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CHAPTER ONE

worse. It had woken him up
every night for the past week,
and on this night he wasn't able
to fall back asleep. He knew he
needed to rest, but sometimes
walking around relieved the burn-
ing sensation that crept up at the base of his
esophagus.

Don slowly pulled the covers back and quietly
got out of bed, careful not to wake his sleeping
wife. She was still working full-time as a bookkeep-
er for a small paper company while trying to take
care of him. He felt guilty for what he was putting
her through, and although he couldn’t contribute
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financially, the least he could do was not wake her
up in the middle of the night.

Making his way down the narrow hallway of
their one-bedroom craftsman, he could see the full
moon peeking through the opened drapes. Their
house was at the bottom of the foothills of town,
but it was still up high enough that he could see
the twinkling lights of Eugene that dotted central
Oregon’s Willamette Valley. It had taken them sev-
eral years to save up for their first house, and it had
been a badge of pride for them when they finally
moved in.

However, Don couldn’t shake the feeling that
one day soon they might need to sell it and return
to renting. He had been an engineer for a local semi-
conductor company since graduating from Oregon
State University, but when a multinational had ac-
quired the firm three years ago, it began to system-
atically “reduce redundancies” one department at
a time, until Don’s was nearly decimated on a day
eighteen months prior that he referred to as “Black
Friday.” Ever since, one of the original founders had
been trying to get funding for a new start-up, and
he had personally promised Don that he would
have his job back once the company was up and
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running. But the economy wasn’t in the greatest
shape, and the funding hadn’t yet materialized.

When Don got to the kitchen, he began to
look through cabinets and drawers for some ant-
acid pills to help his stomach pain. In the back of
his mind he knew they probably wouldn’t do any
good, but it was a habit and seemed to bring him
emotional comfort even if there was no physical
relief. When he opened the drawer containing the
tarnished silverware that he and his wife only used
during holidays, he saw a large stack of unopened
bills from the hospital and various doctors he had
seen recently. He had been dreading this day ever
since being admitted to the emergency room late
one night when the pain was so unbearable that
he could hardly move. And although the hospi-
tal had to accept him because he’d arrived at the
emergency room, he couldn’t forget the knowing
look from the admitting nurse when he told her
that he didn’t have any insurance.

Don carefully removed the stack of bills from
the silver drawer and sat in the middle of the
kitchen floor, fanning the envelopes around him
in a semicircle. The envelope windows from the
hospital bills revealed a rainbow of colors, start-
ing with white, then progressing to more vibrant
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shades of yellow, orange, green, blue, and red. After
they were sufficiently organized by color and size,
he began to open the bills one at a time, unfolding
them slowly, glancing at the past-due amounts,
and placing them in front of him in two stacks—
one for the emptied envelopes, and one for their
contents.

At first he was calm, but as he opened more
and more envelopes, he began to get angry. How
could they charge this much for just a couple of
days’ worth of visits? And other than a few pain
pills, they hadn’t given him anything that helped.
Most of the time was spent with doctors who
didn’t even know what was wrong with him, but
they all charged full price even though they were
absolutely clueless. And when they finally figured
out what was the matter with him, they weren’t
sure how to deliver the diagnosis: “The good news
is, we now know what'’s wrong with you . . .”

Being diagnosed with cancer at thirty-nine
years old was one thing, but leaving Suzanne to
pay off these bills after he was gone hit him hard.
The doctors couldn’t agree on exactly how long he
would live, but they all agreed that it wouldn’t be
more than six months. And although pancreatic
cancer wasn’t curable, the doctors presented many
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options that could be tried to temporarily improve
his quality of life during the last few days.

But judging by the mountain of medical bills
Don had collected in the flurry of hospital and
doctor visits during that initial two-week period,
there was no way he could imagine spending any
more of Suzanne’s money just so he might die
with slightly more comfort. The pain was excruci-
ating at times, which was why he had gone to the
emergency room that first night, but seeing how
much money he had spent just finding out what
was wrong temporarily numbed him.

Suzanne stumbled into the kitchen rubbing
her eyes. “What’s wrong?” she asked. She looked
down and saw the bills surrounding her redhead-
ed soul mate. “Oh, you found those.”

“Why didn’t you tell me these came? Were you
hiding them from me?”

“I wasn’t hiding them. I just couldn’t bear to
open them. Is it bad?”

“It’s devastating. It’s obscene how much they
charge. I counted twelve different doctors I didn’t
even see who charged me for things I can’t even
pronounce. If they’re going to charge that type of
money, they should have the decency to stop in
and introduce themselves.”
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“They’re probably not used to treating people
without insurance—we should have gotten mar-
ried sooner.” She almost choked on the words as
her eyes began to well up.

Don had proposed marriage to Suzanne more
than a decade prior, but she hadn’t been able to
bring herself to marry him. Not that she wasn't
fully committed, but she didn't want to let the gov-
ernment dictate what she considered to be a sacred
agreement between two individuals. The fact that
marriage was a state-sanctioned contract with finan-
cial incentives angered Suzanne to her core—love
shouldn’t be bought or sold. So instead of a tradi-
tional marriage, they’d held a private commitment
ceremony nearly five years ago. In the end, even
their families hadn’t acknowledged their marriage
because they weren't invited to the ceremony.

As the years progressed, their “statement”
didn't seem to mean anything to anyone but
them. Although that had initially been the point,
it slowly began to make things more and more
complicated, especially when it came to health
insurance. The policy provided by Suzanne’s em-
ployer didn’t acknowledge domestic partners, so
Don had remained uninsured since he’d been out
of work for more than a year.
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After the diagnosis, they finally went to the
county courthouse and signed the papers to be-
come officially married. But afterward they discov-
ered that Suzanne’s company’s policy excluded a
spouse’s preexisting conditions, so Don’s cancer
and related symptoms wouldn’t be covered.

“In my mind we've been married for years,”
said Don. “We did it our way, and it was beauti-
ful.” He, too, was thinking about how much easier
things would be if he had insurance, but he blamed
himself for losing his job. He never regretted keep-
ing their marriage private, although he couldn’t
forgive himself for being laid off. If he would have
made himself more valuable, or if he wasn’t so shy,
he could have become friends with the new execu-
tives and would still have his job.

“But the insurance—" Suzanne couldn’t hide
her tears anymore, and her face turned crimson
while she silently cried.

Don crawled over to her and softly caressed
his wife’s long brown hair. Seeing her break down
made his heart hurt because of what he was put-
ting her through. “I'm sorry,” he said, the words
barely audible as they caught in his throat. “I'm
sorry for leaving you.”

e
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CHAPTER TWO

zanne woke up in wildly differ-
ent moods. He still hadn’t recov-
ered from the previous night,
but she appeared to be full of
life—determined to make the
most of the day.
“Come on,” Suzanne said. “Let’s go out to
breakfast.”
“It’s Tuesday—you have work.”
“I already called in sick. I need the day off, and
I want to spend it with you.”
“You can't afford to take the day off.” Don re-
membered the stack of bills from the night before
and began to get even more upset.

. 9.
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“I need a break, and you do, too. Get up . . .
let’s go.”

“I'm not hungry,” said Don. Eating was getting
more and more uncomfortable with every day, and
the burning pain in his esophagus from the night
before had begun to return.

“Then let’s go to the park. I'll bring some bread
and a bottle of water, and we can spend some time
at the pond.”

Don realized that he was being selfish, and al-
though he really didn’t want to leave the house, he
decided to go for Suzanne’s sake.

After packing a modest picnic, Suzanne led
Don down the front steps to the driveway, where
her small red sports car waited. After they both got
in and secured their seat belts, Don subconsciously
grabbed the omigod bar above the passenger win-
dow and prepared to drive across town to the park.
Suzanne quickly backed up out of the driveway
and started down the hill. In the space of a few
blocks, she casually rolled through two stop signs,
the second of which visibly tensed Don.

“The speed limit is twenty-five,” he said in a
voice that was filled with equal parts annoyance
and terror.

- 10 -
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“I know, hon,” Suzanne said in a soothing
voice.

“You're going over thirty.”

This conversation was not unfamiliar.

“I'm barely going twenty-eight.”

“That will take an extra five feet to stop if a kid
on a bicycle cuts in front of you.”

“The doctor said you need to remain calm for
your health.”

“Then please slow down.” Don was now
squeezing the omigod bar with all his might, and
veins were visibly protruding from the back of his
hand and the sides of his neck. “Watch out!”

“What?! Watch out for what?”

“The light is turning yellow!”

“Calm down. I saw the light—you’re making
me nervous.”

“Please slow down,” he repeated.

“Okay, I'll go slow.” She reduced her speed to
a precise twenty-four miles per hour and switched
on the cruise control.

They drove in silence for the rest of the trip
across town, and Suzanne did her best to remain
just under the speed limit for Don’s sake. Ever since
they'd first met, Don had always been nervous
whenever Suzanne drove. But she was convinced

- 11 -
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he was an even worse driver, so they had an un-
spoken agreement that she would always drive. As
they entered the lot of Alton Baker Park, they im-
mediately found a space near the entrance.

“Parking Buddha does it again.” She smiled
while giving the small dashboard statue a rub on
its belly. Don rolled his eyes while unbuckling
his seat belt. As he grasped the door handle, he
caught sight of the dashboard clock: 11:11. It was
the third time in less than a week that he had ca-
sually glanced at a clock when it was that time. He
wasn’t superstitious, but the pattern was becoming
regular enough to notice.

“Look! The cherry blossoms are still in bloom!”
Suzanne quickly grabbed Don’s hand after exiting
the car and gathering up their supplies. They were
both fond of the vibrant colors of springtime, and
unfortunately they had missed most of it this year.
As they walked the winding footpaths, both of
their moods lightened considerably, and a look of
contentment spread across Don’s face for the first
time since the diagnosis.

“We should spend more time here,” Suzanne
said as they walked through what appeared to be
an arbor of cherry trees.

-12 -
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Don felt engulfed in pink blossoms—thou-
sands holding on to the tree branches above and
nearly as many on the ground, carpeting the wind-
ing path with their delicate pink petals.

As they emerged from the cherry-blossom ar-
bor, a golden shaft of morning sun caressed Su-
zanne’s brunette hair, illuminating the chestnut
highlights that streaked through her shoulder-
length locks. Don stopped at the side of the path
to let a jogger go by and took a moment to look at
Suzanne. She was the most beautiful woman who
had ever talked to him, and since the day they’d
met, he had been unable to even notice other
women. Her bright green eyes sparkled when she
laughed; and her wide, toothy smile reminded him
of his late mother. He often wondered what she
saw in him—why someone so vibrant and full of
life would ever be interested in a shy, skinny geek
with red hair who had never even left Oregon.

“Beautiful.” He said the word with as much
feeling as he could.

“Definitely,” she said. “The blossoms are amaz-
ing this year.”

“I'm not talking about the flowers.” Don placed
both hands on Suzanne’s shoulders and turned
her around so they were face-to-face. He looked

- 13 -
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intensely into her eyes, trying to say in silence
what he could never express in words.

“Oh, stop it.” Suzanne blushed. “Come on—
let’s get to the pond before it gets too crowded.”

They leisurely followed the footpath through
the forest and picked up their pace as they ap-
proached the pond.

“Our spot is empty!” Suzanne exclaimed as
she ran toward their favorite spot, a small penin-
sula that was always filled with ducks.

She spread out a small red and orange striped
wool blanket and removed a fresh baguette and two
small bottles of water from her bag. Don smiled as
he took a sip from one of the bottles and breathed
in the spring air.

“Want some bread?” she asked while breaking
off the tip of the baguette.

“I'm not hungry. Besides, we both know who
the bread’s for.”

Suzanne smirked a childish grin and began to
pull the bread apart. Then she started throwing
the tiny pieces one at a time into the water, where
hundreds of ducks and geese appeared out of no-
where, quacking and honking loudly while trying
to fight their way on top of each other to grab a
scrap of the baguette.

-1 -
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“Be polite,” she told them in a caring voice.
“There’s plenty for everyone. Just wait your turn.”

She continued to tear the baguette into bite-
sized pieces and throw them into the pond and
onto the backs of the eager mallards and geese.
Don enjoyed watching his wife feed the birds. She
was so happy when interacting with animals.

Within just a few moments she had successful-
ly distributed the baguette, and she crumpled the
wrapper into a small ball. “I have something for
you,” she said as she pulled a small present from
her purse. The wrapping paper was dotted with
large colorful balloons and cheery red ribbons.

Don’s face soured, and the corners of his
mouth turned down. “We can’t afford to buy gifts.
We need to be more responsible with—"

“Oh, be quiet,” she interrupted. “It wasn't ex-
pensive—just open it.” She smiled as she put the
package into his hands.

With surgical precision, Don’s fingers began to
remove each of the small strips of cellophane that
adhered the edges of wrapping paper. He knew the
slow and deliberate process always frustrated Su-
zanne, and he purposely went as slowly as possible
to annoy her. She leaned over and dramatically
tore a large rip in the center of the package.

- 15 -
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“What did you do that for?” He felt a smile es-
cape his lips while Suzanne started giggling un-
controllably. He loved how her nose scrunched up
to it half its size whenever she laughed. They used
to laugh all the time when they first met, but as
life became more complicated, it happened less
and less.

Don slid the small green book from its wrap-
per and admired the hand-collaged natural leaves
and grasses that adorned the cover. Turning it over
revealed an unusually large red Japanese-maple
leaf in the center. He thumbed through the pages
and noticed that they were all blank.

“It's a journal,” Suzanne said.

“What's it for?”

“To write your story.”

“But I'm not a writer.”

“I've been reading this book,” she continued,
“and it says that it’s helpful to look at a tragedy
as a gift. Maybe it’s an opportunity to share your
experiences with others so they can benefit from
what you're going through.”

“What a bunch of New Age crap.”

“Nobody has to read what you write. It’s just
good to get it out of you. You know, so it doesn’t
fester.”

- 16 -
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“Whatever.” Don saw from the look on Su-
zanne'’s face that she was disappointed he didn’t
like the gift. He felt bad that he was being insensi-
tive and wished she didn’t have to go through all
the emotional trauma his disease was causing her.
“It is a beautiful book. I'll try to write something
meaningful in it. Thank you.”

Suzanne’s smile returned, and she said, “I'm
done. Are you ready to go?”

Don nodded, and they both gathered their be-
longings and made their way back to the car.

When they got back to the house, Don checked
the messages as soon as they walked through the
door. He was nervous when he recognized the
familiar voice of his old boss on the answering
machine:

“Hi, Don. I wanted to keep you in the loop. It
looks like the funding fell through with the inves-
tors from New York, and I guess I just don’t have
it in me to keep the dream alive. So I'm heading
for California to take that offer from one of the
big boys. They’re going to pay me a fortune, and I
just can’t pass it up. I'm sure you understand. Sorry
it didn’t work out, bud, but I know you’ll be fine.
Let’s keep in touch, and I'll talk to you later. Bye.
Oh yeah, and say hi to your lovely bride. Bye.”

- 17 -
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Don'’s disbelief quickly melted into anger once
he let the words sink in. Logically, he knew it had
been a long shot, and if he were going to be really
honest with himself, he wasn’t sure how long he'd
be able to work anyway. But he couldn’t imagine
such basic human needs as a job and health insuz-
ance being completely denied. It felt like the rug
was being pulled out from under him and he’d just
hit the back of his head hard on the pavement.

When he returned to his senses, he replayed
the message once more and then deleted it, angri-
ly pushing the button repeatedly. He wondered if
he should have told his boss about his diagnosis.
Perhaps if he’d known, he wouldn’t have given up
so easily. He hadn't told anyone because he didn’t
want his cancer to be a factor. But in retrospect, he
wondered if that had been the right decision.

&
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CHAPTER THREE

L. ver the next few weeks, Don's de-
B pression deepened. He seldom
got out of bed, and he refused
to eat more than a couple bites
of bread a day. He found that
the less he ate, the weaker he
became. And the weaker he be-

came, the more he would sleep,
which gave him a temporary break from the in-
tensifying pain.

When he did emerge from bed, he would often
gravitate toward the kitchen to open the silverware
drawer, and every time he did, he would find more
and more late notices piling up. They had nearly
doubled in volume, and although there were very
few entirely new bills, the interest charges were
quickly compounding, and the paper they were

- 19 -
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printed on became more vibrant in color. Addition-
ally, the doctors’ assistants began to leave answer-
ing-machine messages under the guise of concern:
“The doctor would like to schedule a follow-up visit
to discuss how you're feeling, but we need to take
care of your outstanding invoice first. Please call
as soon as possible, and we can work out a partial-
payment plan if that is more convenient.”

As his pain continued to worsen, Don began
to research the costs associated with various treat-
ment options. He knew it was a temporary fix, but
the pain was becoming unbearable and he could
barely function.

“I think it's time to go back to the doctor,” Su-
zanne said one afternoon when she came home
early to discover her husband doubled over on the
floor of the bathroom.

“There’s nothing they can do.”

“They said that they could make you feel
better.”

“How? It’s not exactly a curable disease.”

“But they said that different treatments could
make you more comfortable. Don’t you think we
should try chemo at least once to see if it helps?”

“Once isn’t going to make any difference. And
do you know how much that costs? We still haven’t

- 20 -



SUMMER'S PATH

paid a dime to those first doctors who didn’t even
know what they were doing. And the most expen-
sive bill is the oncologist, who's the one we need to
go back to for the chemo.”

“We can start paying him a little every month
so we can keep the treatments going.”

“So we can go even more into debt? I don’t
think so.”

Don had been researching how to pay for the
chemotherapy treatments, and he couldn’t figure
out a way to make it work. He knew they would
probably let him start the treatments and perhaps
allow him to continue until he succumbed to the
disease, but the cost, even at the most conserva-
tive estimates, would burden Suzanne with finan-
cial hardships for many years to come. It was also
likely she would have to sell their house just to
keep the collectors off her back for the first few
years. And even that wouldn’t be enough to take
care of all of it. He already knew that he had a life
sentence—he wasn’t going to impose another one
on his wife just because she had the unfortunate
luck to fall in love with him.

“Some things are more important than money,”
Suzanne said after a long silence. “I can’t stand to
see you in so much pain.”

-01 -
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“Maybe I should just leave,” he said. “Maybe
my time is over.”

“Don’t even joke about that!” Suzanne replied
angrily.

Although Don had never said it out loud, it was
something he had been thinking about. When he
was first confronted with the reality of his mortal-
ity after being diagnosed with cancer, he had to
admit that he was afraid of dying and wanted to
put it off as long as possible. He had never believed
there was life after death, and when he came to
terms with the fact that he wasn’t going to ac-
complish all he had planned to, he began to feel
that his entire life had been pointless. He’d made
a promise to himself when he first met Suzanne
that he would always take care of her financially,
whether he was alive or not. Being able to do so
after he was gone was his promise of immortal-
ity. And the thought that he would simply cease
to exist, without leaving even a little bit of money
to Suzanne, made him feel like his entire life had
been a waste of time.

But the main reason Don didn’t want to die was
that he didn’t want to leave Suzanne. His mother
had died of cancer when he was only two years
old, and his father had died of it when Don was a

-22-
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freshman in college. He had always felt abandoned
by his parents, and he vowed that he would never
be responsible for leaving anyone he loved, for any
reason.

“Can I get you a pain pill?” Suzanne finally
asked while turning away.

“They don't work anymore—keep them for
yourself.”

He didn’t know how much longer he could
tolerate the pain, and the thought of acquiring
more medical bills started to feel even worse than
his physical discomfort. Although the thought of
ending his own life had initially repulsed him, it
began to make more and more sense as a viable al-
ternative. If he could work out the details to mini-
mize the trauma inflicted on Suzanne, she might
eventually forgive him and agree that it was the
best solution for everyone.

%’h v
<

Later that week, Don had an intensely vivid
dream that felt incredibly real. It started in a light-
filled tunnel swirling counterclockwise, with the
path he was standing on remaining still. As he
walked closer to the light, he saw his deceased
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father gesturing for him to go away. He was drawn
closer in order to speak with him, but his father be-
gan to fade as he approached the spot where he’'d
been standing. Then, the entire tunnel dimmed
to blackness, and he could hear footsteps walking
toward him. Panic shot down to the base of his
spine, and although he wanted to run, he couldn’t
move and was forced to stand still, facing the di-
rection of the footsteps.

As the ominous sounds grew more intense, he
became acutely aware that he was standing com-
pletely naked. He felt vulnerable as he tried to cov-
er himself with his hands. After several minutes,
the footsteps were silenced and he could hear a
figure breathing loudly right in front of him. As he
tried to calm himself, he couldn’t help but feel that
there was something familiar about the breathing
coming from the space in front of him.

Slowly, the figure came into focus as the light
around them began to brighten. They were stand-
ing in blackness, and as the light slowly increased,
Don could see a man of medium build in front
of him dressed entirely in white. Don strained
to make out the details of his face, and at first he
thought his eyes were playing tricks on him. He
rubbed them with the backs of his hands, and as
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his focus completely returned, there was no mis-
taking it—the person who was standing in front
of him looked exactly like Don himself. It was a
feeling similar to looking in the mirror, with one
major exception: there was exactly twice as much
energy emanating from the reflection, and the fig-
ure’s movements didn’t correspond to his own.

Don’s focus returned to the fact he was stand-
ing there naked, and when he looked down, he was
relieved to find that he was now fully clothed. He
was wearing exactly the same outfit as the person
in front of him, yet Don’s was completely black. He
imagined that there was some significance to the
fact he was clothed in black while the other was
in white, but he was just happy he was no longer
naked.

There was a long silence while the two stood
staring at each other, until Don finally said: “Hi.”

“Hello,” said the other in a voice that was near-
ly identical to Don’s.

After another uncomfortable silence, Don fin-
ally asked the only question he could think of:
“Who are you?”

Without pausing, the man answered, “I'm
Robert—nice to meet you.”

-5 -
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Robert stretched out his hand in a greeting, but
Don just stood there looking at it, dumbfounded.
Robert retracted his hand after a few seconds once
a smirk crept onto Don’s face. The smirk widened
into a full smile, and within seconds Don began
laughing hysterically. He continued to laugh for
over a minute and then doubled over at the waist
and slapped the ground next to his feet as tears
streamed down his face from laughing so hard.

“Robert,” said Don in between chuckles,
“that’s classic! I finally meet my doppelginger,
and his name is Robert! Of course your name is
Robert—why wouldn't it be?” He didn't know why
the name struck him as funny, but it did. There
was something ironic about a supernatural experi-
ence having such a common name.

“So, Robert”—he tried unsuccessfully to sup-
press his laughter—“what brings you here?”

“I'm here to help you.” Robert was visibly get-
ting annoyed.

“Help me? Help me with what?”

“With your transition. Anything you don’t un-
derstand or anything you could use some extra help
with. I'm here for you, and I'm happy to help.”

- 26 -
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“My transition?” Don’s laughter stopped in-
stantly. “What transition?”

“Your transition to the next dimension. The
next stage of your journey.”

Don took a few moments to let the words sink
in. “Are you the Grim Reaper or something?”

“Not exactly.” It was now Robert’s turn to
laugh. “I'm more of an advocate. I'm here to help
you transition in whichever way you choose.”

“You mean you're here to help me die?”

“That’s oversimplifying it a bit, but I guess you
could say that.”

Don felt a chill on the back of his neck. “Are
you the angel of death?”

“I wouldn’t say the angel of death, but I'm cer-
tainly one of them.”

“You mean there are more than one?”

“Of course there are. Do you know how many
people die every day? There wouldn't be time to do
anything meaningful if there was only one of us.”

“I have a question,” said Don thoughtfully.
“Why me? And—why now?”

“Everyone ultimately takes the same journey,

and now is your time to be on Summer’s Path:
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Spring flowers wither
Honey Moon condenses light
Summer’s Path begins.”

“I'veneverunderstood poetry,” said Don. “What
does ‘Honey Moon condenses light’ mean?”

“The Honey Moon is the first moon of sum-
mer—the moon that celebrates the summer sol-
stice.”

“And how does that condense light?”

“After the first day of summer, the days begin
to shorten. Leading up to summer, the days grow
longer, so it’s easy to take light for granted. But
as they get shorter, every second of light must be
cherished.”

“Is light a metaphor for something?”

“Light is our life force—the energy we need to
exist. Whether you call that a metaphor is up to
you,” Robert laughed.

Don let Robert’s curious words sink in before
continuing. “It’s ironic that it’s called a honeymoon,
like after a wedding. Don’t you agree?”

“Not at all,” replied Robert. “Actually, I can’t
think of a better word to mark the beginning of a
life together.”
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Don sat down on the narrow path and put his
head into his hands as he remembered his honey-
moon with Suzanne at Crater Lake. He knew life
was short, yet he couldn’t help but feel he had been
careless with his time with his wife. It saddened
him to realize he had taken his years with Suzanne
for granted. And now it seemed as if he had once
again come to a major crossroads. He needed to
decide if he should let the cancer take its course or
if he was prepared to shorten the process.

At that moment, the sound of a hundred voic-
es began echoing inside his head. But the voice
he kept hearing the loudest was Suzanne’s: “Don’t
even joke about that . . .”

After the voices faded, Don slowly stood back
up and looked deep into Robert’s eyes, trying to
decide if he could trust him and if he actually
could help with the transition. “Okay, you have my
attention—what can you do to help?”

“I can start by giving you advice about how to
make your transition easier.”

“Like what?”

“The first thing you need to do is get your af-
fairs in order. You don’t want to unnecessarily bur-
den your loved ones once you pass on.”

“But I don't have any money.”
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“Yes, but you do have obligations, and that’s
even more important to figure out. I recommend
you visit a lawyer immediately.”

“Alawyer?” Don repeated questioningly. “Why
do I need a lawyer? What should I ask?”

Robert had already turned away and was walk-
ing into the distance. He waved without turning
around, and right before he faded into the dis-
tance, he said, “I'm an advocate, not a babysitter.
Just go see a lawyer, and come back to me after you
have the answer you need.”

The next few days after his dream, Don be-
gan to feel strangely disconnected from his body.
He could see and hear everything that was going
on around him, but it was as if his emotions had
been packed into cotton and everything around
him was happening in an adjacent room—almost
as if he were watching a movie in a drive-in the-
ater with the sound box turned down. He could
tell that Suzanne knew something was up because
she kept asking him if he was okay much more
frequently than she used to. But in reality, Don
hadn't felt any pain since meeting Robert, which
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was a welcome reprieve. And although he wasn’t
convinced that Robert was real, their conversation
definitely made him think.

After nearly a week, Don still wondered why
he needed a lawyer. He tried to think of different
reasons, but it just didn’t make any sense. Nobody
was suing him, and he didn’t want to sue anyone
himself. He’d thought about suing the hospital and
doctors for being so incompetent, but in reality
they had eventually recommended an oncologist
who did know what was going on. And realistical-
ly, the cancer had been brewing undiagnosed for
quite some time, so there was nothing they could
have done. Especially since Don hadn’t been fond
of getting regular checkups and had let those slip
years ago.

Then one morning as Don habitually shuffled
through the late notices, he had an idea. What if a
lawyer could figure out a way to get out of paying
those bills? If there was a way that he could clean
up all the medical debts before he died, Suzanne
wouldn't be burdened with paying them off.

He couldn’t escape the feeling that Suzanne
would feel crushed under the weight of the debt as
the years progressed. The ridiculously high inter-
est was already beginning to accrue, and based on
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Don’s rudimentary calculations, Suzanne would be
in serious debt for the next fifteen years, just with
the bills they’d already received. And every week it
seemed that there was another doctor they hadn't
heard of who finally got around to sending a bill.

Don began to get excited about the possibility
that a lawyer could help make the debt go away,
and immediately thought of his friend Eric whom
he had gone to Oregon State with. They had both
been in the engineering program during their
freshman year, but Eric had decided he wanted
to make more money, so he transferred to an East
Coast Ivy League school to become a lawyer after
his undergraduate work was done. After graduat-
ing, he had returned to Eugene, where his well-off
family had given him the seed money to start his
own practice.

He and Don had gradually drifted apart, pri-
marily because Eric had relentlessly hit on Su-
zanne once when he’d had too much to drink,
and it made her very uncomfortable. Don told her
that Eric treated everyone like that, but she was
convinced that he had crossed the line and didn’t
want anything to do with him. He lacked an in-
herent tact, which made him a great lawyer but a
less-than-ideal dinner guest.
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Don found the phone book and dialed Eric’s
direct line. “Eric, it’s Don.”

“Hey, bud, what’s up? How'’s the sexy chica?”
Eric always called Suzanne “the sexy chica,” which
didn’t help her view of him.

“She’s great. Are you still dating . . . what was
her name?”

“Which one?” He laughed. “I don’t remember
who I told you about. I'm seeing a few sexy chicas
myself. Chronic bachelor, I am.”

Don attempted to join in Eric’s laughter, but he
couldn't. After several years of the same conversa-
tion, Don just felt sorry for him. “Hey, Eric, I have
a professional question for you. Do you have time
to have a quick meeting?”

“I always have time for you, bud—Iet me see.”
Eric covered the phone with his hand and yelled
something to his assistant. “You're in luck: my
eleven o’clock just cancelled. But if you can’t do it
today, it’s going to have to wait until next month.
I'm going on safari for six weeks in Botswana. I'm
leaving tomorrow. Gotta get back to nature, you
know. It's going to be mind-blowing. Elephants
and tigers and shit.”

“Wow, Botswana. That’s cool. But, yeah, I'd
love to chat today at eleven o’clock.”
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“Okay, that’s great.” Eric put Robert on speaker
phone and began talking to someone else in his
office. “See ya at eleven, bud.”

Don got cleaned up and prepared to drive
across town. He had never been fond of driving be-
fore his diagnosis, and although he still had his be-
loved Land Cruiser, he had seldom driven it since
he lost his job. He was worried that it wouldn't
even start since it had been sitting on the street
for so long, but it started right up, and he made his
way downtown.

Eric worked in a large white building with a
huge atrium in the center that was filled with nat-
ural light. Don hadn’t visited him in a couple of
years but remembered where his office was and,
after signing in with the security guard on the
ground floor, took the elevator to the top.

“I'm here to see Eric,” he said to the reception-
ist who was sitting behind a large dark wood desk
with her back to matching bookcases containing
several yellow-leather volumes.

“I will let Mr. Williams know you are here.
Please make yourself comfortable.”

After several minutes, the receptionist led Don
to Eric’s office and gestured for him to enter. Eric
was wrapping up another phone call and looked
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exactly the same, except that he had put on a few
extra pounds. The added weight suited him and
gave him a physicality that finally seemed to match
his personality.

“Hey, bud—great to see you.” Eric walked
around his large mahogany desk and stopped in his
tracks, looking Don up and down. “You look like
shit! What happened to you, bud? Are you okay?”

Eric’s frankness always seemed to catch Don
off guard. “Um, I guess that’s part of what I want
to talk to you about. Can we sit down?”

Eric gestured to a small leather couch in the
corner of his office next to a floor-to-ceiling pic-
ture window. Don had a slight feeling of vertigo as
he walked toward the window. Looking out across
Eugene, he could see the neighborhood he lived in
and tried to find his house.

As he sat down in the overstuffed couch, he
noticed a small black digital clock resting on the
end table. Don rubbed his eyes with his palms
once the numbers came into focus: 11:11. He sub-
consciously held his breath until the last digits
turned to 12.

“Thanks so much for seeing me last-minute.. . .
it really means a lot. But I have to let you know, I
really can’t afford—"
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“Your money is no good here,” Eric interrupted
while waving his arms wildly. “You saved my ass
in the dorm that day, and I'll never forget it.”

Don remembered when Eric’s parents unex-
pectedly arrived at his dorm one morning while
Eric was still out from partying the night before.
“Those were the days . . ."” said Don.

Eric laughed. “So what’s up?”

“Well"—Don sighed deeply—“first of all, I
have cancer.”

“Shit, man. Oh, shit. Shit, shit, shit. That to-
tally sucks. Shit. Is it serious? What am I saying? Of
course it’s serious. Just look at you! Oh, shit. I'm so
sorry, man. What kind?”

“Pancreatic.”

“Oh, shit. That’s what got your pops, right?”

Don nodded.

“They don't really know what to with that, do
they?” Eric kept shaking his head. “What do your
doctors say?”

“They give me anywhere between three and
six months.”

“lI need a drink.” Eric sighed loudly as he
opened a discreet-looking mahogany cabinet that
was filled with a collection of whiskey bottles and
crystal tumblers. “You?”
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“No, thanks.”

Eric poured himself a large glass and sat back
down. “So what can I do? Anything, man. Any-
thing.”

“You know I got laid off at the semiconductor
plant?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, my insurance ran out about a year ago.”

“That sucks. So you need money. How much
is it?”

Don told him how much the medical bills were
so far.

“Wow, that’s a lot. Okay, okay. Let me see.
Yeah, I think I can do that.”

“Thank you, but I'm not asking for money.”
Don knew Suzanne would flip out if she found out
Eric had paid off their medical bills. It was true that
Eric hit on every female he met, but he really did
scare Suzanne that night, and Don could imagine
the possibility that his friend might use the money
as a way of staying in her life after he was gone. He
felt very protective of Suzanne as he repeated in a
firm tone: “I'm not asking for money.”

“It’s no problem, really. What’s money for,
right?”
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“Seriously, Eric,  won’t accept your money. But
I do need your expertise. Is there any way we can
get out of paying the medical bills altogether?”

“Hmm, lemme think. Did they ask you to sign
anything when you were admitted?”

Don nodded. “A bunch of things.”

“Yeah, they wouldn't forget that. Too much
liability. If you want to bring by a copy of every-
thing you signed, I'll look through it, but it seems
like a long shot.”

“Okay.”

“The only way to get out of paying medical
bills is to file for bankruptcy or to die.” The filter
between Eric’s brain and his mouth didn’t always
work: “Sorry, man.”

“No prob—"

“Wait,” Eric interrupted. “That’s it. You're dy-
ing, right? So that means the bills transfer to any
legal heirs or assigns, and if there are none, they
get written off by the company and go away!”

“I thought about that, but that means Suzanne
would still have to pay them.”

“Maybe not. You're still living in sin, right?”

“What?”

“You never got married.”

“Yes, we got married—I told you that.”
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“I don’t mean some bullshit commitment cer-
emony; [ mean really got married. Did you ever file
papers with the courthouse?”

“Yes, we just did that to get insurance, but it
was too late.”

“Preexisting condition?”

“Yep.”

“Well, you can get a divorce.”

Don had already thought about that but had
concluded that there was no way he would inten-
tionally taint the memory of their relationship just
to save a few dollars. Their love was the most beau-
tiful thing he had experienced in this lifetime,
and now that they were officially married, that
was how he was going to die.

“You can run up all the new bills you want,”
said Eric, “and Suzanne would only be stuck with
the old ones. Go back to the doctors and get all the
treatments you need. Get the best room they have.
Tell them to spare no expense.” Eric let out a loud
belly laugh.

“I wish it was that easy,” replied Don. “They’ve
already made it perfectly clear that I need to start
paying before I get any more treatments.”

“You should go to my friend Dr. Bernstein.
He’s the best oncologist in Eugene.”
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“lI did. That’s who’s harassing me for the
money.”

“Yeah, he’s pretty shrewd,” said Eric with a
hint of admiration in his voice. “However, I'm sure
he'll accept a partial payment. Let me pay enough
to keep Bernie happy, and you can keep your treat-
ments going.”

Don shook his head.

“Okay,” said Eric. “But let me know if you
change your mind. The offer stands.”

“Thank you.”

“Sorry. I wish I had better news.”

Although Don didn’t like the answer, he was
happy he had come. He now knew for sure that
Suzanne would be responsible for all of the medi-
cal bills he incurred, which convinced him once
and for all that he didn’t want to contribute to any
more. “That’s okay,” said Don, feeling somewhat
defeated. “It helps more than you know.”

Don got up and shook his friend’s hand before
walking to the door. “Thanks again.”

“Don’t mention it. Let’s get together when I
get back from Botswana.”

Don knew this was the last time he would ever
see Eric, but he decided not to end the visit on a
downer. “Absolutely,” he said with as much enthu-
siasm as he could muster. “Enjoy your trip.”



CHAPTER FOUR

~ was thinking . . .” Suzanne said
softly while stroking her hus-
band’s hair. “What would you
say to putting your seed on ice
so we could have a child after
you leave?”
Don burst out laughing.
“My ‘seed’? My ‘seed’?! Where did
you get that from? Can’t you even say the word?”
It was the first time he had laughed out loud in a
while, and it felt good. “What am I, a tree, now?”
His laughter was infectious, and Suzanne also
let a smile emerge. “Okay, your sperm,” she laughed.
“I would like to save some of your sperm so we can
have a baby after this is all over.”
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Don’s seriousness returned in an instant.
“We've talked about having children before.”

“l know—the world is a horrible place, and there
are too many people in the world . . . blah, blah,
blah. I just thought things were different now.”

“Yes, things are much different now!” Don
waved his arms to emphasize the point. “I'm about
to die from a disease that’s genetic, and there’s no
way I'm going to impose my defective genes on
another human being!”

“They don’t know for sure if it’s hereditary.”

“My mother died of cancer. My father died of
cancer. My grandfather died of cancer. And now I'm
going to die of cancer. How much more sure can
you get?”

“I just thought . . ."

“No, you're not thinking—that’s the problem!”

Suzanne began crying, and she pulled away
from Don when he tried to comfort her.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean it.”

“l can’t talk to you when you're like this,”
Suzanne sobbed while wiping the tears from her
cheek with the back of her hand. “This isn’t just
about you. I have feelings, too, you know.”

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Af-
ter a long silence, he spoke slowly, with as much
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compassion as he could: “I know. But I have to put
an end to this cruel joke of a family line, once and
for all. Just like my parents should’ve done. I don't
want to leave you alone, but that is not going to
happen.”

The next night, Don saw Robert in his dreams
for the first time since their initial meeting.

“So you talked to a lawyer,” said Robert.

“Yes, how did you know?”

“I'm an advocate, not a blind man.”

Don wondered how it was possible for this
man in his dreams to know what had happened in
his waking hours. Then it came to him in a flash:
“Oh, I get it. You're just a figment of my imagina-
tion. You're not really your own person, are you?
I've just created you with my subconscious mind
in order to help work through some issues. Classic
psychology.”

“Don’t be silly—of course I'm my own person.
It’s true we're all connected in one contiguous en-
ergy field, but I understand you well enough to
know that’s not what you meant.”
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“Then how did you know I went to see a law-
yer? And why do you look just like me?”

“Don’t think too much. You're going to need
to trust me if this is going to work. You need to use
your heart, not your head. I want you to get quiet
right now and feel what’s happening. Doesn’t your
intuition know that what I'm saying is true?”

Don closed his eyes and tried to tune in to his
feelings. It wasn’t something he was comfortable
with at first, and as he got closer to them, it started
to tickle and made him feel uncomfortable. But af-
ter a few minutes he began to feel the distinction
between his thoughts and his feelings. And once
he was completely open to what he was feeling,
there was a knowing . . . a complete understanding
that what Robert was saying was true. His mind
continued to doubt, but the knowing emanating
from his heart filled his entire being, and he felt
unusually at peace.

When Don opened his eyes, he saw Robert
standing in front of him. He still looked on the
surface exactly like Don himself, but there was a
glow surrounding him that was much different.

“l have a question,” said Don after a long
pause.

“What would you like to know?”
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“Why do I keep seeing clocks with the time of
exactly 11:11? Does that mean anything?”

“Of course it does,” replied Robert. “The uni-
verse has a long history of using different signs to
grab the attention of people who are on their spiri-
tual path. And in recent history, it’s become quite
common for the universe to use clocks as signposts
to reassure people they’re on the right track.”

“Like a burning bush?”

“Let’s hope you don’t have to see a burning
bush before you pay attention. ”

“Yeah,” laughed Don. “What would the neigh-
bors think?”

Robert smiled. “Until your intuition becomes
stronger, the universe will give you periodic hints
to let you know you are in the flow.”

“‘In the flow’? What does that mean?”

“In the flow of the universe. In some ways it’s
remarkably similar to a river. For example, if you
lie down on the bank of a river, you won't go any-
where. But if you surrender to the current within
the river itself, you can travel miles without any
effort. And the flow is the current of our destiny.”

“Everybody always talks about the difference
between destiny and free will. I guess you don’t
believe in free will.”

-5 -



scoft blum

“I absolutely believe in free will—unfortun-
ately.”

“Why is that unfortunate?”

“Because the universe has a well-crafted plan
for everyone, and most of us ignore it our entire
lives. We are so arrogant that we think we know
what’s better for ourselves than anyone else could,
and therefore we do everything we can to try to
force our will into existence. Which is why most
people struggle with life so much—they are so
busy try to live a life they think they want, instead
of surrendering to the one that has already been
destined for them.”

“So, following your destiny is easier than exer-
cising free will?”

“Absolutely.”

“Well, I guess I'm lucky,” said Don sarcasti-
cally. “I guess my life will be much easier now that
I'm in the flow.”

“It doesn’t necessarily mean you're going to
like your destiny; it just means it will be easier to
get where you're destined to go. But more impor-
tant, you can never take your destiny for granted.
Destiny isn’t a destination—it’s a path. You can
follow your destiny every day for a day, a month,
or even a year and then fall out of it in a matter
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of seconds. What is lucky is that right now you've
been given signs to reassure you that you're on the
right path. But don’t get too used to them, because
soon they’ll disappear.”

“How will I know I'm on the right path after I
stop seeing 11:11?”

“You'll need to develop your intuition, and
then you'll be able to feel it without any external
cues.”

Although Don wasn't fully convinced his life
was predestined, it began to make more sense once
Robert explained that it was his choice whether to
follow what had been planned or not. Sometimes
he wished there was an instruction manual that
explained how life really worked. It seemed unfair
that he’d had to wait until he was about to die be-
fore he learned how he should have lived.

“Okay,” said Robert, “let’s get on with it. Un-
fortunately, your physical pain will be getting a lot
worse very shortly.”

It didn't take much for Don to believe this. The
burning in his esophagus had become unbearable
once again during the past week, and the pain had
begun to spread throughout his abdomen.

“You have a choice,” Robert continued. “You
can live with the pain and let the cancer take its
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natural course—which will not be easy. Or you
can find another doctor who will agree to treat
you without insurance. Dr. Bernstein had to treat
you at first because you were a referral from the
emergency room. But since you haven'’t paid him,
he’s no longer obligated to continue. I'm sure there
are doctors somewhere who will treat you for free,
but there isn’t one in Eugene. And you know what
the lawyer told you about their fees.”

“That Suzanne will have to pay for everything
after I'm gone.”

Robert nodded.

“But isn’t there another option?” Don couldn’t
escape the feeling that there was something else
he could do.

“Good. You're listening to your inner voice.
However, I think you already know what the third
option is. That’s the real reason you came here,
isn’t it?”

Don felt a chill run up his spine to the back of
his neck. He did know what the third option was.
He had been trying to avoid it at all costs because
of Suzanne, but at this point he felt that he ulti-
mately didn’t have a choice. “I could end my own
life,” he whispered.

“Is that what you want?”
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Now that Don had finally said it out loud, he
knew there was only one answer. “Yes,” he said
after a long silence. “I think that’s the best thing
to do.”

“Okay, then. We'd better get started while you
still have your strength.”

¢
%
i
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CHAPTER FIVE

& ver the next three days, Don
" diligently followed Robert’s de-
tailed instructions. He was sur-
prised by how meticulous the
preparations were and conclud-
ed that this probably wasn’t the
first time Robert had done this.
The most unusual request
Robert made was that Don get Suzanne a canine
companion to be with her after he left. And it
wasn’t supposed to be just any dog, but a very spe-
cific one—a female black Lab named Sadie.
Suzanne had been after Don to get a dog since
they’d moved into their own house, but he wasn't
convinced. He hadn’t wanted to be burdened with
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the responsibility of feeding and walking one ev-
ery day in case they wanted to travel. Neither of
them was particularly passionate about traveling,
but Don always had the fantasy of going to the
various local festivals around the world: the run-
ning of the bulls in Spain, Carnival in Brazil, Day
of the Dead in Mexico—that sort of thing.

However, when Don saw how Suzanne’s eyes
lit up when he suggested they get a dog, he wished
they would have welcomed one into their family
years ago.

They decided to go to the pound first to see if
they could find a dog that was down on its luck
first. The idea that they could save an unwanted
animal from a tragic fate appealed to them both,
and Don was almost as giddy as Suzanne on the
way to the pound.

“Are you sure you know where it is?” Don
asked.

“Of course I do. I drive past it every day on the
way to work.”

“I bet you stop by every day on your lunch
break,” he joked.

“If I did, there wouldn’t be any room for you
by now.”
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They both laughed, which felt really good. The
excitement of bringing home a dog temporarily
lifted the heaviness that had been hovering over
them.

“Who’s Robert?” Suzanne asked after a com-
fortable silence.

Don felt the blood rush from his face, and he
turned completely pale. He hadn’t ever spoken
Robert’s name out loud, and it was startling to
hear Suzanne say it. He quickly reached over to
the radio and turned up the volume. “I love this
song.”

“Who's Robert?” she repeated.

“I don’t know a Robert,” Don finally said after
a long silence while feigning contemplation. “Why
do you ask?”

“Because you've been yelling his name every
night for the past week in your sleep. Was he a
childhood friend or something?”

“Hmm . . . no, I don’t think so.” Don felt like
he had been caught in a lie and didn’t know how
to get out of it.

“Okay, I was just wondering. Maybe I didn’t
hear you right.”
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“I don’t remember anyone named Robert from
my past.” He felt it much easier to remain convinc-
ing while qualifying his answer so specifically.
“Maybe it’s an imaginary dog I used to play with
as a kid.” Don tried to force a laugh that didn't
come out sounding natural.

“Yeah, maybe,” Suzanne said incredulously.

Thankfully they were nearly to the pound,
and Don was relieved that Suzanne dropped the
subject as they pulled in to the driveway.

“Let’s get a puppy!” she exclaimed as she
slammed the door shut and ran toward the en-
trance of the white-planked building with a forest-
green roof.

“We're looking to adopt,” Suzanne announced
to the teenaged volunteer sitting behind the im-
posing wood counter.

“Dogs to the left; cats to the right,” the volun-
teer said in a squeaky voice as she waved toward
the kennels in the back. “You can spend as much
time as you like, but don’t open the cages yourself.
Most of the guests are very sweet, but a few are
kinda cranky. Once you've decided, come and get
me and I'll let you in.”

When they entered the canine section, they
saw the rows of kennels on either side of them. The
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chain-link fence was floor to ceiling, and the nar-
row cement walkway in between the rows made it
feel even more impersonal.

“This is depressing,” Suzanne remarked.

Don nodded. As they walked in between the
kennels, the reaction they got from the residents
alternated between silent indifference and very
loud barking.

“They’re all full grown,” she said without hid-
ing her disappointment. “I was hoping to get a
puppy.”

“Maybe there’s one on the other side.”

At the end of the long row of kennels was a
blue cloth divider that separated the front of the
kennel from the back. Don pulled it aside and ges-
tured for Suzanne to go ahead. Many of the ken-
nels on the other side were empty, and when they
were nearly to the end, Don looked over at his
wife and saw that her eyes were beginning to wa-
ter. He instinctively put his arm around her, and
she started to cry.

“l just wanted a puppy.” Her voice cracked
through her tears. “Why can’t I have a puppy?”
She leaned against the cages and slid down until
she was seated on the floor. Don sat next to her
and gently caressed her hair.
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“We can go to a pet store after this. I'm sure
they’ll have puppies there.”

At that moment a whimper came from be-
hind them, and something nudged Suzanne’s
back. When she turned around, Suzanne looked
at a shiny black dog that attempted to push its wet
nose through the chain-link fence. And although
the dog was full grown, Don noticed that it re-
tained some of its puppylike features.

“How are you?” asked Suzanne. “Are you un-
comfortable in there?”

The dog whimpered again and began to lick
Suzanne’s face through the fence.

“Oh, she’s the cutest thing. Do you want to
come home with us today?” Suzanne opened the
latch on the kennel and brought the black dog into
the hallway.

“She said we were supposed to ask before open-
ing the kennels,” Don said while looking around.

“It's okay, isn't it, girl?”

The dog walked around Suzanne and Don
three times, deliberately looking at them from all
angles before sitting down immediately in front of
Suzanne. The dog offered its paw to her as a formal
introduction and appeared to smile. Suzanne sat
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down so they were face-to-face and shook the paw,
a huge smile overtaking her face.

It was the first time Don had seen that par-
ticular smile in months. It wasn’t forced at all
and didn’t have one ounce of irony or trepidation
behind it. He could also see that the crow’s-feet
around his wife’s eyes had deepened, and the wrin-
kles at the corners of her mouth were well earned
from a life of hard living. It was as if moments like
these meant much more because of all they were
going through.

Don instantly tensed up as he saw the vol-
unteer walking toward them. He was sure they'd
done something wrong, but it looked like she was
used to it.

“I see you met Sadie,” the volunteer said in a
chipper voice.

A chill went down the back of Don’s neck
when she said the name. “What did you say her
name was?”

“Sadie,” the volunteer repeated.

“That’s such a cute name,” said Suzanne. “Do
you want to come home with us, Sadie?”

“I'm afraid I have some bad news,” said the
volunteer. “Sadie’s pregnant, so you probably don't
want her. Is this your first dog?”
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“Yes, it’s our first dog, but what’s wrong with
being pregnant?” asked Suzanne indignantly. “Of
course we want her.”

Sadie put her head in Suzanne’s lap and closed
her eyes while her muzzle was gently stroked.

“You can adopt her if you want, but most first-
time parents don’t want to be grandparents so
soon.”

“When is she due?” asked Don.

“Very soon. I think in less than a couple weeks.”

“We’ll take her,” said Suzanne. “Come on, Sa-
die. Let’s go home.”

Sadie and Suzanne went out to the car while
Don filled out some paperwork with the volun-
teer at the reception desk. As he approached the
car, there was something he hadn't seen before in
Suzanne’s eyes: a sense of purpose that seemed to
unlock an energy deep inside her soul.

Motherhood looked very good on her.

After they brought Sadie home, Robert was
nowhere to be found in Don’s dreams. The dop-
pelganger had given Don additional instructions
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whenever he had completed a task, and his ab-
sence was unusual. Don had finished everything
that Robert had outlined, and with every passing
day, his health continued to deteriorate. He tried
to hide the pain from Suzanne, and he’d even be-
gun to cough up blood first thing in the morn-
ing. However, after the dog arrived, it was much
easier to conceal the ugly effects of cancer because
Suzanne was often preoccupied with making the
garage comfortable for Sadie.

On the fifth day after they returned from the
pound, Robert appeared to Don when he was tak-
ing a nap in the afternoon.

“Where have you been?” asked Don.

“I've been making final preparations. Are you
ready?”

“Definitely ready. The pain is unbearable now.
I've almost been tempted to throw caution to the
wind and begin treatments.”

“Now is your last chance. There’s nothing
wrong with living. But you need to let me know
now, since today is the day.”

“Today is the day?” Don felt a combination of
sadness and excitement. He realized he hadn't said
his proper goodbyes to Suzanne and wondered if
he would be able to.
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“Yes, you'll be able to say goodbye,” Robert
seemed to read his mind. “But today is it. Your
window will be open later tonight, and it’s the
only time I'll be able to help you through. Are you
sure you want to go through with it?”

For a moment Don felt a sliver of apprehen-
sion, but his pain had begun to permeate his
dream state, and he felt a stabbing sensation in his
abdomen. “I'm sure,” he said after a long silence.
“What’s next?”

“We need to decide how your physical body
will be taken care of. I assume you want to incon-
venience Suzanne as little as possible?”

Don had thought of that before, and he once
again saw the vision of his wife when she came
across his body. He played through various sce-
narios in his head, and he could see the sense of
horror on her face when she discovered him. He
was hoping there was a way to make it as quick
and painless as possible, but the more he thought
about it, the more he felt that his first priority was
to make sure Suzanne wouldn’t be traumatized.

“I don’t want Suzanne to have to do anything,”
Don finally said. “Is that possible?”

“Yes, of course it’s possible.”
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“How am I going to do it?” He thought of a
gun. Pills. A razor blade. Exhaust fumes. Every-
thing he could think of would leave Suzanne with
his body to take care of. He didn’t want her to have
to deal with it at all. If there was a way for him to
instantaneously disappear, that would be optimal.

“I know you've thought of several less elegant
solutions, but I think the best option for you would
be a car crash.”

Don thought about it for a moment and
quickly agreed. His Land Cruiser was paid for,
and although he loved it dearly, it wasn’t worth
much money. If he did it right, it would happen
instantly and his physical remains would burn
away without a trace. And either way, Suzanne
wouldn’t have to deal with his body in their home.
It seemed perfect.

“Unfortunately, there’s one big problem,” Rob-
ert continued. “Even in your state it will be near-
ly impossible to pull it off because of the innate
‘fight-or-flight response’ inherent in every human.
A premeditated car crash takes several seconds of
intense resolve. First, to get the car up to speed, and
then to drive deliberately toward the fatal edge.”

“I can do it,” Don said confidently.
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“I'm not so sure—it’s really not that easy. I'm
certain you'd be able to do yourself serious dam-
age, but actually going all the way is pretty hard.
One second of doubt can make the difference be-
tween death and being in a coma for the rest of
your life.”

Don was horrified when he thought of being
in a coma. Not only would he no longer be in con-
trol of his life, but the medical bills would pile up
on Suzanne, which would defeat the whole pur-
pose. Don began to get angry. “Then why did you
bring it up? What's the point if it’s not possible?”

“It’s very possible, but you're going to need
some help.”

“I thought that’s what you were for.”

“It’s true I'm able to help you—but you needed
to understand why.”

“Okay.” Don began to feel manipulated. “How
can you help?”

“I'm going to have to take over.”

“Take over what? You want to drive? Go
ahead—there’s just one little problem . . . you don't
have a body!”

“Exactly. You're going to need to let me take
over your body so I can drive without worrying
about living or dying.”
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Don wasn’t sure he believed him, but there
was something strangely confident about the way
Robert was talking. He was now positive that he
was being manipulated, but he didn’t care. The
whole point was that he was going to die anyway,
so it didn’t really matter. “Whatever. Fine. How do
we do that?”

“All you have to do is agree, and we can start
now. I'm in your mind when you're sleeping, but
you need to give me permission to be present when
you're awake. We'll both be inside your body at the
same time, but I'll take over when we get behind
the wheel.”

“How do I know I can trust you?”

“That’s a very good question. You need to ask
yourself that and be confident without doubt. This
is a very sacred agreement and can’t be made with
even a modicum of doubt.”

Don did trust Robert, but more relevant was
that he was tired. He just wanted the whole ordeal
to be over. He didn’t want to live anymore, and he
was hoping his doppelgidnger knew what to do. “I
trust you, Robert. Do what you need to do.”

“Good. When you awake, we’ll both be in your
body. And then we can complete the final prepara-
tions.”
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When Don awoke from his nap, he had the
uncomfortable feeling that someone was lying on
top of him. The pain from his cancer had progres-
sively gotten worse, but this was different. He felt
as if he was submerged underwater and was trying
to breathe through a straw. He kept trying to push
his way to the surface of his body, but it was nearly
impossible.

Don began to panic while gasping for air, and
he started to convulse. He tried to scream out loud,
but no sound would come out of his mouth. Final-
ly, after convulsing for nearly a minute, he broke
through to the surface of his skin and sucked in
several breaths of air. Slowly his heart rate returned
to normal as he calmed down.

Don heard a familiar voice coming from be-
hind him.

“Are you okay?”

He turned around and didn’t see anyone in the
room.

“Who’s there?” Don’s panic returned as his
voice echoed off the walls of his bedroom.

“It's Robert.”

“Where are you?”
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“I'm inside, just like you are.  know it’s strange,
but you'll get used to it pretty quickly.”

Don began to remember what had happened
when he was asleep and quickly ascertained that
he must still be unconscious.

“Oh, I get it—I'm still dreaming.”

“No, you're very much awake.” Robert sound-
ed annoyed. “You agreed this is what you wanted.
Do you want me to help you or not?”

The reality of the situation returned to Don.
“Yes, sorry. Of course I want your help. It’s just that
it doesn't feel real.”

“This is probably the most real you've felt in
years.”

Don wasn’t sure what Robert meant by that.

“And another thing,” Robert continued.
“There’s no need to use your outside voice when
talking to me. Remember I'm inside, also, so I can
hear your thoughts as soon as you think them.
You don’t want to worry Suzanne when she comes
home and hears you talking to yourself.”

This was the first time Robert had used his
wife’s name, and it made Don feel very uncomfort-
able. He didn’t know why, but it agitated a deeper
part of him.
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“Why was it so hard to breathe at first?” Don
asked.

“Sorry about that. I took the first position when
I came in, and that takes some time to get used to.
It’s perfectly safe, but I know it feels strange if you
don’t know what’s happening. Surrender takes the
most strength of any other practice. And surren-
dering inside your own body is most difficult of
all. Once I realized what was happening, I took the
second position, which felt more natural for you.”

“But I couldn’t breathe.”

“That’s because you didn’t need to. I was
breathing for you. You'll get used to it pretty quick-
ly, but I'll let you remain in first position for a little
while longer while we wrap up all the details.”

Don let Robert’s words sink in and wondered
how long it would take before he would learn to
surrender inside his own body. When he first woke
up, he felt like he was dying, but then he realized
that was the whole point. At that moment he real-
ized Robert was probably right about the fight-or-
flight response. There was something ingrained in
his body that was determined to stay alive no mat-
ter what his brain wanted. Don quickly came to
the conclusion that he absolutely needed Robert’s

- 66 -



SUMMER'S PATH

help and was now positive he wouldn’t be able to
pull it off alone.

“Are you still up for it?”

“I think so,” Don said after a moment of si-
lence.

“You better know so, because tonight’s the
night. Are you absolutely sure? You can still get
out of it, but there’s not much time left to change
your mind.”

“I'm sure. What's next?”

“Okay. Find a pen and paper, and write down
your final thoughts for Suzanne. Tell her why
you're doing this, that you love her, and that ev-
erything will be okay.”

Don opened the drawer of Suzanne’s yellow
desk and retrieved a small sheet of gold-leafed pa-
per from the back of it. Don had bought the statio-
nery for Suzanne on her birthday a couple of years
back. Although he knew she loved it, it looked like
she still hadn’t used any of it. They both had a
habit of saving “special” items indefinitely instead
of enjoying them in their daily lives. Don consid-
ered looking for a plain sheet of paper, but came to
the conclusion that this particular letter was defi-
nitely stationery-worthy.
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When Don was confronted with the blank
sheet of paper, he found that he didn’t know what
to say. Nothing he could think of seemed to carry
the weight of the situation. He couldn’t just say
something flippant like “Thanks. See you later.”
Writing a suicide note was much harder than he’d
thought it would be.

“Just write from your heart,” said Robert.
“Don’t worry about the words; just write down
your feelings.”

Don was still getting used to hearing Robert’s
voice inside his head when he was awake, and it
startled him once again. He was starting to get
comfortable with the somewhat claustrophobic
feeling of two souls inhabiting one body, but the
voice always took him by surprise. It came from
deep within his body, and although he knew no-
body else could hear it, it sounded like it echoed
throughout the entire house.

Don began to run through various memories
in his mind. The first time he and Suzanne met.
The first time they made love. Their vacation to
the Oregon coast. A candlelit dinner on the floor
of their furniture-free new house. And several im-
ages of Suzanne’s hazel eyes as they sparkled when
she smiled.
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When the memories were over, Don looked
down at the paper and saw that the letter had been
written. The words floated above the page, hover-
ing in space and waiting to be committed to pa-
per. He picked up the pen and began to trace them
slowly—one letter at a time. After he was finished,
he carefully folded the sheet of paper in half and
sealed it inside a matching envelope. On the front
he wrote carefully in his most legible script: “Dear-
est Suzanne.”

“Good,” said Robert. “Put the letter in a safe
place. You'll need it tonight.”

Don hid the letter in the bottom of the stack of
stationery at the back of the desk drawer and no-
ticed that the sky had become dark. As he slid the
drawer back in place, he could hear the familiar
sound of Suzanne’s key sliding into the front-door
lock. He made his way across the living room to
greet her.

“Hi, hon,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

“Pretty tired.” Writing the letter had taken
more out of him than he’d thought at first, and
after hugging his wife hello, he quickly sat down.

“Sorry I'm late. We had to do month-end rec-
onciliations before the partner meeting tomorrow.
Are you up for eating tonight?”
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The thought of food turned Don’s stomach. He
hadn’t eaten very regularly during the past week,
and with Robert inside him, he didn’t feel there
was any room for anything else.

“No, that’s okay. You go ahead.”

“They bought us all Chinese, so I'm good. But I
can make you something, no problem. How about
some toast?”

“Really, I'm fine. I'm not hungry.”

“You need to eat something,” she yawned.
“I'm going to bed. I have to go in early tomor-
row to make copies before the meeting.” Suzanne
stumbled toward the bedroom while instinctively
switching off the hallway lights on her way. “Are
you coming?”

“I'll be right there,” he said while looking
around at the home they had made together. The
kitchen table, the living-room couch, the coffee
table. The life they had made together. He won-
dered if he was doing the right thing by leaving
his wife in this way. Was it selfish? He had always
heard that suicide was selfish and that everyone
who survived would be hurt. But Suzanne was the
only family he had left to speak of. He only had a
few acquaintances, but nobody he would consider
a real friend. Suzanne was all that mattered, and
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he was doing it for her. She would be sad at first,
but eventually she would be thankful when she
realized what he had done for her.

Don deliberately walked across the kitchen one
last time and opened the silverware drawer slowly,
closing his eyes and hoping he had imagined the
contents. But when he opened his eyes again, they
were still there: stacks of medical bills he was leav-
ing for his wife to pay. But thankfully there would
be no more. He was putting an end to the possibil-
ity of more debt, and she would be thankful.

He was doing it for her.

@
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CHAPTER SIX

& ake up,” said Robert. “It’s time to
get up!”
Startled, Don sat up and

realizing what was happening.
, “You fell asleep,” Robert contin-
"ued. “The time is now. Let’s go!l”
Don looked at Suzanne sleeping and started to
choke up. Tears streamed down his face, and he
had to cover his mouth so he wouldn’t wake her.
“I'm sorry,” he cried softly. “I love you so much.”
He gently got out of the bed and shut the door
behind him as quietly as he could. After walking
down the hallway, he found his keys and made his
way to the garage through the inside door off the
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living room. Although his car was parked on the
street, he wanted to use the side door of the garage
so he wouldn’t wake Suzanne. After turning on
the light inside, he looked around at the unpacked
boxes from their previous apartment.

I should have cleaned up the garage before 1 left, he
thought. I guess it’s too late now.

As he walked toward the outside door, Don
thought he heard a squeaking sound coming from
under the workbench. He walked toward it, but
as he got closer, the sound stopped. When he re-
sumed walking to the door, he heard the squeak-
ing again.

“Damn rats!” he said as he spun around and
fell to his knees, looking under the workbench for
the rodent.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw something
large move, and as he looked closer, he noticed
one of the boxes seemed to be rocking back and
forth. As he walked around it, he could see that
the contents had been strewn across the floor, and
the newspaper packing material had been shred-
ded. He walked toward the box, which was still
rocking, and heard the distinctive squeaking noise
again. Cautiously, he grabbed a broom that was
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leaning up against the boxes and held it on the
bristle side while using the handle to lift open the
flap of the fallen box.

Although he was half-expecting a raccoon or
a skunk to scurry out, nothing emerged, and as
he edged even closer, he saw a familiar black tail
protruding from the opening.

“Sadie, is that you?”

Don sat down in front of the box just in time
to see a tiny black puppy being born. Sadie in-
stinctively licked the shiny birth sac off the new-
born and gently nudged the puppy to join its
siblings, which were already beginning to nurse.
Don counted five puppies, and they were happily
squirming and squeaking, with their black wrin-
kled faces and closed eyelids. He was struck by the
beauty of how nurturing Sadie was and wondered
how she knew exactly what to do. The volunteer at
the pound had mentioned that she was a first-time
mother, and it was incredible to watch firsthand
how nature takes care of itself.

After a few minutes of watching the newborns
enjoy their first meal, Don began to get up. “Wel-
come to the world,” he said as he stood upright. “I
guess it’s my time to leave.”
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“Sit back down,” said the familiar voice inside
his head. “I want to talk to you about something
very important.”

Startled, Don sat back down and said, “You
have to stop doing that. You scared the death out
of me.”

“We’ll see about that,” Robert quipped.

“Bad choice of words.”

“Maybe not. That’s what I want to talk to you
about.”

Don didn’t understand and began to feel anx-
ious. “Shouldn’t we get going? Suzanne will hear
us out here and will come to see what's going on.”

“She’s still sound asleep. Just listen for a few
minutes, and we'll be on our way shortly.”

“Okay, talk.”

“First of all let me say I will absolutely honor
my word and help you transition in the manner
we previously discussed.”

“Uh-huh.” Don squinted incredulously. “But?”

“But, first I want to talk to you about the impli-
cations of what you're doing.”

“I already know the implications. I'm going to
die and stop my suffering and stop the senseless
acquisition of debt for no reason. Suzanne is going
to be very sad, but over time she’ll understand it
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wasn't selfish at all, since she won’t have to pay
any more money to the stupid doctors who can’t
even save me.”

“Yes, those are the physical implications. But life
is more complex than just what happens on Earth.
There are serious soul implications of suicide.”

“Oh, great, now you're going to get religious
on me. What, am I going to hell now?” Don was
starting to get angry. “Don’t you think this is a liv-
ing hell? I have flippin’ cancer, and I can’t pay for
the treatment without ruining the love of my life’s
financial future! All because of some stupid politi-
cal statement that nobody even cared about.” The
veins in Don’s neck began to protrude as his face
turned a bright shade of crimson.

Robert let him finish and then said calmly, “I
don’t know anything about hell. That’s really not
my thing. But I do know that souls have their own
time frame, and they are the ones who are tradi-
tionally responsible for deciding when it’s time
to die.”

“Well, this time I'm deciding. Are you going to
help me or not?”

“As I said before, [ will help you in any way you
want. Just listen to me for a few more minutes, and
then we can go.”
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“Okay, I'm sorry. Go on.”

“You might think that your body is in control,
but ultimately it’s not. Your soul has its own path
independent of which body it inhabits. It makes
an agreement with a particular body before it’s
born to help accomplish the goals of the soul.”

“And why would my soul pick a body that was
going to get cancer? Is my soul stupid, or does it
just have a sick sense of humor?”

“Good question. There are many reasons why
souls pick different bodies. The short answer is: be-
cause there is something very important to learn
from it. Profound growth comes from overcom-
ing adversity, and a soul that chooses a body with
severe physical limitations is usually preparing to
learn some very significant lessons during that
particular lifetime.”

“Okay, I've learned my lesson: cancer sucks.
Next.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not your decision what
lesson you are to learn this lifetime. Besides, I'm
actually 100 percent confident you haven’t learned
it yet.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because you're not dead. If you were through
learning, your soul would have pulled the plug al-
ready and you’d be on your way.”
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Don’s frustration was deepening as he put his
elbows on his knees and his head in his hands.

“Obviously you have free will,” Robert contin-
ued, “and ultimately you can end your body’s life.
But since you’ll be short-circuiting your current
journey on Earth, your soul won't have accom-
plished what it came here to do. And it’s a shame,
too, especially after all you’'ve gone through. I
would argue that you've gone through the worst
of it already. What did your doctor say, you only
had a few months left?”

“Three to six months.”

“Right. So you've endured thirty-nine years,
and you're going to risk having to learn all these
lessons over again so you can save a few months. It
doesn’t make any sense to me.”

“But isn't there a time when suicide is a noble
act?” asked Don. “Absolutely the right thing to do
for everyone involved?”

“Yes, it’s possible. It really depends on the in-
dividual situation. If taking one’s life is complete-
ly selfless—entirely motivated by love—then it’s
feasible that the soul’s journey on Earth will be
fulfilled.”

“So that’s what I'll say. I'm doing this for Su-
zanne—I[ won’t run up any more pointless doctors’
bills.”
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“It’s not a negotiation, Don. You can't talk
your way out of this. I believe that you're genu-
inely concerned about money, but it doesn't feel to
me like that’s coming from a selfless place. Are all
of your money concerns simply about protecting
Suzanne? Or is there something else that’s under
all those feelings?”

“How would I know that?” Don asked indig-
nantly.

“You know in your heart. If there is even a
sliver of doubt, then you know what I'm saying is
true.”

“But the pain is unbearable.”

“l understand it's excruciating to be in your
body right now, but maybe there is another option
to consider.”

“What'’s that?”

“We’ll get you a new body, and I'll take over
this one.”

“Very funny.”

“I'm serious. If you stay on this earth, you
won't erase the lessons you've already learned.
And then you can continue to walk your current
path without being burdened by the pain and suf-
fering of the cancer.”
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“But the cancer will still be there. How are you
going to deal with that?”

“First of all, I have a much higher threshold
for pain than you do. But more important, since
I won't be attached to the underlying emotional
trauma that created the cancer in the first place,
I'll probably be able to transcend it altogether.”

“You think you can heal my cancer?”

“Probably.”

“Then why don’t you just do it now so I can
live a long, healthy life in my own body? You're al-
ready inside anyway. If you can cure cancer, then
just do it now.”

“It’s not that easy. Whether you want to or not,
you're still holding on to the root causes. In fact,
the cancer is embedded in your soul. Your soul had
a contract before you were born to use cancer as a
tool of learning in this lifetime. There’s nothing I
can do to separate you from your cancer.”

“Does that mean I'll get cancer again in a new
body? If so, what’s the point?”

“Another great question. I really don’t know
the answer to that. However, it doesn’t seem very
likely. It actually takes quite a lot of energy to sum-
mon a fatal illness such as cancer, and since the
disease itself isn’t the real reason you got sick, it
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probably won’t happen again. That’s why this idea
might be your best option. You'll still have access
to the energetic lessons that result in being con-
scious on the same plane as your cancer, but you
won’t have to deal with the suffering.”

“And what do you get out of it?”

“I get a body I can use to accomplish what I
need to do on Earth.”

“Why don’t you just get a new body that doesn't
have cancer? Be born just like the rest of us.”

“To save time. You can already walk and talk.
A new body takes several years to mature enough
to allow me to do what I need to do. And it’s also
convenient that you're already living in the United
States, which is where I need to be right now.”

“To do what?”

“Many things. Healing mostly. This is an im-
portant time for the spiritual development of the
entire human race. And because of its relatively
short history, the U.S. hasn’t been able to devel-
op spiritually as fully as other parts of the world.
That’s why there are so many of us coming here
right now to impart our wisdom and allow this
country to catch up with the rest of the world.”

“Us? Who's ‘us’? There are others who are tak-
ing over cancer victims’ bodies? Are you some
alien race or something?”
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“No,” Robert laughed. “We're called Walk-ins.
It’s not that unusual, really. We're simply angels
that need to have a body to accomplish what we
have to do. It's been going on for thousands of
years, but it’s most common to be prearranged be-
fore the host body is born. So this conversation
doesn’t usually take place on Earth. But I have a
soft spot for suicide victims. Someone very close
to me Kkilled herself, and not only did it hurt me
deeply, but I saw firsthand what happened to her
soul, and it wasn't very pleasant. She’s still trying
to recover from it, and it’s already been many life-
times since it happened.”

“I'm sorry.”

“Thank you, but it’s the way it’s meant to be.
It’s her destiny, and she’s living it with as much
grace and determination as she can. It’s just such
a shame, though. Such a waste of time. Having to
pay for a moment of release with lifetimes of addi-
tional suffering. So that’s why I do what I do. Trust
me, it’s much easier to simply make a contract
with a relatively healthy soul before it’s born. But I
prefer to spend the extra effort to work with souls
like yours to hopefully save you from the lifetimes
of suffering that can be avoided.”
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“Wow,” said Don. “That’s pretty incredible.”

“So you have a decision to make: we can con-
tinue with the original plan, or we can find you a
new body and I can take over this one.”

“Okay, I'm in,” Don said after a long silence.
“Let’s do the swap. But where are we going to find
a body that I can use?”

“We already have.” Robert used his will to ges-
ture toward Sadie.

“A dog! You want me to become a dog? Are you
crazy? Aren'’t there any human bodies I can use?”

“I'm afraid that’s your only option. I've been
working hard to arrange it for you, and there sim-
ply isn’t any more time to find another body. As
you can imagine, human bodies are in quite high
demand at the moment. And besides, you need to
be near me for as long as possible in order to fulfill
your soul’s contract. Therefore, being a dog is the
most practical option since I don’t have the time
to carry around a newborn human. They take so
much longer to develop.”

Don grumbled out loud.

“It’s actually not so bad,” Robert continued.
“I've been a dog several times myself. You get to
accomplish a lot in a relatively short amount of
time.”
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“I don't know . ..”

“Well, you have to decide quickly. There’s only
one more opportunity left. There are eight pups in
the litter, and the last one is on its way now.”

Don counted seven puppies nuzzling against
Sadie. “They are awfully cute.”

“That’s as good a reason as any.” Robert
laughed. “You wouldn't be the first to choose a
body based on its appearance.”

Don felt slightly offended by Robert’s ofthand
comment, but the more he thought about it, the
more he liked it. “I guess it’s better to be a dog
since they don't live as long. Then I can move on
more quickly.”

“That’s true. So are you ready?”

“Yes, but you need to promise me one thing.”

“What'’s that?” asked Robert.

“That you won'’t touch Suzanne. I want her to
be happy and to find someone else, but it creeps me
out to think you’d be with her in my old body.”

“I completely understand. You have my word.
Anything else?”

“No, that’s it.”

“Okay, let’s begin. Lie down on your back
next to Sadie—then close your eyes and breathe
deeply.”
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“Okay.”

“Shhh. Don’t say anything. Relax your mind
and open your heart. Now, I want you to focus
your energy on the top of your head. Where your
soft spot was as an infant. Concentrate on that
point until it starts to feel warm.”

Don concentrated on the top of his head until
he could feel it become warm.

“Good. Now imagine the bones that came to-
gether to form your skull have started to become
pliable again.”

The thought of this made Don feel queasy at
first, but he relaxed and imagined the top of his
head begin to soften. It was remarkably relaxing,
and within a few minutes he began to feel like he
was floating.

“Okay, stay open like that. Now I'm going to
help you out of your body. Just relax. Remember
this is perfectly natural; it’s perfectly safe. I'll be
with you the whole time.”

Don started to feel nauseated. He felt as if he
had just eaten something that didn’t agree with
him. The nausea began to build more intensely,
and he felt as if he had a huge ball growing in the
pit of his stomach. The bloating feeling was so pro-
nounced that he almost opened his eyes to see if
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his stomach was distended. But then as quickly as
it came, it dissipated and he felt an intense rush
of energy flow from the base of his spine, travel
down his legs, and accumulate in his feet. The en-
ergy made his feet very warm, and his ankles be-
gan to throb in time with his pulse. They felt like
they had swollen to three to four times their nor-
mal size, and just when they felt like they would
explode, the energy shot back up his legs; up his
spine; through his stomach, heart, and throat; and
out the top of his head. As the energy traveled up
his body, it felt like it was sweeping every last bit
of feeling he had left in his body. By the time it
reached his head, there was no feeling left in his
body from the neck down.

Don hadn’t realized how much he had gotten
used to the constant pain from his cancer until
it was gone. It was as if a huge weight had been
lifted from his torso, and he felt light and free for
the first time in years. And then, in an instant, he
was completely free of his body and felt like he
was floating in water. He opened his eyes and saw
that he was near the rafters of the garage. Looking
down, he could see his body lying still below.

Don began to swirl in circles, faster and faster,
until everything was a blur from spinning. Then,
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as if a huge vacuum was pulling him down, he was
thrust toward the ground below, and right before
reaching Sadie, he blacked out.

@
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once again woke up to an emp-
ty bed. Ever since the diagno-
sis, Don’s insomnia had gotten
much worse, and she was be-
coming used to regularly wak-
ing up without him. Looking to

the floor, she noticed that Don’s
clothes were gone, so she assumed he had finished
sleeping. As she pulled herself up to sit on the edge
of the bed, she felt dizzy and almost had to lie back
down. Suzanne hadn’t slept very well, as she had
been disturbed by bad dreams all night. She couldn’t
remember exactly what they were, but it had some-
thing to do with her relationship with Don. Her
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dreams had been more and more upsetting in the
past week, and she surmised that they had to do
with her anxiety surrounding Don’s illness.

After a few minutes, Suzanne’s dizziness sub-
sided, and she put her robe on and made her way to
the kitchen, where she heard whimpering coming
from the garage. Knowing exactly what it meant,
she ran to the garage door and excitedly flung
it open. And on the floor was the most precious
thing she could have imagined. Her husband was
lying asleep with the cutest ebony puppy curled
on his chest. Sadie was nearby inside a cardboard
box, with seven puppies nursing enthusiastically.
They sang a chorus of puppy sounds, alternating
between grunting, slurping, and whimpering.

Suzanne stood there enamored for several
minutes, her face becoming sore from grinning
so widely. She carefully bent down and scooped
the newborn sleeping on her husband’s chest and
brought it up to her face. She nuzzled the soft fur
with her nose and cheek as it started to wake up.
It squirmed and wiggled until she gently placed it
beside an available teat next to its siblings. Instinc-
tively, it too began to nurse, clearly famished from
its recent journey.
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Suzanne smiled at her husband as he slowly
opened his eyes and rubbed the sleep from them
with the back of his hand. He seemed to have a
difficult time sitting up but finally managed by
contorting himself sideways.

“Good morning, sunshine,” Suzanne said
sweetly.

“G-g-g,” Robert attempted to respond to Don’s
wife. “M-m-m-orn-n.”

Suzanne looked at her husband and saw that
his yellowed eyes were much more deeply sunken
than before. Clearly the cancer was progressing
quickly, and it seemed to be affecting his speech.
Suzanne had been warned that Don’s personality
would start to degenerate if the cancer metasta-
sized to his brain, and she began to wonder if she
had the strength to see him through it. Her friends
had all told her to put him in a hospital or at least
hire an in-home hospice worker to take care of
him. She had promised Robert she wouldn’t, but
seeing him having difficulty speaking that morn-
ing made her question her resolve.

“Did you see the birth?” she asked after a long
pause.

“Y-y-e-s-s.”
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“Was it beautiful?”

Robert forced a cockeyed smile and nodded his
head slowly.

Suzanne turned her attention to Sadie and
crouched down near the new mother. “How are
you doing, Mama? Did you have a long night?”

Sadie looked at Suzanne without moving her
head. The dog had the distinct look of exhaus-
tion and bliss that is shared among mothers. Su-
zanne felt a wave of sadness creep near her when
she finally accepted that she wouldn’t be able to
experience motherhood, at least not with Don.
She looked back at her husband, who had pulled
himself up by grabbing on to the grille of her car.
She considered helping him up, but he had yelled
at her once before when she had done so. He was
much too proud, and although she knew he would
need to get over that soon enough, she decided to
leave him to his own devices a little while longer.

Robert slowly stood up and steadied himself
with the wall while shuffling toward the door to
the main house. When he reached it, he turned
his head and said as clearly as he could, “Y-y-ou
s-s-tay here. I'm g-g-oing to b-b-ed.”

As soon as her husband left, Suzanne burst into
tears. She didn’t know if she was strong enough to
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see Don die a slow death. She wished he would
agree to at least trying the chemo treatments. The
doctors said it might help a little bit, and although
it wouldn’t necessarily extend his life, perhaps it
would make him more comfortable. For the first
time she wondered how much time he had left.
Judging by the way he was acting today, it didn't
seem like very much longer.

“Soon it will just be us,” she said to the puppies
while forcing a smile. “Just the ten of us.”

“Wake up,” said Suzanne. “Are you okay? Wake
up, hon.”

Robert opened his eyes and saw Don’s wife
come into focus. He could see the sense of relief in
her eyes when he came to. And the love emanating
from her heart was as pure as any he’d felt before.
He was starting to understand why Don had been
prepared to do what he was going to do. If there
was a love powerful enough to drive one to take
his own life, this was it.

“You've been sleeping for two days,” Suzanne
said while helping him sit up. “I was worried about
you.”
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Robert attempted to speak, but his mouth
was dry, and his throat felt like it was closed up.
“W-w-a,” he croaked.

“You must be dehydrated,” Don’s wife said
while grabbing a glass of water from the night-
stand. “Have some water.”

Robert drained the entire glass in one long
drink and gave it back to Suzanne. “More,” he
said, happy to be getting more used to his voice,
as he could see that the stuttering was disturbing
Suzanne. “Drink more.”

“Okay,” she said. “I guess you're thirsty.” She
went to the bathroom, filled the glass up from the
tap, and returned to the bedroom. “Here you go.”

Robert drank the second glass nearly as quick-
ly as the first and returned it to the nightstand.
“Thank you,” he said with a sigh. “I was thirsty.”

“I see that,” she smiled sweetly. “Are you okay?
I was worried about you sleeping so much.”

“I was just tired.”

“Should I stay home from work and take care
of you?”

“No, I'll be fine. Go to work.”

“Should I get you something to eat?”

“Not hungry,” he said after sensing whether he
needed any nourishment. Usually he was starving
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when he entered a new body, but for some reason
the thought of food repulsed him.

“You call me if you need me, and I'll come
right home.”

“Okay.”

Suzanne filled the glass with water again and
returning it to the nightstand, leaned over to kiss
her husband. Robert recoiled and shook his head
violently.

“What’s wrong?”

Robert kept shaking his head until he thought
of something to say. He had made a promise to
Don that he took very seriously. Although he was
sure there was no way Don would find out if Su-
zanne kissed him that morning, he wanted to be
able to assure him that nothing happened.

“Bad breath,” he finally said with a wry smile.
He remembered that humor often seemed to keep
uncomfortable situations at bay.

“Okay,” she laughed. “You're a nut.”

“I'll be fine,” he said, smiling. “Go to work,
and I'll call you if I need anything.”

Suzanne nodded while looking at her watch. “I
better go now; I'm late.” She blew him a kiss from
across the room and ran out the door.
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After Suzanne left, Robert began to feel the
pain Don had been going through. It started as
a dull throbbing throughout his entire torso and
culminated in sharp stabbing pains in the area of
his solar plexus. And his scratchy throat gave way
to a periodic burning sensation at the base of his
esophagus whenever he swallowed.

“Ineed to work on the body first,” he said aloud
to nobody in particular. He could feel that the can-
cer was spreading rapidly, and it was important to
get it under control soon or else the body would be
of no use to him.

Robert knew from his previous Walk-in experi-
ences that thoughts and memories are stored with-
in the cells in the human body. This cellular mem-
ory was one of the reasons being a Walk-in was so
effective even after the original soul was no longer
inhabiting it, since the body already knew how to
walk and talk. However, it also stored emotions in
its cells if they hadn’t been given the opportunity
to be outwardly expressed in a healthy manner.
Suppressed emotions often became trapped within
the cells of the body, which could easily result in
disease. Robert assumed that this had likely con-
tributed to Don’s health problems, and he was
hoping he could find the core emotions that might
have been trapped.
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Robert closed his eyes and started with the
pain in the esophagus. He attempted to feel into
Don’s unexpressed emotions that were intertwined
with the pain. At first he didn't feel anything oth-
er than a burning sensation, but as he progressed
lower to the base of the stomach, he discovered a
large pool of unexpressed worry. Initially, it seemed
to be about the pain itself getting worse, but then
he discovered a much bigger pool of unexpressed
worry about money. By the time he was concen-
trating on the stomach itself, the worry was nearly
paralyzing, and he could tell that these emotions
had contributed to the spread of the cancer to
Don’s stomach, which explained why he didn’t
want to eat.

“I'm worried I don’t have insurance!” Robert
yelled at the top of his lungs. “I'm worried the
medical bills are going to destroy us financially!
I'm worried we’ll lose our house because of my stu-
pid disease!”

Robert felt deeply into the emotions that were
trapped in his stomach, and they were all of a sim-
ilar theme. Every time he again felt one, he would
express it out loud with as much strength as he
could muster. “I'm worried I'll never be able to
work again!” This realization was shocking even
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to Robert, and it sent chills down his spine. It was
clear to him that Don had invested his personal
self-worth in his career, and the thought that he
would never be able to work again absolutely hor-
rified him.

“I'll never work again!” he yelled as loud as he
could. “I'll never work again!” He kept screaming
those words over and over until he began to cry. It
started with a few tears welling up at the corners
of his eyes, and within minutes it evolved into a
full wail. He cried so hard that he was convulsing
on the bed, doubling up and writhing around. He
tried to yell at the top of his lungs: “I'll never work
. ..” but alas, no sound came out. His words had
degenerated into dry heaves, and he literally lost
his breath. He gasped for several minutes, clutch-
ing his stomach and writhing on the bed until his
breath returned.

When the convulsions calmed down, Robert
opened his eyes and focused on the ceiling un-
til the rest of the room came back into focus. He
could feel that the burning in his esophagus was
significantly less, and the upper part of his abdo-
men felt much lighter.

Robert continued to release the trapped emo-
tions that had lodged themselves deep within the
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cells of the various organs. In addition to the anxi-
ety and worry in the pancreas and stomach, Don
had squirreled away unexpressed fear in his kid-
neys, grief in his lungs, and anger in his liver. It
was a miracle he had only been diagnosed with
pancreatic cancer, because several of his other or-
gans weren'’t in very good shape either.

He wondered how society had evolved to the
point of letting such self-destructive behavior be-
come so common. In the name of harmony, hu-
mans had apparently begun to favor the suppres-
sion of one’s own emotions over expressing them
openly while they were still manageable. And,
in addition to the self-inflicted tragedies similar
to Don’s, many more outwardly destructive trag-
edies were becoming common as victims regularly
lashed out at others when they were no longer able
to contain their emotions. Sometimes the dam-
age was limited to their own homes, but more fre-
quently these tragedies were claiming larger and
larger numbers of victims.

After several hours, Robert’s hunger returned
with a vengeance. He was famished, and he got
out of bed and went into the kitchen to find some-
thing to eat. Rummaging through the refrigerator,
he found an unopened bag of baby carrots, and
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noticed that there was a half-eaten loaf of bread
on the counter. He intuitively grabbed both and
returned back the bedroom, where he proceeded
to eat the entire bag of carrots and most of the
bread in one sitting.

He felt the nourishing energy flow through his
body, and although his stomach began to cramp
after he was finished, thankfully he was able to
keep the food down and enjoy the benefits. He
didn’t know exactly how long Don had gone with-
out eating, but judging by how his body was react-
ing, it was probably quite some time.

Robert was still exhausted from the worry
that he had released earlier in the morning, but
he knew he had to get to the root of the cancer,
which he still hadn’t touched. He decided to take
a quick nap to regain some of his energy before
continuing. He went immediately to sleep and,
surprisingly, napped without a single dream,
which was unusual for Robert. When he was in the
physical world, he often dreamed in order to stay
in touch with his life on the spiritual plane. But
this time, even his unconsciousness was working
hard on breaking down the nourishment he had
consumed before he fell asleep. He slept for most
of the afternoon and was awakened by Suzanne
when she came home from work.
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“How are you feeling?” she asked as she was
changing out of her work clothes.

Robert quickly averted his eyes and tried to ca-
sually focus on the glass of water he was drinking.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Why won’t you
look at me?”

He actually wasn’t embarrassed at all, but he
took Don’s request seriously. Even under the best
of circumstances, the sense of helplessness asso-
ciated with surrendering a body to someone else
could throw a soul into depression very quickly,
and he didn’t want that to happen. Especially af-
ter feeling all the anxiety Don had about losing
Suzanne, Robert knew it was important to go out
of his way to distance himself from her as soon as
possible.

Thinking quickly, Robert feigned a coughing
fit and acted like he hadn’t heard what Suzanne
had asked. He continued to cough until his face
turned beet red and the veins in his neck protrud-
ed. Suzanne rushed to his side and pounded his
back repeatedly until he stopped coughing.

“Thanks,” he said. “I think some water went
down the wrong pipe.”

“Are you better now?”

Robert nodded. “Good news—I ate some car-
rots and bread today.”
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“I'see that,” she said while looking at the empty
wrappers on the nightstand. “There are crumbs ev-
erywhere.” She smiled while brushing the crumbs
off the bed with the edge of her hand. “Can [ make
you some dinner?”

“I'd love some more carrots,” he said.

“I think you ate them all. Do you want me to
go to the store?”

“If you don't mind.”

“Do you want anything else?”

Robert thought about it for a minute and tried
to put a word to the specific hunger he was feel-
ing. “Fruit,” he finally said. “And some more bread,
please.”

“Are you sure? You hate fruit. What kind do
you want?”

Robert saw a vision of a particular fruit in his
mind but couldn't retrieve the name of it. “I dun-
no, just fruit.”

“Tust fruit,’” she mimicked. “Okay, I'll get
you some carrots, bread, and some just fruit,” she
smiled. “I'll be right back.”

Robert was waiting in the kitchen when Su-
zanne returned, and he systematically studied ev-
ery morsel she removed from the shopping bag.
When she was finished putting everything on the
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counter, he instinctively grabbed a medium-sized
fruit with a smooth greenish-red skin.

“Mango,” said Suzanne. “You wanted a mango.
Interesting. I thought you hated all fruit.”

Robert brought the mango to his mouth and
took a big bite out of it like it was an apple. The
flavor was rich and sweet, but the peel was bitter
and chewy.

“You're not supposed to eat the skin!” Suzanne
exclaimed as she grabbed the fruit out of his hands.
“Let me peel it for you.” She giggled as she cut the
skin off with a paring knife from the Swiss knife
set she had inherited from her grandmother.

The energy from the mango immediately en-
tered Robert’s bloodstream, and everything came
into focus. Unfortunately, it also seemed to call
attention to the pain in his upper abdomen. Ever
since Robert had entered Don’s body, the pancreas
had been throbbing with a constant dull pain, but
after eating the mango, the discomfort became
more acute until he couldn’t ignore it anymore. He
clutched his abdomen and pressed as hard as he
could between his ribs to apply pressure to the pan-
creas, but it didn't help. The pain quickly became
unbearable, and he stumbled back to the bedroom
and with Suzanne’s help, got back into bed.
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“Maybe you shouldn’t have eaten the entire
mango so quickly,” she said.

Robert instinctively knew the real problem
was that the pain in his stomach had masked the
pain in the pancreas, and as he’d gotten stronger,
he was finally able to feel it. He knew that he had
to release the emotions that had been trapped in
there, but it wasn’t going to be easy. He also knew
it would be uncomfortable for Suzanne to watch,
so he decided to wait until she was at work the fol-
lowing day.

Robert closed his eyes and pretended to be
asleep while Suzanne changed into her night-
clothes. She quietly got into bed next to him and
read a book for a few hours before switching off
the light. Robert fell asleep once fatigue finally
overtook his pain.

The next morning, Robert awoke to find that
his nausea had dissipated and his hunger remained.
That was a good sign, and he made his way to the
kitchen and saw a note that was affixed to the re-
frigerator door with a ladybug magnet:

“Gotta do monthlies today.
Cut fruit in the fridge. — Love, 8.”
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Robert opened the door and enjoyed the fruit
plate Suzanne had prepared for him. The natu-
ral sugars from the mango went directly into his
bloodstream and seemed to give him more energy
than the rest of the food. He devoured the entire
mango and returned the remaining fruit to the re-
frigerator.

After eating, he visited the garage for the first
time since the “swap.” The puppies were all nuzzled
against their mother, who was clearly exhausted
and trying to sleep with her eyes half-closed.

Robert kneeled down next to Sadie and put
his hand gently on the side of her muzzle. “Thank
you, Sadie,” Robert said telepathically. “You have
done a very selfless and noble thing. Don and I are
both forever in your debt.”

Sadie took a deep breath and sighed.

“I need to take Don away for a little while, but
I promise I'll take good care of him.”

Sadie whimpered quietly and licked the small
puppy that was sleeping third from her left.

Robert gently scooped up the puppy she had
kissed and cradled him gently with his right arm.
“I'll bring him back soon,” he said out loud. “Come
on, Don. It’s time to do some work.”

-105-



scoft blum

Robert carried the small puppy to the bedroom
and put him on the pillow at the head of the bed.
He took a moment to smooth the teal-and-cream-
colored comforter before lying down and placing
the puppy on his chest. He briefly watched the
furry black baby rise and fall with his every breath
before bringing his palms together above his torso
to where the pain still remained, between his belly
button and the bottom of his rib cage.

“Okay, my friend, it’s time to get to the root of
all this,” he said aloud after returning his arms to
the sides of his body. “What are you really worried
about, Don?”

S

“I think I'm blind,” said Don. Ever since he
had been born into the puppy’s body, he couldn’t
see anything.

“You're not blind.” Robert laughed. “Your eyes
just haven’t opened yet.”

Don felt relieved when he remembered that
when he was a young boy, his neighbor had once
showed him a litter of puppies that all were born
with their eyes closed. “Oh yeah, I forgot. That'’s
normal, right?”
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“Of course it’s normal.” Robert laughed again.

Don was still getting used to being in a puppy
body. In some ways it was remarkably similar to
being in a human one, with a few obvious differ-
ences. First of all, he could only walk around on
four legs instead of two. Which was related to the
fact that he could no longer pick things up with
his hands. This frustrated Don the most, although
he discovered that there would always be another
way of doing something that he was used to doing
with his hands. For example, whenever his nose
would itch, he found that his tongue was able to
lick it, which felt remarkably more satistying than
scratching it with his fingers ever had. He actu-
ally spent hours at a time licking his nose with his
warm tongue because of how good it felt.

But the thing that Don enjoyed the most was
his tail. It seemed to be connected directly to his
emotions and would express his feelings without
his having to think about it. When he was feeling
good, his tail would wag in a rhythm that forced
his hips to move back and forth in what could only
be described as a “happy dance.” And when he was
feeling upset, his tail would slap against whatever
was near in a dramatic display of anger and dis-
contentment. Suzanne had often complained that
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Don wouldn’t show his feelings, and he couldn’t
help but think that she would be proud of him
now. The more he thought about it, the more he
realized that he had always expressed himself with
his tail. However, when he was in a human body,
his tail was simply too small to see.

“Okay, Don,” said Robert. “I'm going to recon-
nect our energetic fields together so we feel each
other’s emotions. This isn’t something I recom-
mend doing on a regular basis, but we need to
work together to release the toxic emotions that
are embedded in your human body.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“It's simple, really. All it means is that you'll be
able to feel your old human body once again as if
you were still inside of it.”

Within seconds Don began sensing the famil-
iar pain of being inside of his human body. He
was still aware of his puppy body, but there was
an expanded awareness that included his old ves-
sel. Once the awareness completely came into fo-
cus, Don couldn’t help grimacing at the pain. It
weighed his spirit down immensely, and he began
to remember why he had wanted to get out of that
body as soon as he could.
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“Welcome back,” said Robert. “What I'm going
to do is guide you to different places within your old
body where you have buried various emotions.”

“What do I do?”

“You just let me guide you, and when you
come across an emotion, just feel it as deeply as
you can. Don’t run away from your feelings like
you have for years—ijust feel them completely.”

“Okay.”

“And since I can feel what you're feeling,” con-
tinued Robert, “I'm going to give voice to whatever
emotions you come across, which will hopefully
release them so they’ll no longer continue damag-
ing this body.”

After a few seconds, Don felt an inner move-
ment that was similar to being pushed through
the snow on a sled. There was a thrilling sense of
freedom as he moved faster and faster, and he was
just starting to enjoy it when he began to feel a
sharp pain in his pancreas. Almost immediately,
the physical pain was replaced with fear and the
familiar anxiety about money.

“How are we going to pay for these medical
bills?” Robert yelled out loud, which startled Don.
“Suzanne is going to hate me!” Robert screamed
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even louder. “She’s going to hate me for ruining
her life!”

Don began to worry whether someone could
hear Robert yelling. Suzanne and Don were always
pretty even-keeled, and when they occasionally
disagreed, they would still communicate in rela-
tively hushed tones.

“Nobody can hear us,” Robert assured him.
“Don’t get distracted with being self-conscious.
Just feel into the pain, and let whatever feelings
come up flow freely.”

“T'll try.”

Don once again felt pushed into the center of
the pain within his pancreas. This time he sensed
his breathing stop as he heard one of his biggest
fears uttered out loud for the first time in his life.

“She’s going to hate me,” screamed Robert,
“and then she’s going to leave me!”

This sent chills throughout Don’s entire body.

“I'm worried Suzanne will leave me and I will
die alone!”

Don felt thrust into his body, and he was
whisked from one painful place to another, deep
within the organs of his previous body. He began
to anticipate Robert’s expression of all his deepest
fears, although it didn't make it any less startling
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when Don heard the actual words—especially
when it came to Suzanne.

“She’ll meet someone with more money, and
then she’ll leave me!

“She’ll meet someone better looking, and then
she’ll leave me!

“She’ll discover I'm a fraud, and then she’ll
leave me!

“She’ll find out how damaged I am, and then
she’ll leave me!

“She’ll find out I'm lying, and then she’ll leave
me!

“She’ll find out I'm stupid, and then she’ll
leave me!

“She’ll see who I really am, and then she’ll
leave me!

“She’ll hate that I'm too clingy, and then she’ll
leave me!”

Don’s head began to swirl, and he felt like he
was going to be sick. Because his eyes were closed,
he didn't have any sense of up or down and began
to question whether he was still on the bed, as he
couldn’t distinguish where his old human body
ended and his new puppy one began. He slowly
shifted his weight back and forth on his side, as he
heard Robert continue through what sounded like
weeping.
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“I know she’s going to leave me,” Robert
sobbed.

“I know she’s going to leave me.

“She’s going to leave me.

“She’s going to leave me.”

Robert fell into silence for several seconds be-
fore yelling more loudly than he had all day: “Why
does everyone always leave me?!”

Don couldn’t control himself anymore and
began violently convulsing on the bed. His paws
scratched at the sheets until he heard the com-
forter and pillows fall to the floor. Don felt Robert
whisk him to another part of his body—this time
to the lungs.

“Why does everyone always leave me?” Rob-
ert cried. Don could only hear every other word as
Robert struggled for air between hiccups.

“My . .. mother . . . left . . . me,” Robert
gasped.

“My ... father...left...me”

Don knew that both of his parents had died
from a disease they couldn’t control, but he had
always felt that they intentionally left him because
he wasn’t a good boy. He had always felt aban-
doned by his mother.

“Why...did...they...leave...me?
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“What...did...I...do...wrong?

“Why ...did...she... hate...me?

“Mommies . . . aren’t . . . supposed . . . to hate

. their . . . babies!”

Don felt more angry than he ever had in his
life as Robert collapsed on the bed next to him. He
heard Robert continue to sob while gasping for air,
before falling to silence.

After lying still for several minutes, Don be-
gan to notice that the pain in his old abdomen was
significantly less intense than it had been before.
His entire torso seemed several pounds lighter, and
the darkness that had engulfed his pancreas was
much lighter. The pain was definitely still present,
but it was many degrees less pervasive than it had
been before.

“Is it gone?” asked Don.

“Is what gone?”

“The cancer.”

“Not completely,” replied Robert. “But it’s been
mostly dislodged from the organs, and it should be
a lot easier to expel now that it’s moving around
freely.”

Don was exhausted as he felt Robert guide him
back into his puppy body. But there was one emo-
tion he couldn’t escape that seemed to follow him
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after he left his old human body. “Am I a horrible
person because I was angry at my mother when
she died?”

“Of course not—it’s just what you felt, that’s
all. It’s perfectly natural to feel angry when a par-
ent dies.”

“Because logically she couldn’t have intended
to die, right?”

Robert remained silent.

“Right?” repeated Don.

“Anything’s possible,” Robert replied crypti-
cally. “But now it’s time for you to return to your
new mother.”

With that, Don felt Robert pick him up, carry
him into the garage, and gently set him down next
to his puppy siblings. It was comforting being back
with his new family, which seemed remarkably less
complicated than the memories of his human one.

¢
%
i
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“ hy are you ignoring me?” Su-
zanne asked after yet another
meal of sliced fruit and French
bread.

“I'm not ignoring you,”
Robert said. “I just don't have
anything to say.”

“It’s not what you say; it's
how you're acting.”

“I'm fine.” He looked up briefly from his food
and smiled.

“You're not fine. We’re not fine. You're always
ignoring me.”

“I'm not ignoring you.” He raised his voice
slightly. “I'm just focusing all my energy on recov-
ering right now.”
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Suzanne was thankful he was concentrating
on recovering. Less than a month ago, she had
been positive that her husband had given up his
will to live and was on the way out. It was true that
a remarkable shift had taken place where he was
genuinely trying to get better, and it seemed to be
working. However, it was also becoming increas-
ingly difficult to ignore the fact that his personal-
ity was changing as well. Before, she had been his
whole life, almost to the point of his smothering
her at times. But now she felt like he didn't care if
she was around or not—it was as if they had be-
come roommates.

“I just feel lonely, that’s all,” Suzanne said qui-
etly.

“That’s why we got you a dog,” Robert said flip-
pantly.

Her husband’s words felt like a slap in the face.
“Why would you say such a thing?”

“You heard the doctor,” replied Robert. “There
isn't any hope for me recovering completely. It’s
just a matter of time.”

“But you're getting so much better. Maybe we
should go to the doctor and see if it’s in remis-
sion.”
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“There’s no point,” Robert said. “We both
know it’s a waste of money. Let’s just enjoy one
day at a time.”

Suzanne had been trying to do just that, but
with her husband’s remarkable recovery, she had
begun to let herself hope that the cancer would
somehow go away.

They both sat in the dining room without
speaking, the clinking sounds of silverware on
plates filling the uncomfortable silence. After sev-
eral minutes, Suzanne reached over to caress her
husband’s scruffy face, and he pulled back, which
had become common for him to do since his re-
covery.

“When are you going to shave?” she asked.

“I'm not going to,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Why not?” She was genuinely surprised by
his answer. He had shaved every day since she’'d
known him, up until recently. “Doesn’t it bug
you?”

“No, it feels good. Much more natural than
scraping my hair off every day.”

“I'm going to bed,” Suzanne sighed. “Are you
coming?”

“No, I'm going to visit the puppies. I'll be in
shortly.”
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“I was thinking,” said Don, “maybe I should
stay here.” Don had gotten used to communicat-
ing with Robert telepathically, and it had become
quite easy. It was only slightly different from when
they were both in the same body, as their connec-
tion was still remarkably strong.

“You can’t stay here, Don. Our souls made an
agreement.”

“But . . . maybe I should stay so I can take care
of Suzanne.”

“I hate to break it to you, but you're a dog now.
Suzanne needs a human to take care of her.”

“But I can love her.”

“You already have. Now it’s someone else’s
turn.”

The thought of Suzanne with someone else
made Don much more angry than he had thought
it would, and he tried his best to focus instead on
the love he received from his new mother. Sadie
was incredibly nurturing, and he felt safe and hap-
py for the first time in years. “I like it here,” Don
finally said.

“Suzanne can’t keep nine dogs anyway. She’s
probably going to give all the puppies away in the
next few weeks while they're still cute.”
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That saddened Don immensely. There was an
intense bond between all of his puppy siblings, and
he couldn’t imagine them being split up. “Maybe
someone would want all of us?”

“Not likely. Come on, Don, I know your new
instincts are difficult to ignore, but you're going
to have to accept your destiny. You are no longer
a human, and you aren’t entirely a dog either.
You've been saved from having to learn all your
cancer lessons over again, but from here on out
you're going to need to trust me. When I say we
have to leave, we have to leave. We're inexorably
tied together for the rest of this lifetime, and like it
or not, I have a lot to do here. So say your goodbyes
and get ready to go.”

Don closed his eyes as tightly as possible and
grunted.

“Okay?” Robert asked.

Don curled into a black furry ball and pretend-
ed to be asleep.

“Come on, let’s go,” Robert said aloud.

Don whimpered sheepishly. “Can I say good-
bye to Suzanne?”

“It’s not possible; she’s already asleep.” Robert
was growing impatient.
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“Can’t I at least look at her one more time?” Don
had been looking forward to seeing his wife again
since his eyes finally opened a few days earlier.

“Oh, all right”—Robert sighed—“but you have
to be quiet.”

Robert picked up the small puppy and quietly
walked through the house to the bedroom door.
When they arrived, he gestured for Don to be si-
lent by placing his index fingers to his lips, and
the puppy nodded. Slowly he opened the door and
they saw Suzanne lying in the bed, her long hair
spread out on the pillow and her soft lips slightly
parted to allow deep breaths to escape through
her mouth. Don remembered the first time they
had spent the night together: he had watched her
sleep all night, enamored with how her hidden
night beauty had revealed itself when she began to
dream.

When they had first started dating, they
would often joke about visiting each other in their
dreams. In light of recent events, Don was inclined
to believe it had actually happened, and he decid-
ed to try it one last time.

Don closed his eyes and concentrated as
hard as he could. Through the darkness he saw a
young Suzanne appear, being pushed on a merry-
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go-round in a small-town park. She had shown
him a photo of this place many times before, as
it reminded her of her dad. Don stood next to Su-
zanne's father in the park and watched her spin
around, her ponytails bobbing up and down as
she held tightly to the galvanized-metal rails. He
thought he saw a glance of recognition directed at
him as she quickly spun around. Her eyes became
a window to their future, and he saw their entire
life together flash before him in an instant.

Gradually the park began to fade, and Don
found himself standing in darkness. He felt Robert
nudge him, and when he opened his eyes, he saw
the clock glowing 11:11 on the nightstand next to
his wife’s pillow.

“Ready?” Robert asked telepathically.

Don nodded, and they slowly backed out of
the room, Robert quietly closing the door behind
them.

Robert carried Don through the garage door
outside and walked down the pathway to the rust-
ed off-white Land Cruiser parked in front of the
house.

“This one, right?” he asked the puppy as he
opened the squeaky passenger door.
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Don responded by jumping out of Robert’s
arms and onto the ripped upholstered passenger
seat. Don loved his Land Cruiser. It was the first
car he had bought when he graduated from col-
lege, and it was built like a tank. He seldom made
full use of the four-wheel drive, but even on city
streets it gave him a feeling of invincibility that he
lacked when he wasn’t behind the wheel.

Robert got in on the driver’s side, started the
engine, and turned on the headlights. He sat mo-
tionless with his hands on the wheel and closed
his eyes tightly.

“Haven’t you ever driven a stick?” asked Don.

Robert pushed the leftmost pedal to the floor-
board with his corresponding foot and used both
hands to force the gearshift into first. He looked at
the puppy quizzically and shrugged his shoulders.

“The parking brake!” Don found it hard to
contain his frustration. He had never let anyone
drive his car before, and it didn’t seem like Robert
even knew how to drive.

“Oh, right.” Robert released the lever and let
out the clutch. The Land Cruiser surged forward
and threw the small puppy to the back of the seat.
After nearly half a block stopping and starting,
Robert appeared to get the hang of it, and they
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slowly rolled past the stop sign at the end of their
street.

“Stop sign! . . . Do you want me to drive?” Don
asked without thinking.

They simultaneously burst into laughter and
continued to chuckle through the winding streets
until they reached the highway. After about ten
minutes on it, they approached the on-ramp to In-
terstate 5.

“Where are we going?” asked Don.

“First we're going to take care of your legacy,
then on to our destiny.” Robert laughed.

“My legacy? What does that mean?”

“You wanted to die, right? So the first thing
we need to do is make sure everyone thinks that’s
exactly what happened.”

“How are we going to do that?”

“Don’t worry; you're not actually going to die.
We're just going to make it look that way.”

“Is that really necessary?”

“Isn’t that sweet?” Robert laughed. “Three
weeks as a dog, and you've already rediscovered
your will to live.”

“Very funny.” Don wasn’t amused. “I'm just
worried it will crush Suzanne. Maybe I can just
disappear.”
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“Suzanne is the main reason you need to die.
Or at least appear to. She’s going to need closure,
and the most compassionate thing you can do is
to give her the opportunity to move on as quickly
as possible. And besides, she’ll find your letter first
thing tomorrow morning.”

“You left the letter I wrote?”

“Yep, it's on her desk chair.”

Don had forgotten about the suicide note.
“Why did you do that?”

“I told you why I did it. Suzanne needs closure.
It’s not like you have a choice anyway. Do you re-
ally think she’s going to stay married to a dog?”

“Why are you such a jerk sometimes?”

“Come on, Don, we're going to have a great
time. Just think of this as the beginning of your
next adventure.”

Don curled up in a ball on the ripped car seat
and closed his eyes. He started to get depressed and
wondered if he should have killed himself when
he still had a chance. In some ways he felt as if he
were being played like a puppet by Robert and he
was no longer in control of his own life.

They continued heading south on the freeway
through central Oregon. The night was clear, and
the full moon illuminated the road with an other-
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worldly silver light. There were very few other vehi-
cles on the freeway, mostly just an occasional log-
ging truck that appeared to be bringing raw lumber
to California. After a couple of hours, they came to
a series of mountain passes that challenged both
the Land Cruiser and Robert’s driving ability.

“Slow down!” Don said after he was thrust
against the passenger door when Robert took a
curve too quickly. “This isn’t a sports car—it has a
much higher center of gravity. You need to take it
easy!”

“But the engine seemed like it was going to die
when I slowed down.”

“You have to shift into second gear.”

Robert attempted to downshift without press-
ing the clutch pedal, and the transmission made a
horrible grinding sound.

“The clutch!” Don said telepathically while
letting out a very puppylike yelp.

Robert quickly depressed the clutch and down-
shifted. “Thanks, I forgot.”

Ascending the mountains was slow going in
second gear, and several logging trucks passed
them on the winding two-lane. Every time one
passed, it would cause the small Land Cruiser to
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violently sway, and Robert would grip the steering
wheel tightly to keep it on course.

Don began to panic and instinctively tried to
grasp for the omigod bar before realizing that his
paws wouldn’t reach it. He finally decided to jump
down to the floorboard, which felt more secure
and less precarious than the bouncy seat. They
continued to make their way through the moun-
tains, and after nearly half an hour of winding
through the passes, a road sign seemed to catch
Robert’s attention.

“Merlin! That sounds interesting. Have you
ever been to Merlin?”

“Nope,” said Don. “Never been.”

“Well, tonight’s your lucky night,” Robert said
as he took the next exit. “We're going to Merlin to
conclude your legacy.”

Don jumped back on the car seat and sat up
to see outside the passenger window as they ap-
proached Merlin. There wasn’t a town center to
speak of, and within just a few minutes the spo-
radic houses and occasional mini-mall had been
replaced by a densely populated forest of tall ever-
greens.

“Is that it?” Don asked. “My legacy is going to
conclude in the middle of some random forest?”
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“Be patient. I feel something calling us farther
up the road.”

They continued to wind through the pitch-
black forest, which was illuminated by the head-
lights and the occasional moonbeam. After about
fifteen minutes, they approached another sign that
caught Robert’s attention.

“'Hellgate Canyon,”” Robert read the sign
aloud. “This must be it.”

“That sounds ominous—I don’t know if I like
that.”

Robert swerved off the road to the widened
dirt viewing area. As soon as the truck rolled to a
dusty stop, he unbuckled his seat belt and jumped
down from the Land Cruiser. He quickly walked
around it and opened the passenger door for Don.
The puppy stared at him without moving before
Robert scooped him up and gently placed him
down on the ground.

Suzanne had regularly complained about how
tall the Land Cruiser was after Don had put extra-
large wheels on, and she even refused to ride in
it after she had a very unladylike experience exit-
ing it while wearing a dress. Don always liked how
high the small vehicle was—it made him feel safe
since he could see above all the cars in front of
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him. But in his new form, he wasn’t sure if he still
liked it as much.

“I don’t see anything,” said Don. “Are you sure
this is the right place?”

“Follow me.” Robert led the puppy several steps
to the edge of a steep cliff overlooking the canyon
below. The full moon illuminated the sharp rock
edges, and its reflection shimmered on the water
below that flowed into three distinct pools con-
nected by a sinewy river. As they approached the
edge of the cliff, Don got vertigo and instinctively
took a step back in order to soak in the moonlit
beauty from a safer distance.

“I feel weird,” Don said plainly.

“The energy here is intense. There is a lot of
history trapped in these boulders. Many dreams
have been crushed, and many people have lost
their lives here. Their spirits remain, as several still
aren’t sure what happened to them.”

“How did they die?”

“I'm not sure—mostly tragic accidents, I think.
Drowning, perhaps.”

“I don't like it here.”

Robert walked around the edge of the knee-
high rock wall and came to a collection of flow-
ers and stones, along with a small photograph of
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a teenage girl in a plastic bag on the edge of the
road. “Look at this,” he said. “I think it’s some sort
of memorial. It looks like Sarah took this corner a
little too fast.”

Don joined Robert next to the makeshift me-
morial. He glanced at the flowers briefly and no-
ticed tiny shards of glass and reflective plastic that
glimmered on the ground nearby. “You're morbid,”
he said. “Do you get pleasure out of all this? [ want
to go. Let’s leave.”

“There’s nothing morbid about death. It’s as
natural as breathing. But what’s sad is that Sarah
doesn’t know she’s no longer living on this plane.
She’s still here, and she’s confused. I suppose I
should help—we don’t have much time left to-
night, but I did take the oath.”

“What oath?”

“The Oath of the Psychopomp,” Robert said
matter-of-factly.

“Psychopomp? What's a psychopomp?”

“It’s someone who helps souls transition to
the other side after they have died. It’s a tradition
that used to be very common, but over time the
funeral ritual has all but destroyed it in Western
cultures.”

“I thought that’s what a funeral was for.”
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“No, a funeral is for the living only. But the
deceased are the ones who really need the help—
especially if they die suddenly in an accident, like
Sarah here.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“I'm going to perform a short ritual. If you
were still in human form, I'd ask you to do the
posture with me, but you can still join me in the
soundings.”

“Soundings? But my voice isn't—"

“It’s okay,” Robert interrupted. “Your voice will
be fine. Just listen to me, and mimic what I'm do-
ing the best you can. It’s not the sound itself, but
the intent. What we're going to do is open a path
to the afterlife that will be easy for Sarah to follow.
Are you ready?”

“I guess so.”

Robert carefully aligned himself so the memo-
rial was between him and the full moon above.
His feet were spaced about six inches apart, and
he deliberately brought his hands to the sides of
his head and placed them gently above his ears
with his palms covering his temples. His arms
were bowed out on either side to make the shape
of a large circle. Slowly he hinged his neck back as
far as it would go and opened his mouth wide. He
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stayed still in that posture for several seconds and,
without warning, began to let out a strange, eerie
sound.

“Ahhhhhhh .. .” he started quietly and carried
the sound for nearly fifteen seconds before stop-
ping. He fell into silence, and the canyon walls
echoed his voice ominously like a huge outdoor
cathedral for nearly as long as it had taken him to
utter the first verse. Robert then took a deep breath
and repeated louder: “Ahhhhhhh ...

Robert and the canyon continued their duet
for several minutes before Don was ready to join
them. Ever since he had first tried to speak in the
garage, Don had felt self-conscious about his new
voice and had spent most of his time as a puppy,
silent. At first he tried to mimic Robert, but all that
came out was a squeaky whimper. He then remem-
bered what Robert had said about intent and de-
cided to try making a sound while filling his heart
with the word go.

Go, he thought over and over. Go. He then
opened his puppy mouth wide, and out came a
loud, high-pitched howl unlike any sound he had
ever made before. It was simultaneously piercing
and soulful and made Don feel powerful and con-
fident.

-131-



scoft blum

Don’s howl entwined with Robert’s voice per-
fectly, and the canyon joined in by echoing their
two voices. They continued ahhing and howling,
with both the intensity and volume compound-
ing with every verse. After the fifth time, Don
thought he could see a faint glow coming out of
his mouth whenever he began to howl. It looked
as if the moonbeams were reflecting the mist from
his mouth; however, it wasn’t cold enough outside
for his breath to mist. He thought he was imagin-
ing it at first, until he looked over to Robert and
saw that he, too, had a faint glow coming out of
his mouth. The glow seemed to get brighter and
more pronounced with every howl, and it began
to travel through the night sky to a shining star
immediately to the left of the full moon. The star
got brighter and brighter, and it appeared to draw
closer to Earth.

After several minutes of howling, the light
beam remained fully illuminated and seemed to
connect the cliff they were standing on to the
star above, which by then appeared nearly close
enough to touch. Robert gestured with his hand
to be silent, and they both stood perfectly still as
they let the echoes of their voices wash over the
canyon walls. Don watched the light beam sparkle
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and dance as if it was alive and waiting for some-
one to join its graceful path.

As soon as the echoes fell to silence nearly a
full minute later, Don instinctively inhaled a huge
breath and let out the loudest, most piercing howl
he could muster. “Ahhhhhhhhhhh!” they howled
together, and almost immediately, Don could see
the soul of the young girl float slowly toward the
light beam.

As soon as she connected to the glimmering
light, a brilliant flash traveled quickly and deliber-
ately up the beam to the star above. The entire sky
flashed white, as if a massive light was switched
on, and just as quickly as it had come, it was gone.
The light beam and the star overhead had disap-
peared in an instant, and the night returned to
darkness. Although the full moon was still pres-
ent, it appeared remarkably dim compared to the
brilliant star that was no longer around.

Don fell to the ground and closed his eyes
while panting loudly.

“That was intense,” said Don after he caught
his breath. “Is she gone now?”

“Yes, she’s finally where she needs to be.”

“Do you do that a lot?”
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“Not so much anymore,” Robert laughed. “I
used to, but now I try to avoid situations where
unexpected deaths are a certainty.”

“What do you mean?”

“Once I spent an entire lifetime helping thou-
sands of people who didn’t know they were dead
transition to the other side.” His tone became very
serious. “You have never seen so much confusion
and angst in all of your life—it was utterly horren-
dous—I never want to see that again.”

“Where was that?”

Robert remained silent for several seconds. In
the moonlight, Don could see a look of complete
and absolute horror overtake his face.

“Hiroshima,” Robert finally said in a quiet,
shaky voice. “1945.”

They sat in silence for several minutes, and
Don began to feel sorry for Robert. He couldn’t
imagine how it must have felt to see thousands
of disembodied souls that didn’t understand why
they were instantly killed. War was the worst thing
he could imagine, but he had never thought about
what happened to the souls after they died.

Ever since Don had met Robert, his perspec-
tive on how he viewed himself and others had
changed dramatically. Before, he believed that he
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and his body were one and the same. But now he
was living inside the body of a dog, and his new
friend was living inside the body he used to call
his own. It was all very confusing, and he began
to wish for a simpler time when dead people were
dead and living people were living, and never the
two should meet.

“Okay, enough of this sad talk.” Robert laughed
and stood up while brushing the dust from his
pants. “Come on now, we have a death to fake.”

Robert hopped over the stone wall and dis-
appeared into the darkness. Don could hear his
friend rummaging through the brush, and in less
than a minute, Robert reappeared with two me-
dium-sized twisted branches. Don recognized the
smooth red branches of a manzanita bush, which
was one of his favorites.

“What are you going to do with those?” Don
asked.

Robert ignored the question and deliber-
ately walked to the car and tossed the branches
onto the passenger seat. Don followed him and
watched while he started up the Land Cruiser,
which loudly cut through the silence, and slowly
backed it into the middle of the road. After it was
positioned, Robert switched the lights on, which
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shone brightly onto the rock wall that divided the
road from the canyon below.

He then got out and used the first branch to
depress the clutch, and he kept it in place by po-
sitioning the other end against the ripped vinyl
seat. He climbed back in and shifted the transmis-
sion into the lowest gear. After again exiting, he
quickly positioned the second branch against the
gas pedal, which instantly revved the engine to a
high-pitched whine.

At this moment, Don realized what was hap-
pening, and he ran up to Robert and instinctively
tugged his pant leg with his puppy teeth. “What
are you doing to my car?! Isn’t there another way?”
Don loved his car and couldn’t believe what he
was witnessing.

“Get out of the way,” yelled Robert over the
loud engine. “You don't need this car anymore,
and this is the perfect way for Suzanne to get clo-
sure. Don't be selfish—it’s not about you.”

These words hit Don hard. He ran through the
different options in his mind and couldn’t think
of anything better. As he was reflecting on Su-
zanne, he saw Robert empty his pockets and throw
Don’s wallet onto the front seat before dramatical-
ly pulling away the branch that was depressing the
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clutch. The Land Cruiser surged into gear and sped
toward the rock wall.

In Don’s eyes, everything appeared in slow mo-
tion as the large tires of the four-wheel-drive con-
nected with the hand-laid masonry. He thought
he saw the vehicle bounce back for an instant, and
then it heaved forward as the deep tread gripped
the top of the barrier and pulled the front wheels
up and over the wall.

At that moment, everything sped back into
real time, and the back wheels effortlessly scaled
the wall and the car sped down the cliff into the
canyon below. About halfway down, it flipped
over and continued a cartwheel down the massive
boulders until it plunged into the river with a huge
splash. The engine was instantly silenced, and oth-
er than the sound of rocks and pebbles sliding af-
ter it, the air in the majestic canyon was calm once
again.

“There,” Robert said dryly. “You're dead. Let’s
get going before someone discovers your car.”

Don was stunned as he watched his precious
Land Cruiser be swallowed by the water below.
When the last wheel sank out of sight, his mind
turned to Suzanne, and he realized he would nev-
er see her again. He was intensely disappointed in
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himself that he had been the one to leave her. His
entire life was filled with the pain and suffering
from his parents’ leaving him at such an early age.
And he had ended up abandoning the only person
he’d ever loved. He had been sure that Suzanne
was going to eventually leave him, but in the end
he left her—and he could never forgive himself for
doing so.

But even more disturbing was how out of con-
trol he felt. Robert had completely taken over Don's
life, and it didn’t seem to matter what he wanted
anymore. Don wondered if he had made the right
decision and started to regret not killing himself
when he had the opportunity. It was probably still
possible to commit suicide as a dog, but he didn’t
know how to do it.

“Come on,” urged Robert. “Let’s go.”

Don begrudgingly followed Robert after look-
ing at his car once more. He saw the last part of the
bumper sticking out of the water and the moon
reflecting on the river as if nothing had happened.
It didn't look like it was going to sink any farther,
which would make it easy for anyone to see it the
next morning.

The two of them walked in silence toward
town over the winding forest road, illuminated by
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the moonbeams coming through the tall trees. Af-
ter walking nearly two hours without a word, they
came to a long, narrow wood building with striped
canvas drapes pulled along the entire length of
the structure. Scattered throughout the yard were
various pieces of furniture, including a large,
overstuffed love seat. They instinctively drifted
through the split-rail fence and into the parking
lot of the used-furniture store and stood in front of
the love seat. Reflected in the moonlight at the top
of the building was a hand- painted signed that
read: MaxiMum Stay IN THis Rest Area 18 Hours.

“Not a problem.” Robert chuckled softly as
he collapsed into the chair, stirring up a cloud of
dust. Don jumped into his lap, and they both fell
asleep instantly—worn-out and exhausted from
their long and eventful night.

&
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CHAPTER NINE

he next morning Suzanne was
awakened by a loud knock at
the front door. She hadn't slept
well all night since her hus-
e band hadn’t come to bed. He
had likely fallen asleep in the
garage, as he had a habit of do-
ing lately. The knocking contin-
ued, this time louder and more insistent.

“I'm coming,” Suzanne said as she fumbled to
find her robe. “I'll be right there.”

Bleary-eyed, she opened the door to reveal
two police officers standing on her doorstep. They
both looked identical except that the female one
had slightly longer hair.

“Can I help you?” asked Suzanne.
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“Mrs. Newport?” questioned the female cop in
a deep voice that wasn't very feminine.

“Yes?”

“I'm so sorry, but your husband’s vehicle was
involved in an accident last night.”

“That’s impossible,” Suzanne replied. “His car
isright . . .” Her words trailed off as she pointed to
the street where the Land Cruiser had been parked
for the past several weeks; the police car was in its
place. “Oh my God,” she said.

Suzanne left the officers on the front porch as
she rushed into the garage while shouting her hus-
band’s name repeatedly. “Don!” she called out as
she hurried from one room to the next. “This isn’t
funny! Where are you?”

After exploring every room in their small house
three times, she returned to the porch, where the
officers were patiently waiting. She was out of
breath and visibly distraught.

“Where is he?” she asked the officers. “Where
is he now?”

“I'm sorry, ma’am, but we're not exactly sure at
the moment.”

“What do you mean you aren’t exactly sure?!
You said you found his car. What's going on here?”
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Suzanne began to hyperventilate. “Tell me what's
going on!”

“Please calm down, ma’am. We want to tell
you what we know.”

Suzanne then saw Don’s wallet in the hand of
the male officer and instinctively grabbed for it.
The officer handed her the damp leather wallet and
spoke for the first time, in a voice that wasn’t any
deeper than that of the female cop: “The vehicle
was found at the bottom of a steep ravine, where
it was submerged underwater. This wallet washed
up on the shore about a quarter mile downriver.
We're still looking for your husband, but he would
have found himself in some of the most treacher-
ous waters in all of the Rogue River. ”

Suzanne grew dizzy, and the light began to
dim. She grabbed on to the doorjamb to steady
herself before collapsing to the floor. Seated in the
doorway, she began to thumb through the wallet
and found Don’s driver’s license. The photo was
from several years ago when he still looked like he
had when they’d first met. It was long before the
cancer or their financial problems, when life was
much easier. And the photo of her separated from
its sodden backing as she removed it from the
wallet.
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“Are you sure?” Suzanne asked as she looked
up to the officers.

“I'm afraid so, ma’am,” the female cop replied.
“I'm so sorry.”

“What do I do now?”

“There’s nothing you can do at the moment.
We're removing the vehicle from the river today,
and have already started a full-scale search-and-
rescue to retrieve the body. It’s possible that your
husband is still alive, and we'’re going to do every-
thing we can to find him.”

“It’s ‘possible’ that he’s still alive?” Uncharac-
teristically, Suzanne raised her voice. “Possible?!”

“Sorry, ma’am. We're going to do everything
we can to find him.”

“You already said that.” Suzanne was getting
annoyed with their “by-the-book” answers.

“I apologize, ma’am. I understand this is a very
difficult situation for you.”

“Did you see the car?”

The male cop nodded. “We just drove from the
scene directly here,” he said, averting his eyes. “Is
there someone we can call for you, ma’am?”

Suzanne shook her head as the cops began to
fade out of focus.
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“It's helpful if a friend or family member can
be with you right now.”

“No.” Suzanne continued to shake her head. “I
want to be alone.”

Apparently on cue, both officers handed Su-
zanne their business cards and said in unison,
“These are our numbers.”

The female added, “Call if you have any ques-
tions or if there’s anything we can do to help.
I've also written the number of Social Services on
the back of my card. Give them a call if you need
someone to talk to.”

Suzanne pulled herself back up to a standing
position and took the cards. “Okay, thank you,”
she said in a scratchy voice and mindlessly shut
the door in their faces.

“Oh my God,” she said as she stumbled toward
the kitchen. “Oh my God.”

As she came to her yellow desk, she noticed
a white envelope on her chair that was inscribed
with the words Dearest Suzanne. She immediately
picked it up and ripped it open to reveal a letter
that was written in her husband’s handwriting:
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Dearest Suzanne,

I'm so sorry to leave you. You are the love
of my life, and I am forever indebted to you for
all you have done for me. But I can no longer
8o on. The pain, the money, the stress . . . it’s
just not worth it. I was going to be gone any-
way before the end of the year. Please don’t be
mad at me for leaving on my own terms.

Don’t grieve for me, and do whatever you
need to do without me. Your happiness is all
that matters.

Thank you for a beautiful life.

Your husband, Don

Suzanne’s tears began to dot the letter she was
holding as her hands shook uncontrollably. Her
stomach wrenched in knots, and she could bare-
ly catch her breath before letting out a piercing
scream that rattled the glassware.

“Damn you!” she yelled at the top of her lungs.
“You selfish brat—damn you! How could you do
this to me?”

Suzanne ripped the letter in half. And then
she ripped it in half again. She kept tearing it into
smaller and smaller pieces until the letter was an
unrecognizable pile of confetti. She then shoved
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the handful of tiny papers into her mouth and be-
gan chewing. She nearly gagged when she tried to
swallow the pulpy mess. “Damn you!” she screamed
again, and her eyes rolled to the back of her head as
she fell to the floor and lost consciousness.

“I wonder if the puppy comes with this chair,”
joked Peter.

“Yeah, and we could use an extra hippie around
the house.” Miranda giggled.

Don opened his eyes and saw two figures stand-
ing in front of the rising morning sun: a tall, bald-
ing man with thick glasses next to a short curly-
haired redheaded woman wearing a bright yellow
sundress. The corners of their eyes and mouths
proudly displayed many years of deep lines and
wrinkles, revealing that they both laughed easily.

“Good morning,” Peter laughed. “I'm Peter,
and this is Miranda—pleased to make your ac-
quaintance.”

“Nice to meet you—I'm Robert, and this is
Don,” Robert said while gesturing to the puppy.

“When does this place open?” asked Peter.
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Don looked around to remind himself of where
they had spent the night. Everything came back
to him as he read the large sign at the top of the
building that said: ANTIQUES.

“It says it’s closed Sundays,” yelled Miranda,
who had crossed the parking lot to look more
closely. “I guess we're out of luck.”

Peter shrugged his shoulders and said, “Oh
well. I guess we don’t need any more furniture
anyway. So what are you doing here, Robert? Why
are you sleeping in the parking lot?”

“Our car . . . died,” Robert said with a straight
face. “Just trying to figure out what to do next.”

At that moment, two police cars sped toward
Hellgate Canyon with their sirens blaring loudly.

“Where are you from?” Robert raised his voice
over the sound of the sirens.

Miranda rejoined Peter and responded, “We're
from Portland. You?”

“Fugene,” replied Robert, and with that, Don
whimpered softly. Hearing Robert say the name of
his hometown was strangely disturbing.

“We like Eugene,” said Miranda. “We go to the
Country Fair every year.”

In all the years he had lived there, Don had
only been to the Country Fair twice. Both times
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he went with Suzanne, and although they had en-
joyed it, they began to resent all the hippies who
came to town and took over Eugene once a year.

“Where are you headed?” asked Peter.

“South,” Robert said after a long pause.

“When’s your car going to be fixed?”

“It’s beyond repair,” Robert laughed. “We just
left a note to have it towed to the nearest junk-
yard.”

“That’s too bad,” said Peter.

“Maybe we should see Hellgate Canyon before
we leave,” Miranda changed the subject.

“It’s not very interesting,” interjected Robert.
“We were there yesterday, and it’s just a bunch of
rocks and trees. We were quite disappointed.”

Peter and Miranda walked toward their car
while talking to each other discreetly. After sev-
eral seconds of whispering, Peter stepped forward
and announced, “We can give you a ride as far as
Ashland if you want.”

“That would be great,” replied Robert. “When
are you leaving?”

“l guess soon. Other than Hellgate Canyon,
this was the only place left we wanted to see. And
with your glowing review, I guess we don’t need
to go there.” Peter laughed again and winked at
Miranda. “I'm ready to go. Are you ready, dear?”
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“Sure,” Miranda responded. “How about you
two?”

“Absolutely,” said Robert. “Let’s get out of
here.”

The four of them got into the couple’s silver se-
dan and started heading back toward the freeway.
Peter was driving, and Miranda was in the front
passenger seat. Robert and Don were in the back,
scrunched against the door on the driver’s side.

“Sorry about the room back there,” said Miran-
da. “We're going for a weeklong retreat in Ashland,
and then we’ll be heading down to Mt. Shasta for a
week after that. So two weeks of clothes is a lot to
pack.”

Robert nodded.

“Oh dear, where is your luggage?” Miranda
inquired. “Did we leave it back at the antique
store?”

“No,” said Robert. “We're traveling light. We’ll
pick something up when we settle somewhere.”

“Oh. That's the best way. If I could buy new
clothes in every town we went to, I definitely
would.”

“Miranda loves clothes.” Peter laughed loudly
for several seconds.
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“Which retreat are you going to?” asked
Robert.

“It’s absolutely fascinating—we’re going to an
embodiment retreat.”

“Embodiment? What'’s that?”

“It’s rather involved, but the short answer is
that it’s about being fully in your body so you can
live a more authentic life.”

“Most people leave their bodies whenever
things get difficult,” added Peter.

“Yes, that’s true—trauma, abuse, that sort of
thing,” continued Miranda, turning around in her
seat so she could face her passengers. “For exam-
ple, when you experience severe emotional stress,
you have a built-in defense mechanism that allows
you to temporarily leave your body, or shut down a
part of yourself, to give you a break from the pain.
And after years of doing this, many of us get used
to living outside our bodies because it seems to be
easier to remain disconnected from ourselves than
to stay connected with each of the three spirit bod-
ies that are designed to live inside of us.”

“This is important,” Robert said to Don tele-
pathically. “I'm familiar with what she’s talking
about, and I think this will help you a lot. Let me know
if you have any questions, and I'll ask her for you.”
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“Spirit bodies?” asked Robert for Don'’s benefit.
“There are more than one?”

“Yes, our soul is made up of three spirit bod-
ies that all work together. They are our spirit of
awareness, spirit of emotion, and spirit of physical
sensation.”

“Okay . ..”

“And when these three spirit bodies are fully
activated within our soul, we naturally integrate
fully with our human body, and that’s what we call
embodiment.”

“Could you explain more about the three spit-
it bodies?” Robert again voiced Don’s question.

“Of course. Awareness is the part of us that is
conscious of ourselves and the world around us. It
allows us to learn and remember things that make
our lives easier and more productive. Many of us
can relate to our spirit of awareness through our
mental capacity.”

“You mean awareness is thinking?"”

“That’s part of it, but it includes spiritual aware-
ness as well. It is about knowing on all levels, not
just intellectually. Do you understand?”

“I think so,” Robert said while looking at Don.
“Tell me about the other two qualities.”
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“Sure. Emotion is the most complex of the
three spirit bodies, even though it has the clear-
est of jobs. Basically, emotions are simply for our
protection and nothing else. And in order to ac-
complish such a noble goal, they are in perpetual
motion, attempting to balance the signals they are
sending to us by constantly counteracting them-
selves with even more emotions.”

“Emotions are for protection. How does that
work?”

“It's simple if you think about it. Let’s say a car
is coming right at you while you're walking across
the street. Your emotions will release fear to get
you to jump out of the way. Now the problem we
have is that we can easily get too much of a good
thing—a little goes a long way. For example, if we
get addicted to an emotion like fear, it can easily
debilitate us and prevent us from doing anything
productive. And although fear is a wonderful emo-
tion, too much can be quite traumatizing.”

“No wonder people want to deaden their emo-
tions. It seems exhausting to be connected to a
constant balancing act.”

“When there is a need to be protected, our
emotions are in constant motion. However, when
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we are still, our emotions are still, also. The beauty
is that all of them come from a single emotion—
love. And when we stay connected to our emotions,
we are filled with love throughout our entire be-
ing. It’s that love that makes us feel safe, content,
and happy.”

“But why do you say that our ‘physical sensa-
tion’ is a part of our soul? Most spiritual practices
teach us that we should become detached from
our physical body. In fact, that’s the very goal of
many of them. Isn’t our physical sensation obvi-
ously part of our physical body?”

“Our soul is the part of us that’s infinitely alive.
The human body, the part that you and I see, is
simply a container for our spirit and is only alive
in a very limited way. And although the human
body obviously has receptors in it—for example,
taste buds—the sensation itself is felt by our soul.
And when there’s a disconnect between the two,
that’s when things can happen to our human
body that we can’t actually feel.”

“You mean when we go into shock after severe
pain?”

“Yes, that’s a good example.”

“So what's the point of having physical sensa-
tion from a spiritual perspective? It seems point-
less.”
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“Ah, but it's not. Physical sensation gives us
pleasure, and that pleasure gives us motivation
to live a fulfilling life here on Earth. Whether it’s
feeling a caress on our cheek, eating a delicious
meal, or listening to a beautiful song, our physical
sensations are the gifts the universe gives us in or-
der to stay motivated to continue our work. There-
fore, when we deaden ourselves from our physical
sensations, we become depressed because we are
no longer rewarded for being here. And unfortu-
nately, that’s something I know a lot about.”

“It sounds like you know a lot about all this
stuff,” said Robert. “How do you know so much
about embodiment if you haven’t been to the re-
treat yet?”

“We've been before. Next week is Level Two
teacher training—we've already completed Level
One.”

“And what got you interested in this work?”

“The same thing that motivates most thera-
pists—I was severely damaged and wanted to heal
myself.”

“That’s an understatement,” interrupted Peter.

“1 was physically abused as a little girl,” contin-
ued Miranda. “After nearly forty years of depres-
sion—and fifteen as a practicing psychotherapist—
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this work helped me realize that one of my biggest
problems was that I had cut myself off from my
physical sensation many years ago.”

“How did you realize that?” Robert asked.

“From the embodiment exercises. I can show
you one if you want—we can do it here in the car.”

“Can Don do it, too?”

“I've never done it with a dog before,” Miranda
replied. “But it should be okay if he can understand
me.”

“Don’t worry about that,” said Robert. “He can
definitely understand you.”

“Okay,” Miranda said while shrugging her
shoulders. “Both of you sit up straight.”

Don sat up on the seat and instantly became
nervous about what would happen next. He trust-
ed Robert, but wasn’t sure about this other person.
She seemed nice but a little too happy.

“First close your eyes and find the absolute
center of your head. It will be between your ears,
and between the forehead and the back of your
head. ”

Don closed his eyes and tried to find the cen-
ter, mentally rocking side to side within his head.
After a while he noticed that he was physically
moving as well.
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“Be patient,” Miranda whispered in a calming
voice. “You will know you're getting close when
you can see a bright light in your mind’s eye. Just
move to the precise center, within the middle of
your head.”

Don began to see a light glowing in the dark-
ness of his mind.

“Just move slowly until you become engulfed
by the light.”

At that very instant Don connected to the
light, and with an electric flash, its energy traveled
down his spine and throughout his entire core. All
of a sudden, he was acutely aware of himself, and
it was almost as if he could think with his entire
body.

“That’s great!” Miranda exclaimed. “Do you
feel that?”

Don was startled that Miranda could appar-
ently sense what was going on in his head. He was
just starting to get used to Robert invading his
thoughts, but he wasn’t sure if he could handle
someone else knowing what went on inside his
mind.

“Now stay grounded in your awareness,” she
continued, “and begin to breathe into your head—
into that very light that you're inside of right now.
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Breathe deeply through your nose, and let the
nourishing breath travel from your lungs to your
awareness in one graceful movement. Nourish
your awareness with each breath.”

Don was initially skeptical about the idea of
breathing into anywhere but his lungs, but he
was surprised by how easy it was once he stopped
thinking about it. By breathing very slowly and
controlling his breath so it flowed in and out in a
single continuous motion, he could direct it to the
center of his head. With every inhale, the breath
seemed to fill his head with energy, and with every
exhale, the energy seemed to calm and settle with-
out going away. After several breaths, he found it
remarkably relaxing.

“Good,” Miranda said after a long silence. “It
seems like both of you are very connected to your
awareness. Your mental faculties are quite devel-
oped. Let’s move on to your emotions.”

Don tensed up, and he immediately lost the
connection to his awareness. He never liked the
word emotions, and he felt uncomfortable when
Miranda said it.

“Keep your eyes closed, and concentrate on
your emotional center, which is located in the
middle of your chest beneath the center of your
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sternum. Concentrate on this area until you come
to a pool of emotion, which will feel like pure love,
bliss, or joy.”

Don had a much more difficult time locating
this area and mentally tried to move to different
places in his chest to find it.

“Don, try shifting your concentration toward
the back of your spine—you are too far forward.
You're concentrating at least six inches in front of
your body.”

Don tried to concentrate farther toward the
back of his spine but still couldn’t connect to any-
thing resembling emotion, let alone love or bliss.
He was so used to avoiding all sensation surround-
ing his chest and abdomen because of the cancer
that even though he was in a new body, he didn’t
seem to know how to tune in to it.

“That’s it!” Miranda exclaimed. “Very good,
Robert—you've connected with your emotional
center. It's not as developed as your awareness, but
if you continue to practice this, you will fill your-
self with even more love.”

Don was annoyed that Robert had connected
with his emotions before he did. He knew it wasn’t
a competition, but there was something about
Robert doing it first that irked him.
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“Now, Don, you still need to move back far-
ther. I know it seems scary, but being in your body
is nothing to be afraid of.  understand there was a
very good reason for you to disconnect from your
emotions—I'm sure it was very painful. But now
it’s safe. Just relax and concentrate a few inches
more toward the back of your spine.”

Miranda’s words had a calming effect on him,
and he began to feel almost dizzy, as he seemed
to be moving backward and forward at the same
time. It was as if he were falling and floating si-
multaneously, and then when his movement came
into focus, he felt like a warm liquid began drip-
ping slowly from the center of his chest onto his
belly.

“There you go,” Miranda said softly. “Doesn’t
that feel nice?”

Don was astonished by how comforted he felt.
It was a feeling he hadn’t experienced in many
years, yet it surprised him how familiar it was.

“You both need to regularly practice connect-
ing to your emotions,” she continued. “It will be-
come much easier the more you do. Are you ready
to move on to your physical sensation?”

For some reason Don felt exhausted, and he
wanted nothing more than to go to sleep.
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“Okay, this is the last one. I know these exer-
cises are difficult, but it’s important to also connect
to your physical sensation to balance yourselves.”

Don grunted out loud to indicate he was worn-
out. It was surprising how tiring it was to be in his
body.

“Concentrate on the area about an inch and
a half below your navel. This is the center of your
physical sensation, although like the other parts of
your spirit body, it actually permeates your entire
being. See if you can feel the energy of your physi-
cal sensation.”

By this point, Don was familiar with the pro-
cedure and quickly focused his attention on the
area beneath his navel. Immediately he began to
get uncomfortable, and shortly after, Robert vocal-
ized what he was feeling.

“I feel . . . shy,” Robert said after a long pause.

“Unfortunately, that’s a pretty common reac-
tion for people living in today’s society. Our physi-
cal center is directly connected to our sexuality,
and over the years we are taught to be embarrassed
of our bodies—especially as it relates to sexuality.”

Don began to squirm, and although he was
starting to appreciate the value of these exercises,
he really didn’t like this one at all. “Embarrassed”
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was an understatement. Since his mother had
died, he hadn’t had any role models for how cou-
ples were supposed to show affection toward each
other. And other than an occasional pat on the
back, his father had seldom touched him. It had
even taken Don several years not to retreat when-
ever Suzanne approached him with a hug. But now
his embarrassment was taken to an entirely new
level—while he was concentrating on his physical
sensation, he realized for the first time since he’d
entered his new body that he was . . . naked.

“The good news,” continued Miranda, “is that
you're both feeling it. It will take some practice to
be able to tune in to the pleasures of physical sen-
sation without feeling guilty or embarrassed; but
at least there doesn’t seem to be any serious blocks
like what I had to deal with. For the first several
months of trying to tune in to my own physical
sensation, I couldn’t feel a thing. My childhood
abuse disconnected me from the physical aspect
of my spirit so completely that it took many ses-
sions of concentrated embodiment therapy before
I could feel it at all.”

Don felt sorry for Miranda. He had gone
through many trials in this lifetime, but thankfully
he never had to deal with being abused as a child.
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“Now [ want you both to slowly open your eyes
and continue to breathe deeply. See if you can re-
main integrated with your spirit body while your
eyes are open.”

Don gradually opened his eyes and felt an
unusual sensation when Miranda and the inside
of the car came into focus. It appeared as if ev-
erything was much farther away and the car was
much larger.

“Everything seems far away now,” Robert said
aloud.

“That’s because you are finally back in your
bodies. You both were living several inches in front
of them, which is quite common. But now you are
much more integrated, which is why everything
seems farther away.”

When Don heard this, he turned his attention
to Miranda and found that he couldn’t focus on
her face. As he relaxed, his focus returned, but so
did his depth perception. Everything moved much
closer to him, as it traditionally was, and he felt
angry when he realized that he had already lost
his grip on his own body.

“Don’t worry,” said Miranda. “It takes practice
before you can live from within your body if you're
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used to living outside it. But doing this exercise on
a regular basis will help.”

“I don’t mean to interrupt,” Peter cut in, “but
we’ve just arrived in downtown Ashland.”

Don had noticed that the car had slowed
down considerably after exiting the freeway, but
he hadn’t looked out the window until Peter’s an-
nouncement. They all sat in silence as they looked
at the idyllic town square with green awnings,
large hanging flower baskets, and oblivious pedes-
trians crossing the street in front of cars every half
block.

“Thank you so much for sharing with me,”
said Miranda. “I've never worked with animals be-
fore, and I'm surprised by how receptive Don was
to the work.”

“He's very special,” said Robert while looking
at the puppy.

“Yes, I can see that,” Miranda continued. “That
was so inspiring! The possibilities are endless—I'm
so excited.”

“Me, too,” said Peter dryly while rolling his
eyes. “I'm sure there’s a huge market for interspe-
cies therapy.”

“Oh, be quiet, grumpy,” said Miranda.
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“Where do you want to be dropped off?” Peter
asked indignantly.

“They can come with us to Martika’s, don’t
you think?” said Miranda. She turned to Robert
and Don. “Our friend who runs the retreat center
is very generous, and I'm sure she would be hap-
py to give you a meal before sending you on your
way.”

Don hadn’t eaten anything since they left Eu-
gene, and the long night had taken a lot of energy
out of him.

“That sounds wonderful,” said Robert. “We’d
love to meet your friend.”

e
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CHAPTER TEN

fter a short drive through town,
Peter turned toward the hills
and entered an enclave of large
country estates. The well-man-
icured properties hosted an im-
pressive diversity of farm ani-
mals, including sheep, horses,
llamas, and chickens. At the base
of the hill, they turned in to a graveled driveway
and parked between two red barnlike buildings.
“This is Martika’s,” said Miranda as she exited
the car and stretched by bending backward and
facing the sky. “I'll go in and tell her you’ll be stay-
ing for dinner.”
“Only if it’s not too much trouble,” said
Robert.
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“I'm sure it will be fine,” she said as she walked
toward the side entrance of the large house. “I'll be
right back.”

While they were waiting for Miranda to return
with her friend, Robert noticed there was an as-
pect of the energy of this place that felt very fa-
miliar. He had never been to southern Oregon be-
fore, but there was something recognizable about
the way this particular property was landscaped.
The energy flow was very distinct and reminded
him of something buried deep in his past. Peter
continued to make small talk, but Robert was so
distracted that he began to nod at inappropriate
moments.

Then, behind him, he could feel someone ap-
proaching who was responsible for the energy he
was feeling. When he turned around, he saw a
short blonde woman with wavy hair and a soft,
content smile. She was wearing a flowing white
cotton dress and was carrying a silver serving tray
with four glasses of ice water.

“Robert, this is Martika,” said Miranda. “Mar-
tika, Robert.”

“Nice to meet you, Robert.” Martika sneezed
loudly and nearly dropped the tray of water glasses.
“Will you be joining us for dinner?” she sniffled.
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“If it’s not too much trouble,” Robert replied.
He tried to appear calm, but he couldn’t control
his shaking hand, which rattled the serving tray
while he removed his glass.

“Is the room ready?” asked Peter.

“Yes, dear. Do you remember where it is?” Mar-
tika sneezed again as politely as she could while
still holding the tray.

“Of course,” said Miranda as she followed Peter
toward the stairs of the apartment on the top floor
of one of the barnlike buildings. “We'll see you at
dinner. Thanks, Martika!”

Martika looked around intently and asked
Robert, “Do you have a dog?”

“Yes, a black Lab,” Robert said as he pointed to
Don, who was staring at Martika from the seat of
the car.

“Oh, that explains it.” She sneezed again. “I'm
deathly allergic to dogs—I should probably go in-
side. You're welcome to stay for dinner, but unfor-
tunately, I'm going to have to insist on your dog
staying outside. I've been allergic since I was a little
girl, and if I'm not careful, my throat will close up
and I'll need to spend the night in the hospital.”

Martika returned to the house, sneezing three
more times in the short distance between the
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driveway and the French doors that accessed the
kitchen. Robert watched her go inside and then
returned to the car, finding Don curled up on the
floorboard, shaking violently.

“What’s wrong?” asked Robert. “Are you
okay?”

“It’s her,” Don whimpered as he gestured to-
ward the house.

“Martika? What about her?” Robert knew
Martika held significance in his own life, but was
surprised that Don was also having such a strong
reaction to her.

“She looks just like my mother.”

“How is that possible? You said she died of
cancer.”

“That’s what my father told me, but my aunt
said that she left us right after I turned two. My
aunt said my mother couldn’t handle being a par-
ent and abandoned us.”

This is going to get complicated, Robert thought.
I'm going to need to do more research in the future be-
fore picking my next host body.

“Ask her if her name is really Mary,” continued
Don. “I'm sure it’s her. I had a photograph of her
that I carried with me every day until you threw
my wallet into the river. And isn't it just perfect—
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my own mother is allergic to me! I finally find
her after all these years, and she gets physically ill
whenever she’s within twenty feet of me.”

“I'm sorry,” Robert said in a caring voice. “Are
you okay?”

“No, I'm not okay,” Don replied angrily. “Why
is this happening to me? What good is all of this?
Is this a cruel joke? Are you really here to help me,
or are you just here to torture me?”

“I had no idea she was your mother.”

“You're supposed to know everything.” Don’s
words were accompanied by high-pitched yelp-
ing, and even a passerby would have assumed the
young puppy was in pain.

“No,” said Robert firmly. “The universe knows
everything, and that is what brought you here to-
day. All I knew was that your destiny wasn’t ful-
filled yet, and I'm sure this is one of the big reasons
why. You needed to know that your mother was
still alive and confront the fact that she intention-
ally abandoned you.”

“lI knew it,” Don said angrily. “I knew she
didn’t love me.”

Robert sighed and caressed the side of Don’s
muzzle. “I'm sure that’s not true. How can a moth-
er not love a face like this?”
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“That’s not funny.”

“You're right—sorry. Okay, let me go talk to
her now, and we can figure out what to do about
all of this later.”

Don let out a soft whimper. “Are you going tell
her about me?”

Robert took a deep breath and sighed loudly.
“I promise I will get the conversation started.” He
then walked across the pea-graveled driveway and
knocked on the white French doors to the kitchen.
Martika let Robert in and returned to the stove,
where she stirred a large pot of rice before replac-
ing the lid.

Martika gestured for Robert to sit on a bar stool
next to the marble-topped island in the center of
the kitchen, asking, “Can I get you some tea?”

“No, thank you,” replied Robert as he gazed
deep into Martika’s eyes.

The intensity visibly took Martika by surprise,
and she sat opposite him, trying to return his gaze
while straightening up the counter. Her fidgeting
eventually stopped, and they continued staring
at each other for several seconds without saying a
word. Robert could see that Martika’s hands were
shaking, and she self-consciously sat on her fingers
as soon as he appeared to notice.
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“Martika,” said Robert. “That’s an interesting
name.”

“My given name is Mary, but that means ‘bit-
ter,”” she laughed nervously. “And I didn’t want to
be bitter my entire life, so I changed it.”

“When was that?”

“Hmm, let me think. I guess it would be nearly
thirty-seven years ago—wow, how time flies. It was
on my eighteenth birthday. I needed to escape my
old life, so I changed my name and left everything
I knew behind.”

“I see,” Robert said knowingly and held her
gaze for several seconds.

“Do you know where you're staying?” Martika
asked after an uncomfortable silence.

“Not yet. Don and I will probably sleep under
the stars somewhere. It's getting warm, and it will
be nice to wake up in nature again.”

“Is Don your puppy?”

“I wouldn't say my puppy. But I have made an
agreement to take care of him for a while.” Robert
laughed.

“Oh.” Martika shifted in her seat uncomfort-
ably. “I'm so sorry I can’t invite him in, but I'm just
so allergic.”
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“It’s okay—I'm sure he'll eventually under-
stand.” Robert was trying to be funny, but as the
words came out, he wasn’t sure that Don would un-
derstand.

Robert again looked deep into Martika’s eyes
and held her gaze for as long as she would allow
it. He could sense her profound sadness, which in
turn made him feel melancholy. She clearly wasn't
having an easy life this time around, and Robert
felt sorry for her.

“I need to change my clothes before dinner.”
Martika nervously fidgeted with the vase in the
center of the counter. “Do you or your puppy have
any dietary needs I should be aware of?”

“No, I'll eat anything—but Don doesn’t like
fruit.”

“Most dogs don't,” she laughed. “I'll see you in
a bit.”

%’h v
<

During dinner, Martika played the role of the
gracious host, single-handedly preparing and serv-
ing a delicious meal of asparagus risotto for the
seven visitors who were staying on her property
for the retreat weekend. She dutifully tried to make
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conversation with all of her guests, but she was se-
cretly nervous about talking to Robert and avoided
him all night.

After dinner, the guests all went back to their
rooms to get to sleep early for the first day of the
retreat. However, Robert stayed seated at the din-
ing table, and when everyone else was gone, he si-
lently joined Martika in the kitchen and began to
dry the dishes that she was washing by hand.

At the sink, Robert once again held her gaze and
looked deep into her eyes with an intensity that
Martika had never felt before. There was something
profoundly familiar about the way he stared at her,
a look that she had dreamed about many times
before over the years. She remembered searching
people’s faces for these very eyes, and as the years
progressed, she had let that dream fade and had all
but forgotten about it until this moment.

“Do I know you?” Martika finally asked after a
very long silence.

“Yes,” Robert said matter-of-factly.

“No, I mean do [ really know you?”

“Yes,” he repeated.

“Because I feel like I really know you—from
before.”
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“We've known each other for many lifetimes,”
said Robert while clinking the silverware into its
drawer.

Martika felt relieved when she heard this.
There was a feeling of familiarity that replaced her
nervousness and an unconditional love that began
to flow between the two of them. With every sec-
ond, the love intensified and gradually seemed to
make everything around them fade away.

“And what was the nature of our relationship?”
asked Martika nervously. She knew whatever he
said would irrevocably change her life forever, but
she couldn’t help herself. “Do you remember?”

“Of course I remember,” Robert said plainly.
“You were my mother in another life—long ago.”

Tears welled up in Martika’s eyes and began
to stream down her cheeks, dripping off her chin
onto the bodice of her dress. Recognizing her long-
lost son released a flood of emotion that made
her feel like she was shrinking. The kitchen light
seemed to dim on its own.

“I'm sorry,” Martika sniffled. “I don’t know
why I'm crying.”

“I do. It’s because you abandoned me when I
was seven years old.”
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This caught Martika by surprise. “What do you
mean?”

“You took your own life,” Robert said solemnly.

As soon as he said these words, a flood of mem-
ories rushed into Martika’s consciousness, and she
was horrified. She remembered Robert’s father and
how much she had loved him. And how when he
died, she had felt overwhelmed with the responsi-
bility of bringing up their son alone. She attempt-
ed to raise Robert by herself, but her grief had been
crushing, and she didn’t have the strength to care
for her only child.

“I'm sorry,” she cried. “Do you forgive me?”

“No. I cannot forgive you.”

“Why not?” she asked after a long silence. His
words felt like knives that were thrust deep into
her heart.

“Forgiveness is between your soul and the
universe. I can offer my love, but forgiveness isn’t
mine to give. That’s why you keep coming back
and inflicting the same lessons on yourself and
your family.”

What Robert was saying was hard to listen to,
but there was something about it that rang true.
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“Are you still having difficulty with your chil-
dren?” Robert asked pointedly.

“My daughter.” Martika sniffled. “She ran away
from home three years ago, and I still don’t know
where she is.” She put her head into her hands and
sobbed, and her entire body began to shake. “I'm
so worried about her—why is she so unhappy?”

“Because she’s paying for your unresolved mis-
takes. When parents move on without working
through their most significant life lessons, those
lessons are passed on to their children and grand-
children until they are finally resolved. You've
heard of family curses?”

Martika nodded.

“That’s what a family curse is. Children are
burdened with the entanglements of their par-
ents and grandparents, and they continue to pass
them down to their offspring indefinitely until the
source of the entanglement has been released.”

“What can I do about it?”

“I know your soul knows what to do, because
you're here once again. You keep being born into
the same family in order to rectify your mistakes.
But then you fall back into your old patterns of
feeling victimized and leave without fulfilling
your soul contract.”
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“But I didn’t leave my daughter; she left me.”

“Only after you left her—emotionally.”

Martika was stunned by how insightful Robert
was. “When did you get so smart?”

“Over the past few hundred years or so,” he
laughed.

“I bet your mother is very proud of you.”

“I don’t have a mother. I haven’t had a mother
since you.”

This saddened Martika. “Why not?”

“Because I don’t want one.”

“How could you not want a mother?”

“You don’t want me to say it.”

“Yes, I do. Why?”

“Because I don’t want her to leave me—Ilike you
did.”

Martika felt her breath empty from her lungs,
like she had just been punched in the stomach. “I
guess I deserved that.”

After a long silence, Robert asked, “What was
the life you had to leave when you changed your
name?”

Martika noticed the familiar way the corners
of Robert’s mouth turned down when he smiled
and how the flat tip of his small nose reminded
her of someone from her distant past. And the
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more she looked deep into his water-blue eyes, the
more familiar he became, until she couldn’t con-
trol her emotions anymore. Tears began to stream
from her eyes again, and she made no effort to
wipe them as she began to speak. “My . . . first
... boy,” she sobbed. “I was only sixteen years old
when he was born . . . and I just couldn’t handle
being . .. a mother. . . . I was just a child myself.”

Robert instinctively covered her hand with
his.

“You look like him,” she said while wiping her
cheek with the back of her hand. “I noticed when
[ first saw you earlier today, but I promised myself
[ wouldn't cry. I'm sorry,” she sniffled. “It’s not re-
ally you, is it? Are you my Donald?”

“No, I'm your Robert. But I do think you'll find
your Donald very soon.”

“l1 don’t know if I can handle seeing him
again,” she cried. “Look at me; I'm a wreck. Before
today, I didn’t even remember you—no offense.”

“None taken.”

“But there hasn’t been a single day that I didn't
regret what I did to Donald. I think about him ev-
ery day. I wonder where he is and what he’s do-
ing. I tried to look him up several years ago, but
his father died, and I didn’t know where to search.
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I hope he’s okay.” Martika’s sobs returned. “I hope
my baby’s okay.”

“I'm pretty sure he’s just fine.”

“I hope so,” she said softly. “I'm sorry for cry-
ing—I didn’t mean to break down like this.”

“It’s not the first time,” Robert said. “I just
hope this time you can find the strength to make
amends to all of your children so you don’t have
to come back here next lifetime and do it all over
again.”

“I don’t have the strength to do this again.”

“Then do us all a favor and deal with it once
and for all during this lifetime.”

“I don’t know what to do.”

“You know exactly what to do. First you need
to find your children, and then you need to speak
from your heart. Your children don’t care what's
in your head; they only want your love. Share your
heart with them, and never run away when they
tell you what's in their hearts.”

“Okay.”

“And one more thing,” said Robert.

“Yes?”

“l think you should get some allergy medi-
cine.”

e
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

& ver the next few days, Robert and
" Don camped in a small tent on
the far edge of Martika’s prop-
erty. Robert still wasn’t sure
how long he wanted to stay in
Ashland, but as the days pro-
gressed, he began to feel there
was someone else special he was
going to meet. After announcing his intention to
remain in the quaint mountain town through the
end of the summer, Martika arranged for Robert
and Don to stay at a friend’s traditional Native
American tipi on several acres outside of town.
Although it was a long walk from the tipi to
the downtown area, Robert enjoyed the exercise,
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and it gave Don ample time to share his feelings
about Martika. On the last day of spring, Robert
gathered some wood from fallen trees around the
property and lit a fire in the center of the tipi.

“I guess that means we’re brothers,” said Don
while looking into the fire.

“Hmm, I guess so,” Robert laughed. “That’s an
interesting twist, isn’t it?”

“Didn’t you know we were brothers?”

“I knew you were part of my soul family, but I
had no idea we had the same mother.”

“What's a soul family?” Don asked.

“It’s just like a normal family, but it’s not limited
by this lifetime. Everyone you’ve ever been related
to, in any past life, is part of your soul family.”

“That assumes you believe in past lives,” Don
said incredulously.

“You're in the body of a dog now, and you still
don’t believe in past lives?” Robert laughed. “Are
you serious?”

“I guess not,” Don sighed. “How do you know
if someone is a part of your soul family?”

“It’s not hard . . . you just know. There’s a fa-
miliarity with members of your soul family that
instantly makes you feel comfortable. You have
things in common that seem very specific to
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you—Ilikes and dislikes, that sort of thing. And you
also have an instant connection that allows you to
communicate on a deep level without having to go
through all the small talk you have to when you've
met someone for the first time.”

“That’s happened to me before,” said Don. “Su-
zanne was like that. I hate small talk, and she was
the first person I could have a meaningful conver-
sation with as soon as we met.”

Robert nodded. “And being a Walk-in, time
is always of the essence. Therefore, I tend to only
work with members of my soul family.”

After a long silence, Don said, “Robert?”

“Yes, Don.”

“Does she remember me?”

“Of course she does.”

“Did she recognize me? I mean, you . .. I mean,
did she look at you and think of me?”

Robert laughed. “Yes, she did.”

“Did she tell you why she left me? Did I do
something wrong?”

“Listen, Don,” said Robert, becoming very seri-
ous. “You need to let those feelings go once and for
all. Not only was that at the core of your cancer,
but you're preventing Mother from healing by be-
ing so selfish.”
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“Selfish? What do you mean?”

“You are holding on to her burden, so she’s not
able to deal with it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“She was your mother, and she left you.”

“I know.”

“You were the baby, and she was the mother. She
hurt you, and there is nothing else that matters.”

“But she was such a young mother, and I was
so fussy. My father told me I used to cry all the
time. If I had been a happier baby, maybe she
would have stayed.”

“lI know those are very real feelings for you,
but they are simply not true.”

“I don’t know.”

“You need to be absolutely clear about this,”
Robert continued. “She left you, and there was
nothing you could have done about that.”

“I guess so.”

“And dealing with the burden of Mother leav-
ing you is her responsibility alone. By holding on
to that pain, or thinking there was something you
could have done to prevent her from leaving, you
have kept her burden away from her and haven’t
allowed her to work through it and heal herself.”

“Hearing you say that makes me sad.”
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“That’s because her burden has become a very
real part of you. And you will feel a profound sense
of loss when it’s returned to her. But you can’t re-
place her love with her burden. It’s of no use to
you, and as you know, it can cause very real dam-
age to you.”

“You think her leaving me caused my cancer?”

“I'm not sure. But I do know it has contributed
significantly to your abandonment issues.”

“How can I give it back to her?”

“I can help you with that now,” said Robert.
“Do you want to?”

“I guess so.”

“Okay, let’s begin. Repeat the following from
the bottom of your heart.” Robert looked deep into
Don’s eyes until he was convinced Don was ready,
and then continued: “Mother, you abandoned me,
and that hurt me.”

“Mother, you abandoned me”—Don paused
for a moment and took a deep breath—"“and that
hurt me.”

“Good.” Robert reached into his shirt pocket
and pulled out a photograph and placed it in front
of Don.

“Where did you get that?!” Don exclaimed as
he looked at the worn photo of his mother that he
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had carried in his wallet. “I thought you threw it
in the river!”

“I felt it might be useful, so I removed it from
your wallet before we left Eugene.”

Don shook his head as he watched the fire’s
reflection dancing on the photograph.

“Now, I want you to tell Mother how it made
you feel when she left you.”

The puppy looked up at Robert with scared
eyes and began to shake. A quiet whimper escaped
as the shaking became more pronounced.

“It’s okay,” said Robert. “I'm here, and I prom-
ise you'll be okay.”

Don closed his eyes tightly and finally began
to speak after a long silence. “Mother,” he said
shakily, “you hurt me when you left. I didn’t know
where you went, and when you were gone, I felt so
sad. [ thought I did something wrong to make you
leave. Why did you let me think that? Why did
you let me think it was my fault that you left?”

Don’s whole body was shaking intensely, and
he struggled to take a deep breath before continu-
ing. “I was only a baby, and I couldn’t take care
of myself,” he whimpered. “Then you were gone.
You made me feel worthless when you left—like I
wasn’t worthy of your love . . .”

-188-



SUMMER'S PATH

The puppy opened his eyes and looked deep
into the eyes of the photograph. “Mommy, why
did you leave? I was your baby! You're not sup-
posed to leave your baby. Mommy, why did you
leave me?!”

Don collapsed onto the ground and began to
seizure. His four legs kicked independent of each
other and his entire torso continued to shake vio-
lently while he let out a long, throaty moan that
went on for over a minute. Robert rushed to the
puppy’s side and caressed the back of his neck.

“It’s okay,” he said in a soothing voice. “You'll
be okay. Just relax and take a deep breath. Let it all
out and keep breathing . . .”

When Don began to calm down, his breath-
ing returned to normal and his seizures eventually
subsided.

“Good,” said Robert. “I'm very proud of you.
Now there’s one more thing we have to do.”

The puppy let out a quiet whimper and slowly
began shaking his head.

“It’s okay,” Robert continued. “We'’re almost
done. What you need to do is repeat after me one
last time: ‘Mother, I'm sorry for holding on to your
burden for all of these years. Your abandonment is
no longer of use to me. Today, I return your bur-
den to you so you can begin to heal."”
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When Don repeated these words, he could feel
a large pool of anger within him begin to dissipate.
For the first time since he could remember, there
was a place inside of him that was no longer filled
with the emotions of his abandonment, and he in-
stantly felt lighter. Then, almost as quickly as the
anger had left, a huge flood of sadness rushed into
its place, and he began to sob.

Robert let him cry for several minutes while
caressing the side of his tearstained muzzle. “You
know that’s a hard thing to do,” he said. “Dogs
aren’t usually able to cry.”

For some reason this struck Don as funny, and
he laughed out loud with a puppylike bark. “Are
we done now?” Don asked in a weakened voice
when his laughter subsided.

“Yes, we are, and I'm very proud of you. You
did some very deep work, and I think you'll finally
be able to move on from all of this.”

“I'm really tired.”

“You'll be tired while you integrate everything
that happened. But there’s nothing to worry about.
Rest will do you good.”

“Robert?”

“Yes, Don.”

“Will Mother ever be able see me?”

“I hope so,” said Robert softly. “I hope so.”

&,
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% fter fully exploring the town,
Robert and Don began to fre-
quent the local Co-op, which
appeared to be the meeting place
for all the locals. Every morning
Robert would carry the puppy
from the tipi to the natural-food
store when it opened at seven a.M. He would sit in
meditation, opposite the glass doors of the exit and
tune in to the energy of everyone who was leaving
with their groceries. When they entered the store,
their energy was very chaotic, but when exiting,
the patrons were much more at ease and often had
a singular focus that was easy to tune in to.

Most of the time their thoughts were quite
mundane, like: I have to get back to work, or I'm so
tired today. But more often than he would have ex-
pected, someone would have a thought that Robert
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would find intriguing, such as: You can’t get clean
in dirty water. Robert began to write these thoughts
down on used cardboard panels that the Co-op
was recycling, and then he would share these pro-
fundities with everyone who exited the store.

Often, people would glance at the signs and
walk by without saying anything, but occasionally
a particular sign would hit a nerve. On an excep-
tionally beautiful day at the beginning of summer,
he transcribed a thought from a silver-haired lady
with kind green eyes:

Always receive with grace.

For some reason, this particular sign encour-
aged a larger number of shoppers than normal to
share their money with him. It didn’t occur to Rob-
ert that people would pay him to give a voice to oth-
er people’s thoughts, but he was thankful, since it
made taking care of Don and himself much easier.

“Today is the first day of summer,” said Robert
while repositioning his sign.

“Honey Moon,” added Don.

“Aw, you remembered.” Robert smiled. “Happy
honeymoon to you, too.”

“The days are getting shorter.”
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“It’s also the warmest time of the year.”

Don closed his eyes at the moment that a boy-
ish young man with shaggy brown hair walked out
the Co-op doors. He was dressed inconspicuously
in jeans and a T-shirt, but there was something
about his energy that attracted Robert’s attention.

As the young man exited the double doors,
Robert noticed him reading the sign intently.

“That’s ironic,” the young man said.

“What’s ironic?” asked Robert.

He kept walking past, and Robert repeated,
“What's ironic?”

The young man slowly turned around and
with a startled look on his face, said, “It’s ironic
that you're giving advice on how to receive, when
you're asking for money.”

“I'm not asking for anything.” Robert smirked.
“Right now I'm giving.”

“So when are you going to give me some-
thing?”

“I already have, but you wouldn't accept it in
the manner it was offered.”

“Oh, I think you're mistaken. You definitely
haven'’t given me anything. Perhaps you confused
me with someone else.”

“No, I didn’t confuse you with anyone else!”
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Robert tried to act annoyed for effect. “Please leave
now; I'm very busy.”

The young man looked around at the unusu-
ally empty parking lot, obviously very confused.

“Please leave now,” Robert repeated and turned
away. The young man stood stunned for a second
before walking away from the Co-op.

“That was mean,” said Don. “Why did you
mess with him like that?”

“To make an impression,” answered Robert.

“Well I think you did that. And what was all
that about giving him something?”

“He’ll find out soon enough,” laughed Robert.
“It's already been set into motion—he’ll be back to
find out more.”

At that moment a young mother exited the
Co-op, balancing a bag of groceries while pushing
a baby stroller. Robert wrote down her thought,
which seemed to follow the previous sign perfectly.

I want an orange.
What do you want?

Within ten minutes, Robert had acquired

nearly a dozen oranges. He put the citrus into his
drawstring bag for later and patiently awaited the
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young man'’s return. After nearly an hour, Robert
saw him enter the store once again after glancing
in their direction.

“See, I told you he’d be back,” said Robert. “I'll
bet you ten oranges to one he’s going to give us
another navel.”

“I hate oranges,” said Don. “I can’t even stand
the thought of fruit anymore.”

Within just a few minutes, the young man ex-
ited the glass double doors and tossed an orange to
Robert.

“Thanks,” said Robert while trying to muster a
look of surprise and gratefulness. “That’s the best
thing that’s happened to me all day.”

“So you can help me get what I want?”

“Of course I can,” replied Robert.

“How can you do that?”

“You can manifest anything you want.”

“Oh, really? Why don't you do it?”

“I do, every day.”

“Then why are you still homeless?”

“Why do you think I'm homeless?” Robert
wanted to make a point about not making any as-
sumptions. It would be an important lesson if they
began to do any work together.

“What do you manifest?” the young man
asked after a long pause.
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“Today I manifested an orange.”

He laughed. “All you did was write a sign that
said you wanted an orange.”

“And you gave me one. So clearly I was success-
ful at manifesting.” Robert smiled proudly.

“So if I want a million dollars, all I have to do
is make a sign that says ‘Give me a million dollars’
and someone will just give it to me?”

“Do you believe that will happen?”

“Of course not! There’s no way some guy is go-
ing to see a sign and give me a million bucks!”

“Then you answered your own question.”

“So you agree—you can’t just make anything
you want appear out of nowhere.”

“No. I simply agree you don’t believe that’s the
right way to manifest a million dollars. Manifest-
ing isn't about making a halfhearted effort and
then failing. Manifesting is about aligning your
goals and your destiny so they become one. You
have to believe without a doubt and act without
pause, or else you're wasting your time. Do you re-
ally want a million dollars?”

“Of course I do.”

“I don't believe you.”

“Why not?”

“Because I have an orange, and it doesn’t look
like you have anywhere near a million dollars in
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your pocket. What do you really want?” Robert
asked.

“To be happy,” the young man answered after
a long pause.

“Now that’s something I can help you with.
Once you're honest with yourself, you're halfway
there. “I'm Robert,” he said with his hand out-
stretched.

“I'm Scott.” They shook hands.

“Nice to meet you, Scott. And this is my puppy,
Don. Come back here tomorrow around the same
time, and I'll have something for you.”

Scott walked up the hill toward town with his
groceries.

“I told you I made an impression on him,”
Robert said to the sleeping puppy.

At that instant, a bright blue dragonfly de-
scended from the trees above and hovered three
inches from Robert’s nose. He looked deep into the
dragonfly’s eyes and nodded slowly. “Yes, that was
definitely him,” Robert said aloud. “And now the
fun begins.”
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To be continued . . .
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2 sincerely hope you have enjoyed
* reading about Robert and Don'’s
adventures during the first part
of their time together. If you'd
like to share your thoughts
about Summer’s Path with
others, I would be honored if
you would do so on my website
at: www.scottblum.net.

I'm even more excited about sharing my own
personal journey in the next book in the series,
Waiting for Autumn. It will be released by Hay
House on April 7, 2009. You can preorder it to-
day from Amazon, Barnes & Noble, or at www.
scottblum.net. Here’s a little about Waiting for
Autumn:

“Waiting for Autumn is a warm and revealing book
about personal transformation. Its narrative reveals
the honesty of one who has really walked the path
of forgiveness and divine connection and found the
rewards of intuition, mission, and synchronistic flow.
This book will speak to everyone.”

— James Redfield,
the author of The Celestine Prophecy
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“A thrilling story, a deep metaphysical message,
a breath of fresh air.”

— Gay Hendricks, Ph.D., the author of
Five Wishes and co-author of Conscious Loving

“A journey of personal and spiritual discovery
that opens up our hearts and fills us with
divine wisdom and inspiration.”

— Debbie Ford, the author of
The Dark Side of the Light Chasers
and Why Good People Do Bad Things

In the tradition of the bestseller Eat, Pray, Love
and spiritual classics such as The Alchemist, Way
of the Peaceful Warrior, and The Celestine Prophecy,
Waiting for Autumn is an enchanting semiautobi-
ographical parable that reveals a deep and power-
ful message. This book follows Scott, an inquisitive
seeker who meets a mysterious cardboard-sign-tot-
ing homeless man named Robert who has a sleepy
black Lab puppy at his side and a penchant for
changing lives.

Sparked by Robert’s unconventional wisdom,
Scott is thrust into a spiritual adventure where he
attempts to heal his past while confronting the
spirit of his dead fiancée. He ultimately faces an
extraordinary dilemma between his spiritual call-
ing and earthly responsibilities.
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Join Scott as he visits unseen worlds on his
unique journey of self-discovery, where various
spiritual modalities are revealed, including sha-
manic soul retrieval, energy healing, conscious eat-
ing, nature-spirit communication, kirtan, ancestral
healing, and more. This metaphysical page-turner
is a fascinating exploration of one humble soul’s
profound awakening—with a surprise ending that
will warm your heart.

Until we meet again, I wish you the best on
your personal journey and hope that you will al-
ways be aware enough to follow your own destiny.

— Scott Blum
Ashland, Oregon
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