discover who is
responsible.

A complicated series of events points to Amy Jane Spenser
as the prime suspect. She is troubled by sleep deprivation and
frequent memory lapses. Her job as a paramedic feeds her
compulsion to help people, but ultimately only renders her a crippled
witness to the human condition. Amy struggles with doubt over her own
mysterious behavior, and is left with no alibi for any of the murders
Her friend, Karma, uses her degree in Criminal Psychology and a gift for
psychometry to search for clues to Amy's innocence, in spite of a persistent
detective. The suspense builds as lives intertwine, and destinies dangle
precariously over an abyss of secrets and suppositions, until nothing can

ever be the same again.
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Random Act of Blindness
(Erotic Romance novella)

In this erotic novella, Rachel Leeds is a repressed
literature professor who struggles with taboo fantasies that
invade her sexual identity with razor-sharp intensity

Just as Rachel's answers begin to overpower her
questions, she crosses paths with a clever young lesbian who
isn't who she appears to be, and manages to turn her staid
academia into a firestorm of desire, pulling at the threads of
Rachel's carefully controlled existence.

Random Act of Blindness is a steamy lesbian tale that takes an often
superficial genre, and imbues it with eloquence, and multi-dimensional
facets; Baeli has created characters a reader can truly invest in and care
about.
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As You Were
{Romantic Suspense novel)

Tru, a performing singer-songwriter, and Brittany, a
photographer, shared 3 beautiful home on Castle Mountain
in Colorado, enjoyed orseback riding in the snow-laden
hills, and romantic nights in front of the fireplace.

But when an average day ends in a tragic accident, Tru
must embark upon a quest to regain the life she once had
with her lover, while sinister outsiders take advantage of the
precarious situation.

Yearning, revelations, and lurking danger pull at the threads of a once-
idyllic life. As You Were is a romantic story driven by mystery and suspense.
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Curse of Cache La Poudre
{Adventure novella}

Danica and Rikki have missed thelr plane, which
couldn't be worse news because now they might just miss
their own wedding. When a pilot of a small plane offers to
£y them there himself, they jump at the chance; after all,
the man sweass he has one short stop to delives supplies to
a ranger station in Cache la Poudre, then 1t's clear skies all
the way.

‘The only trouble is, the stop along the way turns into a
destination all of its own, when the pilot, telling the
wwomen they're his cargo, delivers them into the hands of
an armed man. They're needed for 3 babysitting job, whatever that means,
butjob or not, being kidnapped is not on Danica and Rikki's itinezary. They
have a wedding to get to, and a honeymoon, and being chased through the
wilderness, while a great bonding exercise, is not the romantic getaway they
were expecting

Then there's the ‘babysitting’. Evenif they get away from the kidnappers,
dare they lesve without checking first that there's not a baby there

somewher
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Plethora
{Southern Gothic Humor/Romance novel)

Brenna Clay, a quirky bisexual author, escapes with her
lover to the remote Ozark area of Hogscald, Brenna easily
becomes distracted by the machinations of her proposed
utopia-a place where Mother Nature is not always
nurturing, and her nearest neighbor lives in a treehouse and

thinks she's been inseminated by aliens. As an added bit of
entertainment, the Bubba's have out their binoculars, and are
watching from the knoll, having never seen a real, live "Lezbean Homo-Sek-
shul-

Meanwhile, Micah Rose Royce lives in Eureka Springs and works as a
masseuse. Fresh off a prolonged disability, she is anxious to feel human
again, but has difficulty getting started. Micah's social life almost magically
increases, yet she finds the choices fraught with peril Things are
complicated by her tendency to give in to her sexual appetite. She trudges
through the exasperating and often comical dating scene in real life and on

the Internet, still desperately searching for a suitable partner?
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Armchair Detective
{Book 1 of AKA Investigations Series)

Jobeth O'Brien awakens on the floor of her kitchen, her
battered face and the memory of an angry visitor tells her that
she is close to something important in her investigation. In
between this surveillance and delivering newspapers, her
beloved '62 Falcon is the scene of middle-of-the-night romps
with a lonely socialite, who gives her more than she
bargained for.

Her quest for the truth pits her against errant husbands, a
modern-day madam with a taste for blood, a horny landlady, a vicious attack
dog, and the lies she tells herself. Amid these challenges, Jobeth stakes out
her prey and runs for her life, continuing the investigation that pulls her into
close calls, unexpected allies, and more secrets.

Pt [obatii has secroty:of hiex ovrryandonfyflove can excavata fhom.
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Another Justice
(Suspense/Vigilante Novel}

In Greek, Omega Fisher's name means "the end”. Now
there's real synchronicity in her name. Even her surname
conjures up the biblical phrase “fisher of men" - she is now
fishing for men, and she does, indeed, intend to END them. Is
there some meaning in this correlation, or is it just another
random alignment in a universe full of random alignments? It
hardly matters. Meg Fisher is who she is, and she's going to
do what she's going to do. Fish for them. End them.

Margo Benning is nowhere near so philosophical; she’s just an ordinary

woman, intent on running her thriving gym in Colorado Springs. It only
takes one violent event however, to throw her life into chaos. Unable to bear
reporting the crime against her, knowing there's every chance her attacker
will go free, Margo decides to follow the lead of a recent vigilante. She’s not
sure how to keep her actions from her girlfriend and her best friend, both
detectives with the Colorado Springs Police, but she's determined to deliver
another, more appropriate, justice.
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Also Known As Syzygy
{Book 3 of AKA Investigations Series}
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Also Known As DNA
{Book 2 of AKA Investigations Series)

Freshly ensconced in the house on Manor Lane, Jobeth and
Phoebe are enjoying the city of Lakewood, Colorado and
Jobeth's newly licensed AKA Investigations

After a fresh start in the Denver Metro region, life seems
idylic and full of promise.

The dream is soon shattered by ghosts from the past,
appearing to tear the fabric of love and trust. With the
company of their friend, Detective Ginger Grant, a
crecendoing battle of survival will test their courage, as they discover the
darker permutations of DNA.

One reviewer said: “...in true AKA Investigations style, events conspire to
spiral out of contral, testing the fortitude, depth of fecling and sheer courage of
each of the characters. Nail-biting action and heart-stopping tension take the reader
on a roller-coaster ride through the pages, piling one catastrophe on top of another
and testing the characters to. the limit. [ wasn't sure they'd all make it out alive in
this one, but it sure had me turning the pages to find out. Bacli i at the top of her
game here, delioering a book at once toucking and full of 0dd, often humorous bits
of wisdom and a storyline of exciting misadventure and action.”
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Also Known as Sleepy Cat Peak
{Book 5 of AKA Investigations Series)

Jobeth and Phoebe go back to basics in more ways than one.

With the Ascension House up and running, and Jobeth
busier than ever with her Investigations, Phoebe thinks it's
time that she and Jobeth have a vacation. Especially since
they have lost track of their intimate time together. She
suggests a unique mountain getaway called Sleepy Cat Peak
Lofty Cabins—a retreat for the gay community where the
cabins are treshouses.

While Jobeth tries to resist the urge to investigate the
interesting goings-on in the winter oasis, she also has to deal with some
sobering questions about her relationship with Phoebe; and although Phoebe
made Jobeth promise to leave her gun and her investigative obsession at
home, she can't help but get involved in the life and drama of the old lesbian
couple who run the place.

But neither Jobeth nor Phoebe expected their getaway to turn into
something so pivotal to their relationship, nor fo have to explore
preconceived notions so profoundly. Can Jobeth get past her own
boundaries? Or will she lose Phoebe forever?
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Also Known As Rising & Falling
{Book 4 of AKA Investigations Series]

In a unique departure from the conventions of most serial fiction, this
novel depicts the events of the previous book, Also Known as
Syzygy, from the point of view of the women of The AKA
Investigations team.

~Lesbian Literati

Jobeth O'Brien discovers that even when she's out of
commission, due to a back injury, there’s no way she can stay
out of the loop. Not when so much is going on in her
household full of women.

There's a disturbing theme to things though, when time after time she and
Phoebe, Izzy and Ginger are forced to help women out of violent situations,
and go after the men intent on keeping those women exactly where they want
them.

Both couples--Jobeth and Phoebe, Izzy and Ginger--are suffering from the
side-effect of all this, questioning their roles in the world and their
relationships.

Phoebe is she from whom all blessings flow--but is this enough for her?

Jobeth is sharp but unschooled--she's not liking how she compares to
Phoebe’s old college friends.
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About the Author

Bestselling author Kelli Jae Baeli began writing s a child, exploring poetry and
journaling, and eventually moving on to short stories. After
aromantic fling in the military with another female soldier,
she decided to write a book based on the experience. The
story that evolvad took on a Life of its own, but It became
her first novel. As You Were, This was followed quickly by
Armchair Detective. a book she said she wrote because she
couldn’t find other lesbian fiction she liked at the time, and
so wanted to write something she would want to read.
She's been doing that ever since. Most recently, her
“romantic dramedy” Rain Falls went to number one on
Amazon In three categorles within the first ten days of
sales.
Creativity comes as easily as breathing to Baeli. Living
a life around words, books, art, and music not only fulfills
her, but defines her. Constantly miningthe world around her for litarary tidbits, Baell
s always to be found with {Phone In hand, recording or thumbing in notes, a self-
confessed story magpie who sees everywhers the fodder for her work. She Is a talented
singer-songwriter with over 200 songs to her credit, and was the founding member
and lead singer-songwriter of two chick-bands in the 90's. Her other hobbies include
pottery, sculpture, photography, painting, cooking, domestic engineering, and she
adores cats. A canny mix of business woman and artist, Kelli Jae Baeli Is delighted to
spend each and every day relentlessly feeding her muse.

Retired from the military. Baeli pursued writing full time since 1988. After eight
vears of University, to include pursuing a B.A. in Professional Writing & Editing, she
was a technical writer for a corporate jet company, a newspaper reporter, a managing
editor for two small presses, and a freelance editor. She founded Kindred Ink Writers
Initiative and Kind Red Ink Editing.

Turning down several traditional publishing contracts in the ensuing years, Bacli
chose to be an independent publisher and author, and by the end of 2013, she had
produced 38 books, both non-fiction and fiction, in a variety of genres. Basli believes
in mastering every aspect of the business; she is a webmaster and avid blogger, and
continues to do her own book cover design, typography. and formatting since 1998.
Currently co-foundsr of Lesbian Literatl Press and Sapphica Books.net with her
partner, Kiwi author Kate Genet. Baeli migrated from Colorado to New Zealand, where
she and Genet currently make their home on the South Island at the foothills of the
Blue Mountains.
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In Absentia
A Rain Falls Romantic Dramedy

Dammit, but a happy ever after should last more than a
few months. Not that India and Tegan are thinking too much
about the future - they're having far too good a time
exploring, well, each other, and that idyllic life neither
thought would ever be theirs. India's changed, so everyoneis
delighting in telling her, most with decided approval, and
life s pretty much perfect - work they both love, a writer's
cabin to call home, the intense thrill of their passion for each
other - and no need to worry that Napoleon Fry, or anyone
one else will ruin any part of it.

Butlife's just not like that, is it? The shine isn't even starting to wear off
when things go wrong. Not everyone is happy that India and Tegan are
living in sweet lesbian bliss and not everyone thinks they should be left
alone to wallow in it. Christmas is just aound the corner, and its largesse
this year is unparalleled.

1's up to India and Tegan to decide if these forced changes are gifts, or
just dirty lumps of coal
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Rain Falls
A Romantic Dramedy
{Amazon Bestseller--#1 in three categories in first week of sales}

India Bell is Iooking for a regular writing gig to supplement
her royalties. She ends up with two assignments - one, to
interview up-and-coming lesbian romance writer Tegan
Lowry, and the other? To win a bet to write her own lesbian
romance, thus securing for herself a job as an editor.

There's a bit of an issue with the second of those. India
writes science fiction, not romance. There's none of that
confusing touchy-feely stuff in her science fiction novels. Hell,
she doesn’t even read romance, and as for the lesbian aspect, she's not sure
ot to define her sexuality, but if she's a lesbian, then she's 20 faz in the
Closet, she doesn't even know where the door iz. Maybe Tegan could give her
some pointers on writing all those sex scenes she's probably going to have to
stick in there?

Tegan 15 thrilled to be interviewed, even by the awkward and soctally-
inept India. Not that Tegan views herself as anyone's fantasy - she's on
crutches, and who would be interested in a cripple? Her deeply romantic
fantasies are all lived out on the page. But when India suddenly asks if
Tegan will join her in her writing cabin to get some serious work done, she
jumps at the chance to leave her horrible basement apartment behind to
concentrate on her writing in comfort and peace, with the fascinating, 1f
sather emotionally-unavailable, India Bell

In the gorgeous cabin on the outskirts of the small tourist town of Rain
Falls, Colorado, the two women find themselves struggling with temptation
and absurdity. It's a situation they never thought they'd find outside of
romance novel.






