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Death is not extinguishing the light; it is putting out the lamp because dawn has come. 

- Rabindranath Tagore - Nobel laureate

There are worse things than death. If you've ever spent an evening with an insurance salesman, you know exactly what I mean.

Woody Allen – actor, director, comedian
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Chapter 1

The Diner

I sat uncomfortably in the diner booth, springs from the bench clawing at my glutes. Death sat across from me, staring.
“What are you looking at?” I asked defiantly. I knew why Death looked at me that way. But when confronting Death, you've got to put on a strong face. It’s like when you find yourself unexpectedly face-to-face with a bear. You don’t want to show your fear.
Death just continued the “stare”. If you have never had Death stare at you, you’re lucky. The glare coming from the blackness that you find in the general location of where you'd expect Death’s face to be is full of emptiness – actually, it's more like two bottomless pits for eyes that pull at you. And while you fight the urge with every ounce of your life, there is within that emptiness a wanton glance that, on some level, is appealing.
“I am pretty disappointed in you,” Death finally stated. “I thought we had an agreement.”
“We do have an agreement,” I said nervously. “It’s just that I’m having a tough time right now. I’m being pulled from so many directions.”
Death’s voice rose. “I’m having a tough time right now. I’m being pulled from so many directions,” it spat. Death sounded like my brother in our younger days when we would fight and he would repeat what I said in a high, whiny voice, just to push my buttons.
“I really don’t care about your problems," Death continued. “You promised me your castoffs. You promised you would be releasing deadness frequently. Doing it once every couple of weeks, or once a month is not frequently.”
I looked at that black emptiness and swallowed back my fear. He had me, and he knew it and I knew it. I looked down at the table in front of me. I didn’t remember it looking so old and rotted when I sat down earlier.
“You’re right,” I said dejectedly. I kept my head down. I was afraid to look up. “There are no excuses,” I continued. “I’m just a little more attached to the carnal than I thought I was. It’s a little harder giving up the comforts, a little harder giving up the unreal.”
“Loss is always hard, no matter what it is,” Death said quietly. My head rose in surprise at what I had just heard. This is not something you would expect to hear from Death. “But one cannot find without losing. There can be no light without darkness.”
As I stared, Death rose and stood next to our table. I could feel the blackness getting blacker. 
Death leaned in toward me. Instinctively, I pulled back.
“Don’t make me meet you here again,” Death warned.
"I won't," I said quickly, interrupting.
“Because the food here is terrible," Death said, turning and walking out the door.

I sat there for a minute, staring at the door where Death had left. There was no denying it. The food in that diner was terrible. But it was cheap and quick and the waitress, Kelly, was cute and funny. And I think we had a little thing going. She seemed to flirt with me whenever I came in, and I gave it back. Nothing would come of this, mind you, just some playful energy to break up the monotony of the day. And it helped me to forget about my most recent conversation with Death.
Chapter 2

The Next Step

Three weeks after the diner meeting with Death, I opened my car door and slid in. I love the way the leather feels as you slide across it; its suppleness lightly tickles the skin. I slipped the key into the ignition and started the car. As I glanced up in the rearview mirror, those bottomless-pit-for-eyes glared at me from the back seat. The scream I let out, well let’s just say that it was a good thing none of my buddies were with me. And the leather is never going to be the same after I am done cleaning up the mess.

“Jeez, Death,” I screamed. “You scared the crap out of me!”

“Yeah, I did, huh? I always enjoy doing that,” Death laughed. I looked at the blackness that oozed around what should be Death’s face.

          “So, why are you here?” I asked. I thought I had been doing well with dying and all, so the visit surprised me.
“You’ve been doing well lately,” Death confirmed, though I had said nothing. “You’re dying a bit each day. The attachments are dying off too. We’re thinking it’s time for you to take the next step.”

I looked at Death quizzically. “The next step?”

“Yes,” Death replied. “The next step. Dying is good. But loss is better.”

“Dying is good, but loss is better,” I repeated. “What does that mean?”

“It means what it means,” Death stated. “Death is only part of the answer. Remember the statement, ‘One cannot find without losing?”

“Yes,” I replied. Death had made that statement back at the diner.

“Well, loss is the key to finding,” Death continued. “If sacrifice, if giving up, if loss isn’t what you do, if it’s not how you live and breathe, then you’ll never get there.”

Confused, I looked into the blackness of that face and saw an ever-so-small glimmer of light.

Transfixed by the light, it took me a few seconds to respond. “I’ll never get where?” I asked.

           “You know where,” Death stated matter-of-factly. Reaching for the rear passenger door, Death opened it and slid out.

Before closing the door, Death leaned back through. 

“So Dude, does anyone else know that you scream like a seven-year-old girl?” 

*


*


*

Since Death had said I knew what “there” meant, and that I would not get “there” unless there was loss, I decided that I needed some relaxation to figure out where “there” was. One of my favorite ways to relax is to take a ride up into northern Arizona. So early Saturday morning, I hopped on my Vulcan 1500 and headed up toward Payson.

If you’ve never headed north from the east side of the Valley of the Sun on Highway 87, you are really missing some unbelievably beautiful desert landscape. Just north of Fountain Hills, past the turn off for Saguaro Lake is an area chocked full of boulders piled on top of boulders. It’s really a beautiful area. I love to pull off the highway, climb down into the boulders and just stare out, looking at the amazing landscape. But I wanted to ride, so I kept going.

I arrived in Payson around 8:00 am.  I thought about continuing north, but decided to head back down toward the valley and take the back way to Roosevelt Lake. This is a nice two-laner without a lot of traffic, so I could enjoy the ride and think at the same time.

As I rode, I recalled what Death had said. Since I have been on my second journey for a couple of years now, I figured the only thing Death could have meant was that “there” is where this path is taking me: closer to reuniting with the Divine.

Chapter 3

Flatliners

 It’s three o’clock in the morning, and I can’t sleep. I keep thinking about what Death had said when we last met. Two things stick out in my mind: first, when Death said, “We think you’re ready for the next step,” who is we? Second, how could I see a glimmer of light in the depth of the darkness that is Death? To answer these questions, I’d have to do something I had never done before – contact Death.

I’d been having conversations with Death for several months now. Normally, Death and I met on Thursdays. However, I needed to talk to Death now. I couldn’t wait. How does one go about getting in touch with Death at this time of night?

Visions of the movie Flatliners ran through my mind as I pondered how I might go about contacting Death. Maybe like the characters in the movie, I would need to get as physically close to death as possible in order to make contact. As I tried remembering how the characters went about doing that, I heard a noise behind me.

Turning around, I looked right into the “face” of Death, who was hanging upside down from a rafter, swinging back and forth like the pendulum of a clock.

“You rang?” Death asked.

“Actually, I was just thinking about how to contact you,” I replied.

“I know,” Death said. “That’s why I’m here.”

I looked puzzled at the shape in front of me. “But I didn’t call you or even begin to look for you,” I said.

“You didn’t need to,” Death replied. “The intent is all that is necessary. Intent is all that is ever necessary.”

I looked at Death, trying to absorb what I had just heard, but Death had other plans.

“So, you have some questions for me?” Death inquired.

“I want to know . . .” Before I could finish, Death interrupted.

“You want to first know what I meant when I said ‘We’ last week.”

“Yes,” I said.

“What do you think I meant?” Death asked.

An exasperated look came to my face as I looked at Death. 

“How the heck would I know!” I said with exasperation. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you!”

“Well,” Death continued calmly, “If you had to guess, what would your answer be?”

I thought for a minute. As I thought, Death hopped down from the rafter and settled in at my desk. Reaching down, Death started my computer and grabbed my mouse.

“Well, maybe you were referring to the royal we, like the Queen in England,” I offered.

“Nope,” Death said.

I thought some more, and watched as Death pulled up Google on my computer screen.

“Could the “we” mean you and God?” I asked.

Death stopped using the mouse and looked around at me. I noticed that Death had pulled up a porn site on my computer.

Death’s “face” looked toward me for a couple of seconds, and then said, “Tell me more.”

Obviously, I was on to something, but I had no idea what. 

“Well, maybe you and God somehow work together,” I stammered. “Maybe both of you are necessary for the process of life to work.”
Death stared at me, and I saw the glimmer of light again. This time, it was much brighter than before.

“Very good, grasshopper,” Death said in one of the worst Kwai Chang Caine impressions I had ever heard. Caine was the main character in the television series Kung Fu, played by David Carradine - and Death didn’t come close to sounding like him. “You are close. Let me continue.”

Death stood up and began to pace. I stared at the naked picture on my computer until I felt a slap across the back of my head.

“Pay attention,” Death said. “This is important.”

I stopped looking at the bare breasts and turned my gaze toward Death, who continued to pace.

“God is life,” Death said. “And God is death. Not that God is like me. I’m just a messenger. I do pick ups and deliveries – the ultimate Fed Ex dude. God is death as in awakening from a dream. When you die, you don’t die. Your physical body doesn’t die either. Your body changes properties, that is all. In addition, you move to another state of consciousness – another dream if you will.

“Your daily life is one state of consciousness. Your ego is another. Death is still another. God is death because God is everything. And I said ‘we’ because there are those who exist in another state of consciousness that work together to help anyone who wants to return to the fold.”

Death stopped pacing and looked directly at me. The glimmer was now a burning ember, casting light and shadow throughout Death’s “face”. It was weird.

“What time is it?” Death asked.
   I looked at my watch. 

“It’s 5:30,” I said.

“I gotta go,” Death announced, and headed for the door.

“But wait,” I said. “I still have another question.”

Death stopped and turned toward me.

“I know you do,” Death said. “But I told the escort service girl to meet me at 5:45 am sharp, and I don’t want to be late. That would be rude.”

Death turned, opened the door, and headed out into the darkness of early morning.

I stood there staring at the door, a naked girl grinning at me from my computer screen. I did get one question answered. Death isn't anything like what we learn. It’s not the end. It’s not final. It’s just a change, like moving from one country to another. Everything in the new country is similar, but different. It takes a while, but everyone adjusts their new surroundings and continues on living. Even more importantly, Death and God are on the same team. They’re on the same team because ultimately, God is everything - even death.

Chapter 4

Love Is Better After Death

Later on that same morning, as I was working in my office with the door closed, a noise startled me. It was Death, back to bug me some more. Though startled, I was happy Death had returned. I wanted to get my question about the glimmer of light answered. However, a much more important question was in order first.
“So,” I said. “You mentioned something about an escort girl before you left?”
“Yes I did,” Death said, kind of looking in my direction. 
“So, was it her time?” I asked.
“Maybe,” Death replied.
“Well, you weren’t there for her services obviously,” I said sarcastically.
“I wasn’t?”
“Well no, I mean, I guess . . .” was all I could stammer. 
“So what are you saying? You think just because I am Death, I can’t enjoy life?” Death asked. I looked at Death for a minute. I guess I’d always assumed that as Death, you really couldn’t partake in any of the pleasure of the flesh, not having any and all.
“Well, yes,” I finally said.
“Well, you are wrong,” Death stated flatly. “Just like you, I can do whatever I want. I can experience whatever I like. I may be Death, but I’m not dead, you know.
“And remember,” Death continued, “nothing ever dies."
Death had said that before. As I thought about it, I had seen Death inhale a bag of Skittles one time. Death also ate when we were at the diner. I never really thought about it before, but maybe Death is just like us. Enough about that though, I wanted to get back to the burning question.
“So you did enjoy the girl’s services then?” I asked.
“No,” Death said. “It was her time. Plus, she wasn’t my type.” Death had a type. Who would have thought it? Not knowing exactly how to reply to that, I quickly jumped to something else that Death had said. 
“I remember you talking about death just being a different reality,” I said. “What do you mean by that?”
Death had grabbed the Nerf basketball I keep on my desk and was shooting at the hoop on the back of my door.
“Well, as I have said before,” Death stated, obviously annoyed that there was repetition in what was about to be said, “death is just another state of consciousness. Just as you are alive in this consciousness we call life, and just as you are alive in the consciousness we call lucid dreaming, you are alive in death.”
I let this sink in for just a moment then asked, “So when you die, you don’t go to heaven?”
“Of course not,” Death replied. “There is no heaven, just as there is no hell. Well, that’s not exactly true either. There is not a place called heaven, nor a place called hell. But there are states of being, or states of consciousness that could be interpreted as heaven or hell.”
“So there really is no reason then to be afraid of dying?” I asked. This seemed to be the logical thing to say given Death’s response.
Death appeared to turn pensive for a moment, somewhat reflective, I think.
“I’ve never understood why people are afraid of me,” Death said. “And actually, after they meet me and we talk, any fear they had soon disappears.”
I thought about that for a moment. I’m not afraid of dying so much as I am afraid of losing my friends and family – whether I die or they die. I told Death as much.
“That’s awfully selfish of you, don’t you think?” Death asked.
“Selfish?” I asked.
“Yes. Selfish,” Death repeated. 
“How do you figure?” I questioned.
“You’re not afraid of dying as much as losing your friends and family. Isn’t that what you said?”
“That’s right.”
“Doesn’t that strike you as rather odd? You’re more afraid of losing family and friends than of dying. Why is that?”
I thought for a moment. I didn’t actually know why I said that. It was just what came out of my mouth. “I guess because I love them and I wouldn’t be able to see them again,” I said.
Death turned directly toward me. That glimmer of light I had seen earlier in the morning was really starting to glow now.
“So you think just because you are dead, you won’t be able to love anymore or see your loved ones anymore?” Death asked rather pointedly.
“Yes,” I said. The glow was now like a burning ember.
“Let me set the record straight,” Death stated. “Pay attention, because I am only going to say this once. You don’t stop loving when you die. As a matter of fact, the love you’ve experienced so far pales in comparison to the love you will experience after your so-called death.”
Chapter 5

A Real Buzz

I stared at Death for a moment. If I had heard correctly, I would experience amazing love after I die. This was a bit hard to digest. I had adjusted to learning that death isn’t the big sleep. It isn’t the dark night. It isn’t the end of everything. I had never considered this. Wow. Love happens after death. Wow.

 When I finally realized that I was staring, I blinked my eyes a bit and shook my head quickly, kind of like my dog does, to clear my senses. Though I think my dog does it because he likes to feel his ears flop against the side of his head, rather then to clear his head.
“Hey, dog breath,” Death threw out, interrupting my thought patterns. “Can we stay focused here? I don’t care about your dog, unless he’s found a dead body, then I’m all over it.”

          It was at this point that I realized that the glowing light of Death’s “face” was as bright as the galaxy on Orion’s belt. I had to ask while I was thinking of it.

“Death,” I stated. “You are really glowing.”

Death’s head moved back a bit, as if surprised. “I am?” Death asked. 

“Yes, you are,” I replied.

“Excellent. That new facial scrub must really be working.”

I looked toward Death with a bit of confusion, but before I had a chance to continue my discussion, Death broke in.

“I need a Krispy Kreme,” Death said.

“You need a doughnut?”

“Yes. I need that amazingly delicious, fantastic food of the Gods. A round, puffy piece of heaven covered in sugar. A pastry that angels helped Captain Hanson Crockett Gregory improve upon – he invented the doughnut hole, you know. Doughnuts are great for boosting creativity. Can you get me one?”

“Sure,” I said. “Let me run down to the kitchen and I’ll grab one for you.”

“Grab two,” Death said. 

“Okay, any coffee?” I asked.

“Oh, God no,” Death said. “I get caffeine in me and I’ll buzz all day.”

“Wire’s you up, does it?”

“No I mean I really buzz. A buzzing sound comes out of me. It’s weird,” Death replied.

“Okaaayyyy," I said. I really didn't want to know any more. "I’ll be right back.” I opened my office door and quickly walked down to the kitchen, grabbed two glazed Krispy Kreme doughnuts for Death and a Three Musketeers bar for me. I don’t know why, I just felt like I needed to be a little floaty.

Upon returning to my office, I found Death stretched out in one of my chairs, playing with a Gumby doll that I had received in a course I had taken at work. I handed him the doughnuts.

“Thanks,” Death said. “I really need these little sweet bites of air.”

I watched as Death, well, consumed the doughnuts. It wasn’t so much an act of eating as it was pushing them into what you might call an opening in the mouth area. It was almost as if Death’s mouth was Alice’s mirror. Anything that touched that particular area just seemed to be swallowed up. As each doughnut disappeared, the glowing galaxy of light that was also there just shifted to one side.
“Sugar junkie, huh?” I asked.

“Yes. Big time,” Death said. “Sugar is the only thing I know of that gives me the energy feeling I had when I was in your state of consciousness. I really crave that feeling every once and a while, so a quick sugar fix takes care of it.”

Death had settled back into the chair and seemed content, so I figured I could ask about the light again.
“So, about that glowing thing,” I stated. “What’s that all about?”

Death just sat there, lost in the moment I guess.

“Excuse me, Death?” 

“Hmmmm?”

“Are you okay?”

“Oh yes,” Death said. “I’m just enjoying that aliveness feeling. Now, what is it you asked?”

“The glowing,” I replied.

“Oh yes, the glowing. Well, it’s like this. Light is Love. Love is Truth. Truth is Light.”

I waited for more to come, but Death seemed to be done. “Is that all?” I asked.

“Pretty much,” Death replied.

“But that doesn’t really tell me much,” I said. “Light is Love. Love is Truth. Truth is Light. What does that mean?”

I looked toward Death expectantly, but nothing, no movement, nothing.

“Death, I asked you a question. Didn’t you hear me?” I asked.

“Oh, I heard you. But I’m not going to answer,” Death replied.

“You’re not?”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“Because you know the answer,” Death said. “Think about what you asked me, and then think about what it means. Don’t look to me for the answers. Look within. You have the answer. Don’t be lazy. Find it.”

Chapter 6

“Ohhhhhhhh”

I looked at Death all stretched out in that chair, looking really comfortable with “legs” and “arms” crossed and “head” leaning back against the wall. It didn’t seem right, me asking a very important question and Death just kicking back and telling me I had to come up with the answer. I don’t know the answer, that’s why I asked. Moreover, even if I do know the answer as Death told me I do, how am I supposed to find it?
“The first thing you need to do is shut up,” came a statement from the relaxing Death. “That’s the problem with most of you in this reality. You think too much. You always have to analyze everything and come up with the rational answer. Well, let me tell you that rationality is highly overrated. The intellect can only take you so far. You also need experience and feeling to get what you want. So if you want the answer to the question you asked, sit down, shut up and turn your focus inward. Got it?”
Feeling somewhat berated, I backed up and sat down in my chair. “Yes, I’ve got it,” I said. “Shut up and focus inward if I want an answer.”
Having never done any kind of meditating or anything, I wasn’t sure exactly what I should do. I remember reading somewhere or seeing something on TV about sitting cross-legged on the floor, arms resting on your knees, palms up with each thumb touching the middle finger, I think. I got up out of my chair, pushed it back and sat down on the floor behind my desk. I noticed Death glance my way as I was doing this. I got my legs crossed and placed my arms on my knees, palms up. I touched my thumbs to my middle fingers, closed my eyes, and waited.
As I waited, I remembered that a person doing meditation was supposed to have a mantra, something to repeat aloud during meditation. I think the word was “Oh”, so I began to "Oh".
“Ohhhhhhhhhh,” I said, as I breathed out. I took in a slow breath and said it again, “Ohhhhhhhhhh.” During my third “Oh”, Death broke in.
“What are you doing?” Death asked.
“I’m meditating,” was my reply.
“Meditating? And what is that sound you are making?”
“I’m 'Ohing.'”
“You’re 'Ohing?'”
“Yes, it is what you are supposed to do when you meditate,” I stated knowingly. Death was now leaning toward me, “elbows” on “knees”.
“It’s not ‘Oh’ that you’re supposed to say, it is ‘Om’. Your ‘Ohing’ sounds like you are trying to pass a stone or something.”
“It’s ‘Om’?” I questioned. 

“Yes,” Death said. “And you don’t have to meditate that way. There are a number of ways to do it. Since you are trying to get a question answered, why not focus on the question?”
I thought about that for a minute. It sounded reasonable, so I stopped "Ohing" and started focusing on love and light and truth.
Almost immediately, a thought began to form in my head. “Say, Death,” I stated. “If Light is Love, and Love is Truth and Truth is Light, then they are all the same thing.”
“This is true,” Death said.
“And it seems, now that I think about it, that when you would speak a Truth to me, the light I saw in you would glow brighter.”
“Very good,” Death said. “What else?”
I thought for a minute. “Actually, I have another question,” I said.
“Okay,” Death responded.
“Since you are darkness, how can there be light in you?”
Death leaned in even closer to me. It always makes me nervous when Death does this. “I’m darkness?” he questioned.
“Well yes,” I said. “When I look at you, under your hood all I see is darkness.”
Death leaned back, and appeared to be thinking about what I had just said.
“So, when you look at me, you see darkness,” Death said. “But sometimes you see a bit of light, is that what you are saying?”
“Yes,” I said.
“And sometimes when you see this light in me, it glows brighter and brighter, the more I speak the truth?”
“Right.”
“So what if I’m not darkness at all, but am light? But in your reality, all your state of consciousness has ever known about death is darkness. What if when you see light in me, you are actually seeing into another reality – another state of consciousness? What if your consciousness is expanding to allow the perception into other realities?”

As I thought about Death’s questions, I suddenly flashed back to when we first met.

Chapter 7

Texas Hold ‘Em 

This arrangement I had with Death came together easily actually. I lost to Death in a game of Texas Hold ‘Em.
Understand that this initially was just a dream. In my dream, I was sitting at the main table of a poker tournament. There was me, Oscar Madison (Jack Klugman’s character in The Odd Couple), Deanna Troi (the hot counselor on Star Trek: Next Generation), Walt, a buddy of mine, a Chinese dude who never spoke and whom I did not know, and Death.
Everyone had dropped out of this particular hand except Death and I. Oscar Madison was leaning back, with his feet up on the table, a large sandwich with some kind of brown meat in it sitting on his belly. Walt and the Chinese dude were just sitting and watching the proceedings. Deanna Troi was doing nothing but looking hot.
On this particular hand, I had an ace of hearts and a ten of spades as my pocket cards (the first two cards dealt down to each player). The flop (three cards dealt up for the community to use) was a six of clubs, a six of diamonds and a ten of clubs. So now, I had a pair of tens, ace high. The next card, the turn card (one single card turned up for the community to use), was a ten of diamonds, so with three tens, ace high, I was feeling pretty good. 
I looked at Death, but of course, Death had the perfect poker face – no face. Death however, was making figure eights in the felt on the table right in front of his cards. Did this mean something? Death didn’t seem to have any quirks or ticks that might give an opponent the edge. Could this be one? As I thought about this, Death’s head lowered, as if dejected, and then I heard, “$50,000.” Death was betting big on the river card (the last community card). Death had raised the pot on the initial deal, but not by too much, so the chances of Death having pocket sixes and four of a kind seemed low to me. I felt I was in good shape, so without really thinking about what I was doing, I said “all in” – placing my entire pile of winnings in the pot. Death’s “head” rose up on my “all in” statement and Death “looked” toward me. Silence filled the air for what seemed a very long time. While the tension was thick, there was also excitement. Deanna Troi got up out of her chair and walked over behind me. She bent over and placed her folded arms atop my head, her large breasts settling on my shoulders. It was distracting, but oh, what a distraction!
Deanna leaned down and put her lips to my left ear. “You can beat Death,” she whispered. “I’ve been watching you as we have played. You’re very good. You know when to pull back, and when to be aggressive. I really like that in a man - especially the aggressive part.” 
The way she whispered into my ear really got me going. I was just about ready to give her my room key when Death made an announcement.
“I’ll match you,” Death said. “But not with money. If I win, I want you,” pointing toward me. I wasn’t quite sure what he meant.
“I’m not quite sure what you mean?” I questioned. “If you are talking about my time being up if you win, then no. Do you see who is leaning on me? Do you think I am about to give this up?”
“Your time isn’t up,” Death said. “But you’re on a path that should keep me happy for quite a while. That’s all I can tell you right now.”
Again, I wasn’t quite sure what Death meant. But with Deanna nibbling on my ear, and me pretty confident, my choice was simple.
“Okay,” I said. “You’ve got a deal.” With that, we both stood up. It was showdown time, and we were both anxious to see the cards. The dealer burned a card, and then threw out the river card. It was an ace of spades. With that card, I had a full house, tens over aces. I turned over my pocket cards for all to see.
I threw my arms into the air. “Yes!” I yelled. Deanna leaned into me and gave me a kiss on the cheek. Man, this was going to be a great night.
“Not so fast,” Death replied. Turning each card over slowly, everyone saw that there were, in fact, four sixes to be played – by Death.
The crowd erupted in applause for Death. My arms came slowly down. I had lost, when I was so sure I would win. I would have had the money and Deanna, who by now had left my side and was heading toward Death. I had lost the money, the girl, and myself, to Death.
Death walked around the table and stretched out a hand to me to shake. As we shook, Death leaned in and screamed in my ear. “You wouldn’t have wanted to spend the night with Deanna anyway. She’s married to that Klingon and they don’t take kindly to infidelity.” 
As Death shook my hand, I felt something pass between us. Death patted my back and then turned around and grabbed Deanna and began to celebrate. I glanced down at what was in my hand. It was a business card. On one side read the following:
Death. The Grim Reaper. The Angel of Death. Available 24 hours a day, seven days a week. By appointment only.
Not sure why Death handed me a business card, I turned it over and read what was on the other side:
You have chosen the path to Light. While on this path, a part of you dies periodically. This is good and healthy. Please continue your journey, but know that you can’t turn back. You have committed yourself to me. You will change and you will mature. Resistance is futile. 

At the bottom of the card it read: Your appointment is Thursday at 9:00 am.

Chapter 8

Death’s Downtown Office

Thursday morning came quickly and I was panicking because I had no idea where I was supposed to go for my appointment with Death. I had checked the business card again, but found no address listed. It was 7 am and as I was eating breakfast, I saw something move out of the corner of my eye. I glanced over at the counter, but didn’t notice anything unusual, so I went back to eating breakfast. As I finished eating and put the newspaper back together, I noticed movement again from the counter. I glanced over again and saw nothing out of the ordinary, but decided to get up and walk over to the counter. As I got up, I noticed something on the floor. I walked toward the counter, bent down, and picked up Death’s business card. It had been up on the counter, but was now on the floor. 
“Hmmph,” I grunted. I must have knocked this off when I reached for my cereal in the cupboard earlier, I thought to myself. As I went to lay the card down on the counter, I noticed something different about the card. I looked closer, and at the bottom of the card in big, bold neon pink lettering, was an address:
3333 North Central Avenue, Ste. 1301
“Boy,” I mumbled to myself, “I don’t remember seeing that?” Something wasn’t right here. I know that when I looked at the card earlier in the morning, there was no address. Well, I thought to myself, at least now I know where to go.
I cleaned up the dining table, put the bowl I used into the dishwasher, threw the dog a chicken jerky treat, and headed out the door. My next stop was downtown Phoenix. 
I found 3333 North Central Avenue easily. It was one of the recently built high rises on the west side of the street. I found a parking spot in the garage and took the people mover to the lobby of the building. I found the elevators and quickly jumped through the doors of one that was closing. I glanced at the buttons, but could find no button for the 13th floor. Then it dawned on me. They don’t include the 13th floor in most buildings. As I stared at the two rows of buttons, I decided that maybe the card was misprinted. Death’s office must have been on either the 12th floor or the 14th floor. I pushed the button for the 12th floor and the elevator began to rise.
When the elevator door opened, I stepped out and glanced around. Rooms 1201 to 1230 were to my left; rooms 1231 to 1260 were to my right. For some reason, I felt drawn toward my right so I walked down the hallway and came to the end. I found room 1260 on the left and, much to my surprise, found room 1301 on my right.
I slowly opened the door, not sure what to expect on the other side. As I stepped inside, a receptionist desk was in front of me, with a smiling receptionist looking my way.
“May I help you?” she asked brightly. I hate it when people are so perky in the morning.
“Yes, I’ve got a 9 o’clock appointment with Death,” I said, with a bit of wonder in my voice.
“Oh, you must be Mr. Stone,” the receptionist said. “Mr. D. is running late. Right this way.” The receptionist stood and walked toward an ornate antique door. She opened it and led me in.
“Mr. D?” I said to myself as we walked into a huge office. A magnificent cherry wood desk sat in the middle of the room, with two overstuffed chairs in front of it. Behind the desk near the glass walls that looked out over downtown Phoenix (I can see the United Airways Center and Chase field from here, I thought to myself) were what looked like French provincial furniture. I saw a divan to my left; two high-back chairs next to that and what looked like a coffee table made from parquet flooring in between them. A gold-plated regulation-size basketball hoop stood in the corner.
“Mr. D. will be right with you,” the receptionist said. “Have a seat.”
I sat down in front of the desk and marveled at all of the artwork in the room. There was a copy of Monet's Waterlillies (The Clouds) on one wall, and a copy of Dali’s The Persistence of Memory on the other. And was that . . . no it couldn’t be. But it was. My mouth fell open as I realized that it was a . . .
Suddenly, a door that I had not noticed swung open from the middle of the wall to the left of the desk, and in walked Death.
“Hey, good morning,” Death said. “Sorry I’m late. Traffic was terrible.” Death walked to the desk, threw down a newspaper and sat down behind it. “So, let’s get down to business.” Death looked at me as I popped the rest of my eclair into my gaping mouth. I wasn’t sure what business we were talking about, so I just stayed silent.
“Since I beat you in poker last week, you are now in my debt. And since you have begun to walk the path again, you will now be required to hand over to me pieces of you that die every couple of days. It’s all in the contract that is in the folder with your name on it that you’ll find on the table next to you."
I glanced over and saw the folder on the table. That’s odd, I thought. I don’t remember a table being there. I picked the folder up and opened it, and found a contract with my name on it. As I began to read, Death interrupted.
“It’s all pretty standard stuff,” Death said. “It’s actually very nearly the same contract you signed in your last life.” 

I looked at Death for a few minutes, then put pen to paper and signed on the dotted line, and my adventures with the Grim Reaper began.
Chapter 9

You Too Can Be Death

Not sure what had just happened, I shook my head back and forth trying to refocus. I realized that I was in my office and had had a couple of flashbacks, but I wasn’t sure why. I looked at Death, trying to get those questions to reform in my mind. I saw the darkness of Death. It was as if I was looking at another reality. Other realities! Death spoke of other realities. That’s where we were. In my reality, Death is darkness, but in another reality, Death is light? So there are other realities?
“Of course there are,” Death stated, hearing my thoughts. “When you dream, you are experiencing one kind of reality. When you are awake, you experience another.”
“Hmmm. Okay,” I said. “Those are different realities. However, you said that maybe I see light in you because I am actually seeing into another reality. So how did I do that? I didn’t mean to. I didn’t try to.”
Death got up out of the chair and began to pace. “Your awareness is expanding as your consciousness expands,” Death told me. “Your consciousness is expanding because you’ve begun that long journey to enlightenment – a journey to become enlightened. Notice that the word is enlightened. Let’s break it down. ‘En’, as a prefix means, "being put into". Then we have the word light, followed by an ‘en’ as a suffix, which means, “to cause to be”. Finally, we have an ‘ed’, a suffix that means past tense – giving us the word enlightened or, being put into light. The more light that you are put into, the more “conscious” you become. And the more light that is in you, the more light you can see.”
I thought about all of this for a second. “So,” I said. “In essence, since there is now more light within me, I am shining more light, which illuminates other realities?”
Death whipped around and “looked” directly at me, both “arms” outstretched and “forefingers” pointing my way. “Precisely!” Death said ecstatically. “By George, I think he’s got it!”
I smiled at Death. Hmmm. I do have it, I thought. But what is “it” that I have? Let’s see. Well, there is light. In addition, that light is in each of us. But what does that mean?
As I stood staring and thinking, Death walked over toward me, and put an “arm” around my shoulders. It was very warm, and I felt very relaxed and content. I also noticed that the glimmer of light was still glowing brightly, but now it was pulsing as well.
“Here is the important thing to understand,” Death said to me. I could smell Boston crème on Death’s “breath.” “There is light in each and every living thing, because there is God in each and every living thing. In addition, everyone and everything has the same amount of light in it, if you will. In people, however, some are more aware of the light that they have than others are. When you become aware of your light, it shines a little brighter and, as you said, illuminates more. With more illumination, you are able to “see” more and understand more about the mysteries.”
Mysteries, I thought. What mysteries? I was just going to ask when Death pushed me away a bit, head cocking to the left.
“What?” I asked.
“Nothing,” Death said. “It’s just that you look a little different now.”
“I do?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because your consciousness has expanded a bit,” Death said. “It eventually happens to everyone.”
“It has?” I said. “Cool! This means that now I’m starting to understand more. This also means that I’m starting to become more like you. This is so cool!”
Death reached around and slapped me across the back of the head.
“Ouch,” I said. “What did you do that for?”
“Because I said your consciousness has expanded, not your head. Now, go get me another Krispy Kreme.”

*


*


*






I came back with three more doughnuts for Death; a jelly-filled and two chocolate covered. I knew Death would eat the chocolate covered, being a fellow chocoholic, but I wasn’t too sure about the jelly-filled one.
“Here are some more doughnuts,” I said. “And I have another question for you. When I was at your office that first time, you mentioned something about my past lives. Tell me about that, if you would.”

 Grabbing the jelly-filled one first, Death inhaled it. I saw no chewing with that one.

“I guess you like jelly-filled too, huh?” I asked.

“Not really,” Death said. “I’m just after the sugar, and the jelly has lots of sugar.”
I watched as Death took one of the chocolate-covered doughnuts and began to lick, ever so slowly, the frosting off the doughnut. I had never noticed that Death had a tongue.

“What?” Death asked as I watched a master chocolate-covered doughnut licker in action.

“Nothing. I’ve just never seen your tongue before.”

Death thought for a minute. “Hmmm. I guess that’s, true huh? I must not have needed to use it in front of you before.” 

The elegant licking continued. As Death finished off the last little bit of chocolate found in a crease on the edge of the doughnut, I could have sworn that Death’s tongue disappeared. Not back into what I guess one would call a mouth, but literally disappeared.

Death saw me staring again. “Now what?”

“Well, I thought I just saw your tongue disappear.”

“I was done with it.”

“Yeah, but I mean really disappear. Like, poof, it vanished.”

“Like I said, I was done with it.”

“But Death, it vanished. Most of us, when we are done with our tongues, we just put them back in our mouths. Yours disappeared.”

“Yours can disappear too.”

“No, it can’t.”

“Yes, it can.”

“No, I’ve known my tongue for quite a while now, and though it is talented, getting me both into and out of jams, I’m pretty sure it can’t disappear.”

Death sighed. “Okay, remember we spoke of different realities?”

I thought back to an earlier conversation. “Yes, I remember that.”

“Well, not only are there different realities, but you can manipulate the reality you are in.”

I let this bit of new information sink in. “I can manipulate reality?”

“Well, not yet you can’t,” Death said. “But soon enough you will be able to.”

Wow, I thought. Soon I will be able to manipulate reality. I didn’t have a clue what that meant, but it sounded cool.
“It is pretty cool,” Death responded. “Especially the first time you do it. To spend your life thinking that you can’t walk through walls because of its impossibility, to then do that impossible thing is, well, overwhelming. You’ll never forget your first time.”

I watched as Death stared off into the distance. Hmmm, I thought. Death must be remembering that first time. But hold on. Death having a first time implied that Death was at some point, a regular person like me.

“Death, before we talk about past lives, another more important question has come up,” I stated.

Death’s head shook a bit, as you do when you are daydreaming. “Shoot.”

“How is it that you had a first time?” I asked. “I mean, you’re Death. You’ve always been Death, haven’t you?”

Death turned and looked toward me. The glowing had started to pulse again. “No, I haven’t always been Death. I ascended to this position when my awareness had expanded enough. I was once just a confused traveler like you. We all were.”

“You all were? You mean there are more than just you?”

“Well, of course! Do you know how many souls transition every day? Thousands of them. One of us could never keep up.”

“How many, uh, Deaths are there?”

“Well, there’s only one Death. However, there are many aspects to it. And those aspects vary. It just depends on where a journeyer is on his or her path, and if he or she has chosen this path to learn.”

I thought about this for a minute. “So, I could be Death one day, if I wanted to?”

I had never heard Death laugh so hard or so loud in the few months we had known each other.

“I’m sorry,” Death said in between chuckles. “I thought you asked me if you could be Death.”

“I did.”

Death stopped chuckling and looked directly at me. “You’re serious?” Death said.

“Well, yeah. I want to know if I can be Death some day.”

Death took a deep breath. “Well, I guess you could. But most who have done it before have never asked to do it again.”

Chapter 10

A Tall, Slow White Dude

Death had been with me in my office now for a couple of hours. I had more questions to ask, and I really didn’t want to wait until our next meeting, but I had a lot of work to do. Sometimes it can be tough being so dedicated. Good thing I’m not.

“So Death,” I said. “There you go again, referring to past lives again. You’ve never really answered that question yet. Will you explain this whole thing to me?”

Death moved from the chair near the wall to the one in front of my desk. Noticing the Nerf basketball on my desk near my computer, Death grabbed it, swiveled around in the chair, and began to shoot at the basket on the back of my door.

“Sure,” Death said. “We all live many lives, until we’ve learned what we are supposed to.”

“And how many lives does that take?” I asked.

“As many as are necessary for the particular path we are on,” Death said. “Some learn more quickly than others. Some are more aware than others are when they start a new life. It all depends on the path we’ve chosen.”

I watched as Death continued to shoot baskets. Being dead and all sure hadn’t slowed any skills in the Nerf basketball department. I wondered about playing Death in a real game.

“I’d scorch you,” Death said, turning the chair toward me. “I’d clean your clock. You’d never even have a chance to score. It would be sad.”

I looked directly at Death’s... face. If I didn’t know better, I’d say I saw a smile.

“You think so,” was my great comeback.

“No,” Death said. “I know so.”

“So, you’re so much better than me in basketball?”

“No. I’m just aware of my power and am not afraid of it.”

“And I’m not aware of my power?”

“Oh, I think you are aware of your power. But any power that you may be aware of scares the crap out of you.”

That stopped me for a second. I was aware of the power that we all have, but I was terrified of trying it. I didn’t think anybody knew of this fear, but Death had nailed it. He had figured me out.

“Don’t take it so hard,” Death said comfortingly. “I didn’t ‘nail it’ with you. Almost everyone feels the same way. Most, however, don’t know where the fear comes from. It’s just this low-level, background kind of fear. They know it’s there, but they can’t quite put their finger on what it is. However, it is there and it constantly reminds them that it is there. At least you know what the fear is. That’s a huge step down your path. That’s part of why we want to help you.”

I let this all sink in for a couple of minutes. It actually is a bit empowering to know what your fear is. Knowing it does give you a certain amount of strength. I can feel it. I can feel the strength. I thought again about basketball.

“So, since I have this strength, I should be able to beat you in basketball,” I said.

“Oh no,” Death said. “I’ll still scorch you. You’re a tall, slow white dude. Get real!”

Chapter 11

The Dry Cleaner

Death finally left my office after lunch (more doughnuts for him, a sliced green chili and chicken breast sandwich for me), which allowed me to get some work done. I finished a project that was due long ago, but all of these visits with Death had really thrown my timelines off at work. In fact, all the work I had been doing on myself, on the path that I had chosen, had really taken a toll on the rest of my life. A couple of hours a day devoted to this work were cutting severely into my social life.

Arriving at home, I was exhausted. I played with my dog Chance for a bit, feeling guilty that we had not been running in the mornings as we usually did. Skipping dinner, I went into my bedroom and fell on the bed, next to Chance. I turned the TV on so I could just vegetate for a while before sleeping, but never made it that far. The last thing I remember is seeing two elderly women with very deep voices talking about the motorcycles they bought with credit cards. What was that all about?
I awoke with a start to find a man, who appeared to be from the Middle East, standing at the end of my bed. He had long dark hair, a beard, and an off-white tunic. I blinked a couple of times, not sure of what I was seeing. As I focused in on the man, he seemed vaguely familiar to me. I thought I knew him, but couldn’t put a name to the face.

“Be not afraid, my son,” the man said to me. “I am He.”

As I stared at this man at the foot of my bed, it dawned on me - the beard; the long hair; the tunic; the way he spoke; it could only be one person.

“Are you really Him?” I asked my eyes wide in anticipation of the answer.

“I Am,” He said.

“You . . . you’re really him? You’re really . . .” I lost my voice I was so amazed. The man at the foot of my bed finished my sentence.

“I am Hamid bin Abdul, the dry cleaner from down the street.”

“But, you are dead.”

“Yes, but this is your dream, so here I am, a humble servant.”

“So, I am dreaming?”

“But of course. I am dead. How else could I be here?

“Well, why are you here?”

“I do not know, my son. This is your dream. Why do you think I am here?”

I looked at him as I thought for a second. “I’ve been struggling with this whole concept of walking the path while trying to have a life, so maybe you are here to help me with that?”

“That is a possibility,” Hamid said. “Tell me why you struggle.”

“Well, I guess it comes down to wanting to keep my friends and family, but also wanting to move closer to the divine. Both take time and I don’t seem to have enough time to do both.”

“Um-hmm. Um-hmm. Tell me more.”

I sat up in bed and continued. “It seems I am being pulled from two directions: one from the things of this world; one from the things not of this world. I can do both, but not well.”

“So you cannot serve two masters,” Hamid said.

“I guess that is true. I can’t serve two masters. I must choose one, is that what you are saying?”

“Not necessarily, my son. Could not the two masters be one?”

I let that sink in for a minute. Could the two masters be one? I guess this would mean that what is of this world is also not of this world. Hmmmm. Death hadn’t said that. . . .
My thoughts were interrupted by Hamid’s scream. He looked at me, eyes wide.

“Death has spoken to you?” he asked, the fear dripping from his words.

“Well yes,” I replied.

“I’m outta here!” Hamid said.

I awoke with a start to find Chance standing over me, his dog breath curling my moustache. I leaned up on an elbow and petted Chance on the head. “Boy, did I just have an interesting dream,” I said to Chance, his tail wagging the whole time.

Chapter 12

More Texas Hold ’Em

Friday flew by, and I was glad of it. So many things had happened requiring my utmost attention that I was pooped. Luckily, I had heard about a poker game planned for that evening. I needed to relax, and next to riding my motorcycle, nothing relaxed me more than a good game of poker with some of my friends. 

We were meeting over at Ken’s house around 7:00 pm. Ken lived out at the base of the Superstition Mountains, in a beautiful home nestled on an acre of Palo Verde trees and Saguaro cacti. Ken’s house was a great place for us all to get together at, because it was so peaceful and because of the beautiful scenery: single twin sisters living in the house next to him and a gorgeous brunette across the street. 

We had a great time that night, telling stories and sharing lies. I lost my shirt playing guts, but won most of it back with Texas Hold ‘em. Ken’s neighbors, Meri and Sheri, stopped by for a drink. Dan and Rob, my other friends from college, drove over in Dan’s newly restored 1968 Firebird. He had done a great job restoring the car, and when I told him that I had just picked up the 1967 El Camino I had been looking at, he was excited to help me start restoring it. 

As the evening wore on, Ken suggested we take a drive up to the lake, a short 15-minute jaunt from his house. So we all piled into either Dan’s Firebird or Ken’s 1970 Trans Am. I rode with Ken, since Meri had chosen that car to ride in. I thought this might be a good chance to get to know her a little better, but she had eyes for Ken. This didn’t surprise me. Ken and I had similar taste in women, but he seemed to come out on top more times than I when we were interested in the same woman.

By the time we got back to Ken’s house, it was nearly 2:00 am. Everyone was tired, so we all (Dan, Rob and I, not the girls) crashed at his place. Around dawn, I awoke and headed home, figuring that Chance really needed to go outside.

Chapter 13

The Big Spatula

During the ride home, I began to think about the dream that I had had earlier in the week. There were questions that puzzled me, important questions that demanded answers. How can one live with two masters? Why was Hamid, the dead dry cleaner, afraid of my discussions with Death? Most importantly, what on earth were two elderly women with very deep voices doing with motorcycles?
As it turned out, the last question had something to do with a goofy credit card company commercial that somehow had made it into my subconscious, explaining that. However, there were still the other two questions I had. Where was I to get the answers?
As I was completing that thought, I remembered that Death had told me earlier that all answers lie within because all answers come from the divine. And, according to Death, the divine lies within. Therefore, having mastered meditation after a little help, I sat about doing just that before I ate breakfast.
Thanks to Death's coaching, I could now move into a meditative state fairly quickly. All I needed to do was relax in a chair or on a couch, close my eyes and begin to relax each part of my body, starting with my feet. I worked my way up to my head (this takes all of two minutes) and by the time I was done, the “waves” started happening. I called it the “waves” because it felt like I was floating on a raft out in the ocean, rising and falling with the waves as they passed under me. 
At this point in the process, I checked to see how relaxed I was. If I could picture myself being so relaxed that if a big (and I do mean big) spatula were to pick me up I would seep right over the edges of it, I knew I had reached a deep meditative state.
In this state, I asked myself the question about two masters. Immediately, an answer began to form in my head. If you believe that everything has the spark of divinity within, then how you look at and interact with everything should be different. If everything is divine, then there is reverence and respect for everything and everyone you meet. This respect means that you do your utmost to help each and every “thing”, living or not, to express itself as best as possible. This is true of everything except hamsters. We don’t help hamsters. Hamsters are just evil.
The phone rang and brought me out of my meditative state, just as I had decided that since everything is divine, then there really only is one master - it is how we interact with everything that is the key. But I hadn’t gotten an answer for my second question. I still didn’t know why Hamid was afraid of the fact that I knew Death. The voice on the other end of the phone was about to tell me.
Chapter 14

Death’s Busy Season

“Hi Lanny, how are you doing?” the voice on the other end of the phone said to me. It sounded very familiar, this voice, but I couldn’t quite place it.

“I’m good. How are you doing?” I asked, playing along as though I knew whom it was, as most of us do when we don’t know with whom it is we are speaking.
“All things considered, I’m doing well, though I do miss my root beer.”

Root beer? Boy, that sure sounded like something my . . . “Uncle Ron, is that you?”

“Yes it is.” This was a surprise. My uncle Ron had died three years earlier after playing a game of Tripoley one evening, having some lemon pie, winning 84 cents and then going to bed. He never woke up. He was 74. What a perfect way to die.

“Wow, this is cool,” I said.  “How are you?” 

“I’m dead. But, all in all, it doesn’t stop me from living.”
“Well, it sure is good to hear from you. I’ve got to ask you though, why are you calling me after three years?”

“Death asked me to.”

“Death asked you to?” 

“Yes.”

“And why did Death ask you to call?”

“It’s the busy season, and you have questions that Death just doesn’t have time to answer, so I was asked to step in.”

Okay. Death is busy right now and can’t help me so Death asks my dead uncle to give me a call. This is not something you consider ever happening. It brought up a couple of other questions beyond my initial question about the dead dry cleaner that I had for Death. I’d have to remember to ask them later.
“Well, I must say, you sound pretty good for being dead and all,” I said. I just didn't want to jump right into the questions. After all, it had been three years since I’d last spoken to my uncle.

“Death is not what most think it is, you know,” my uncle said. “Though it is pretty much how I pictured it.”

“I didn’t know that you ever thought about such things,” I said, with a bit of surprise.

“Well of course you didn’t. I wouldn’t have been able to verbalize it to you even if you had asked me to.”

My uncle was developmentally disabled. He had been sick as a child and was stricken with a very high fever. It literally destroyed parts of his brain. It was great speaking with him now because I could easily understand him. When he was alive, he struggled with language. He would often use the wrong words for what he was trying to say. As an example, instead of using the term “reservation” when speaking about reserving a flight out to Phoenix, he would always use the term “revelation”. He would call and tell me that he had made “revelations” to travel to Phoenix and was ready to see some spring training games. My uncle loved baseball.

“I guess that’s true, huh? But you sound great now. So tell me, how is it that you are calling me from . . . wherever you are?”

“There is the great invention that I am using. It’s called a telephone. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”

“Ha, ha, ha, Uncle Ron. Very funny. I know what a phone is. I just assumed ...”

Uncle Ron interrupted me. “Never assume anything, Lanny. I can call from this altered state just as you can call from that altered state. There really isn’t much difference.”

He was right, of course. I should never assume anything, especially when talking about death and altered states of consciousness. I decided to go ahead and ask my specific question.

“Okay Uncle Ron. Here is one question I had for Death. I had a dream where Hamid - I’m sure you know him, he’s dead now too - ran away from me . . .”

“Hold on a minute,” Uncle Ron interrupted. “Why would you think I know this man?”

“Well, he’s dead. And since you’re dead, I just figured you would know each other.”

There was silence on the other end of the phone. I could hear my uncle sigh and then he began to talk again.

“Lanny, being dead isn’t a club. You don’t pledge Phi Beta Necro when you pass. You’ve moved onto another reality. This is serious stuff.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I should have thought before I spoke.”

“Yes you should have. So tell me more about Hamid, your dead dry cleaner.”

“Wait!” I paused for a moment and thought to myself, I didn’t say Hamid was a dry cleaner. How did Uncle Ron know that? 

“I didn’t say he was a dry cleaner,” Uncle Ron.  “How did you know that?”

“Well, he is dead. We all know each other, you know.”

“But I thought you said...”

“You believed that? You never listened to me when I was alive. Why would you listen to me now? Come on Lanny. I’m bustin’ your chops, like Death told me to do.”

He paused for a minute, and then continued. “Seriously though, upon passing from your altered state to mine, all of the junk that gets in the way of sensing the oneness of everything in your reality is gone. When that’s gone, each one of us can sense the other. We can communicate with each other instantly. Most importantly, there’s none of that ‘Can you hear me now?’ crap. We can always hear each other. It’s like the ultimate calling network.”

Hmmm. That was kind of cool. I had never thought about that before. I wanted to ask him more about that process, but I really wanted to get my question answered.

“Well, go ahead and ask it,” my uncle said, interrupting my thoughts.

“Okay,” I said. “Here it is. Why was Hamid afraid of the fact that I speak with Death on occasion? I mean, he is dead and he knows it because he told me.”

There was silence again on the other end of the phone. I figured I had stumped my uncle.

“Not everyone who knows they are dead wants to accept it,” he said. “Many times, they aren’t ready to be dead and to move on from the life that they had, so they run away whenever they see Death coming. They think that if Death doesn’t catch up with them, this will allow them to stay near their previous life.” 

The phone rang suddenly, which confused me because I was talking on the phone. As I looked at the receiver in my right hand, it slowly melted away. I was left staring at my left hand, which now appeared to be ringing. I finally realized I was still dreaming, so I forced myself awake to answer the phone. At least I thought I was awake.

Chapter 15

Atoms and Ions

I blinked a few times and squeezed my eyes shut and then reopened them, trying to make sure I was awake this time. I stretched a bit, swung my legs off the bed to get up, and heard a “SPLAT” as my feet hit the floor. “Splat” is not a noise one would expect to hear upon placing one’s feet on a hardwood floor. “Thud” is more appropriate (and is actually preferred by three out of four people who have hardwood floors) but this was a “splat”. It was not only a “splat” in sound, but in feel as well. The “splat” came from a warm, liquidy, slimy, chunky spot of something. I was definitely awake.

“Uuugghh! Yuck!” I said. I looked down at my feet and saw that I had landed in vomit. I glanced down near the end of the bed and saw Chance lying on his belly with his ears back, slowly crawling toward me. I looked at his big, sad eyes and could tell that he was feeling guilty about what he had done.
“Come here, boy,” I said to Chance. His stub of a tail began to wiggle and his crawling picked up speed. As soon as he was within petting distance, I patted him on the head. “It’s okay. You didn’t do this on purpose. You got sick. It happens.” His stub began wagging so hard I thought it might actually break right off. I reached for his nose, and it felt cold, so I decided that it must have just been something he ate last night.

I tried to recall what I had had for dinner the night before, because that was what Chance would have had. I usually feed him dog food with just a tad of what I had eaten, but I didn’t remember getting his dog food out of the garage, so he must have eaten what I ate. But wait a minute. I hadn’t eaten anything. I skipped dinner and went right to bed. So Chance didn’t eat anything either. I wondered what made him sick.
I decided that since his nose was cold, I wasn’t going to worry about what made him sick. I reached over to the nightstand, grabbed a couple of tissues, cleaned off my feet and then headed for the back door so I could let Chance outside.

It was a beautiful morning out, so I stepped out onto the patio and grabbed a chair while Chance went through his normal morning routine of chasing birds out of the back yard, peeing on anything stationary, and generally assuring that nothing in his territory had been disturbed.

As I sat enjoying the cool morning breeze (it was summer time in Phoenix, so a cool breeze is a relative term – it was a little after 5:00 am and was already 79 degrees. With no humidity however, it’s really pretty nice), I thought about my dream and my uncle.

In my dream, Uncle Ron had mentioned something about those who had moved on to the reality of death being able to sense each other. For some reason, this made me think of the silver cord that is supposedly attached to our spirit and body and acts as a tether when one has an out-of-body experience (commonly known as OBEs). Then I thought of the archetypal symbolism of thread, which acts as a link between all stages of being (and beings) that I had read about on a favorite website of mine. I was also reminded of experiments that I read about in one of my favorite books, The Dancing Wu Li Masters by Gary Zukav. In it, Zukav explained that in quantum mechanics, reality isn’t real until it is measured. Several experiments have verified this. Even more amazing is the fact that measuring a quantum entity instantaneously affects another entity that could be light years away. So in essence, somehow photons, electrons or whatever one wants to measure, can communicate instantly with each other no matter where they are. It was truly astonishing.

As I contemplated the mind-boggling field of quantum mechanics, Chance all of the sudden began to bark. I looked over to where he stood barking, but saw nothing there. He usually barked at birds when in the back yard, but there were no birds in sight. He continued to bark, then began to growl and turn quickly in circles. He usually only turned in circles while growling when there was another dog close by. And when we were in the back yard, close by would be near my RV gate. But that was on the other side of the yard, and I could see no one on the other side of the gate.

I walked over to Chance, knelt down and tried to calm him down. It took a few minutes, but I finally got him to quit growling and turning in circles. As I petted him, I noticed that all his hair on the scruff of his neck was standing up, just like when another dog was close by. However, there were no other dogs. I stood up and started to walk back to the patio, Chance close behind me. All of the sudden Chance stopped, his back raised up from his shoulders, his stomach began to heave, and he vomited again. He had now vomited twice within a couple of hours, yet he had a cold nose. In addition, he had been acting as if another dog was in the back yard when there wasn't even a dog close by. What the heck was going on?

Chapter 16

Dead Dog Sleeping

Chance continued his vomiting and barking at nothing for two more days. It didn't seem to happen at any particular time, though they both happened together. He was eating, but vomiting as well. I had decided that I was going to take him to the vet the next day if the vomiting continued. 
That night when we went to bed, Chance seemed just fine. At about 2:00 am, Chance's whining awoke me. He had jumped off the bed and was lying on his stomach at the end of the bed. He was whining and growling actually, and as I started to get out of bed to calm Chance down, I felt him jump up onto the bed with me. As I reached down to pet him, I couldn't find him. However, the weird thing was I could feel a depression in the bed - one that you would find if you could lift your dog up but leave his weight on the bed. As I moved my hand slowly into the depression, I immediately began to think of a dog I had when I was young. Her name was Champagne, because of her color, and we called her Cham for short. She had been dead for nearly 20 years. Chance had come around to my side of the bed and continued his growling and whining. I moved my hand around the depression in the bed, noticing its warmth and wondering if this was indeed Cham sitting on my bed, because this was freaking me out and I hoped that it was Cham and not some devil dog or something. You never want to wake up in the middle of the night with a devil dog in your bed. 
As I continued to think of Cham, I felt a warm glow come over me, almost a feeling of love, which made me think that in fact, this was Cham sitting in my bed. Holy crap! My dead dog was visiting me! But why was she visiting me now? What did this mean? 
"It means you're getting closer." 
"Aaaahhhhhh!" I screamed, sounding as much like a little girl as I did the last time someone scared the shit out of me. 
"Calm down, calm down, it's only me," Death said. I placed my hand on my chest, trying to quiet my pounding heart. "Holy crap Death, you scared me to death!" 
"Well, it's a good thing you're only using a colloquialism, otherwise I would have just messed up the plan."
I looked at Death, standing in my doorway. I wondered why the visit so early in the morning?
"Because you are getting closer, like I said," Death replied to my thought. 
"Getting closer to what?" I asked.
"How are the dreams going?" Death asked, ignoring my question.
"My dreams?" 
"Yeah, haven't you been dreaming about dead people - and animals - lately?"
"Well, not a lot of dead people. I’ve dreamt about my uncle and a pet of mine from when I was a kid. Oh, and the dead dry cleaner from my neighborhood too."
"Are you sure those are the only dreams you've had?"
I thought about it for a minute and thought those were the only ones I had. "Yes, I'm pretty sure."
"What about your Dad’s best friend? Then there's your friend Steve? And what about your grandmother?"
I hadn’t remembered those dreams, but now that Death mentioned it, I did remember dreaming about my Dad’s friend and grandmother. Moreover, I dreamt of my friend Steve just a few nights earlier.
"You're right," I said. "I'd forgotten about those dreams. I have been dreaming a lot about dead people, haven't I?"
"Yes. And I think that means something," Death said.
"I was going to ask you that. What does it mean?"
"I don't know. That's why I said I think it means something."
I turned on the light and looked at Death incredulously. Here was my mentor, my guru, the entity that was helping me to grow spiritually, and Death didn't know the answer?
"You don't know what it means?” I asked.  “How can you not know what it means?"
"I know what it means. But what do I keep telling you about answers?"
I thought back to what Death had said in previous conversations - don't be lazy, to look within for answers. I understood what I needed to do.
"You want me to look within for the answer. You want me to stop being lazy and find the answers for myself."
Death looked at me with a kind of surprised look on his face. "Well, yes. That is true. But I was thinking about when I've told you never to ask me questions on an empty stomach."
I looked at Death with a bit of confusion. "You've told me that I should never ask you a question on an empty stomach?"
"Well, if I haven't, I should have. What do you have to eat around here?"
I shook my head. "Not before you answer this one question. What does it mean that I am dreaming a lot about dead people?"
"Oh, all right," Death said. "You're dreaming a lot about dead people, and animals, because you are becoming more in tune with that reality. You're learning, and becoming more attuned to different levels of consciousness. As you get more and more attuned, you also will be able to see dead people - and animals, like your pet. Now, got any doughnuts?"
"Wait, what about my dog?"
"If he's hungry, he's got to get his own doughnuts." 

Chapter 17

A Solid Being

“Uurrppppp!” Death belched after inhaling the last of my Krispy Kremes.  Stretched out on my bed, Death was sucking the ends of each bony appendage, savoring that special Krispy Kreme glaze. I decided I needed a better explanation about all of these dreams of death I had been having. 
“So help me to understand what is happening to me,” I said to Death. “I’m dreaming more about dead people because I am more in tune with that reality?”

Death finished sucking glaze with a loud pop of fleshy lips, lips that I hadn’t remembered seeing before, or the fingers either, for that matter. “Think of it like this: have you ever felt like someone was looking at you, and when you turn to look, they are looking at you?”

Walking over to the La-Z-Boy in the corner of my room, I plopped down and responded. “Sure. You get that feeling. I can’t explain it, but you know someone is looking right at you. Everybody gets that feeling.”

“No, everyone doesn’t get that feeling,” Death said. “But that feeling that you get is similar to what the dead feel coming from you. It’s an energy transfer. As you become more consciously aware, you become something like a two-way radio, both receiving and sending varying levels of energy. Hence, you are having these dreams.”

“So let me get this straight,” I said.  “I am a radio. I send out energy and I can receive energy. And my expanding awareness allows me to tune into the frequency of dead beings.”

“That’s pretty much it.”

I thought about this for a second. “Well, if it’s true that I can tune into the frequency of dead beings, then shouldn’t I be able to tune into the frequency of other beings?”

“You can.”

“I can?”

“Sure. It’s just a matter of finding the right frequency, if you will. Every reality has its own frequency. If you adjust your ‘dial’, so to speak, you’ll pick up other frequencies, other realities.”

Hmmmmm, I thought. That might explain why I sometimes hear voices and noises when no one or nothing else is around to make those voices or noises.

“That. Or you’re schizophrenic,” Death chimed in.

“Ha, ha. But what about my dog?”

“I’m pretty sure he’s not schizophrenic.”

“No, no. I mean, why has he been behaving so weird lately? He’s vomiting, though he doesn’t seem to be sick.”

Death grabbed one of my pillows, fluffed it up, and placed it up against the headboard. Then, with great force, Death punched the center of the pillow twice and lay slowly down, sinking into the pillow and my bed, looking as content as a babe in the womb does.
“Animals are very sensitive to begin with,” Death said, snuggling into position. “They are naturally able to pick up different frequencies.”

“Do they all get sick like Chance did?” I asked.

“No, not usually. Chance must just be very sensitive. Very sensitive beings can be physically affected by tuning in to other frequencies.”

That made sense. A different frequency, a different vibration level, seems like it could have an effect on a person or animal. I wondered if . . .
“Snneeggghhh.” My thoughts were interrupted by Death’s loud snore. I looked at this being sleeping in my bed and noticed for the first time that Death had two distinct legs and feet. While before there was a suggestion of some sort of appendages, now it was very obvious that I was looking at two human legs and two human feet. This was odd. It reminded me of when I saw a flash of Death's tongue a while back. I had never noticed it before, and then all of the sudden there it was. However, just as quickly as I had noticed his tongue, it seemed to disappear. Death's legs and feet weren't disappearing, however. I reached out and slowly poked one leg, and it felt solid and fleshy. Come to think of it, Death had been licking the glaze off of those bony fingers earlier too. So how come all of the sudden, Death was becoming a solid being?

Chapter 18

Hello Johnny Depp

I had fallen asleep in the La-Z-Boy and when I awoke, Death was still snoring away. As I looked at him, I was amazed at what I saw. Death now actually had a head and body. He was actually kind of good looking, in a death-warmed-over kind of way.

Actually, he was handsome. He had long, dark hair, solid black eyebrows, and a moustache reminiscent of D'Artagnan, of Three Musketeers fame. I reached out and poked his leg again, making sure that I wasn’t seeing things. This poke, however, woke him up.

“Mmmnnnhh,” Death grumbled. He opened his eyes and looked directly at me. “Why did you do that? You woke me up! I was having a great dream about me and Jennifer Aniston!”

“Sorry,” I said. “It’s just that you seem to be solid now, and actually look like a real person. I was just checking.”

Death looked down at his prone body, and poked himself a couple of times. “Hmmm. Sure enough. Well, I guess you’ve taken the next step.”

“The next step?”

Death sat up, stretched and yawned, and opened his eyes. As he did, he saw his 

reflection in the mirror.”

“Eeeeaaaaahhhhh! What has happened to me?” Death screamed.

I jumped back a bit. “What! What’s the matter?”

“I look like Johnny Depp! What the heck did you do to me?”

I looked at Death with a start. “What do you mean me? I didn’t do anything!”

Death had his hands up on his face, his fingers moving across his face as if he was reading Braille. 

“Of course you did,” Death said. “My appearance is based on your idea of what ‘Death’ should look like. Since you thought ‘Death’ was male, I ended up looking like your ideal man. And I guess your ideal man is Johnny Depp. Of course, I always thought of myself as more of a ruggedly handsome kind of guy – a Tom Selleck type. So this is kind of a shock.”

“You? Tom Selleck? With all the doughnuts you eat, it’s more like Tom Arnold.”

“Ha ha. Very funny. Very funny.”

I smiled and continued. “Tell me more about this next step and how that relates to you becoming...whole.”

Death had gotten out of bed and was standing in front of the mirror with his side facing it, twisting back and forth, as he admired his physique. He patted his stomach and began.

“As a person becomes more aware of the different levels of consciousness that one can inhabit, he or she is able to see things in that reality that they could not see before. It’s a shift in their focus. It’s kind of like those Magic Eye posters at which you are supposed to stare. All you see initially is a geometric pattern, but if you can shift your focus, all of a sudden you can see an image within the pattern.”

“That means then that only I can see you?” I asked.

“No, anyone who has shifted their focus can see me. Actually, some people who have not necessarily become more aware have stumbled onto the ability to shift his or her focus and see me, though I may look different to them.”

“Why would you look different?”

“It depends on how a culture has personified me. For some, I am a walking skeleton. For others, I am the Angel of Death. For others still I’m Father Time, stalking my own children; or the Grim Reaper, looking to harvest souls. For the Greeks, I was Thanatos, son of Nyx and Erebus. There are also combinations of each. Each culture has established the overall concept of death, and created the reality around it. So I look different to different cultures.”

“But why could I never see you whole before? To me, there was just a suggestion of your body under your cloak.”

“Until your awareness expanded, you bought into the mass reality that is your world. When you took the next step, your expanded awareness gave me form, made me whole.”

“Made you look like Johnny Depp...”

“Right.”

“Man, why couldn’t I see death as Eva Longoria?”

“It wouldn’t have worked out if you had.”

“Why not?”

“’Cuz you’ve got no calves, man, and women like a man with calves.”

Chapter 19

Great Chorizo

Death left my apartment after finally accepting that he was going to look like Johnny Depp. I went to work for the next couple of days, but wasn’t very effective while I was there. I had way too much on my mind. It was time for another bike ride.
Come Saturday morning, I took off again, only this time heading due east toward Globe and Miami, Arizona. I loved this ride as well as the ride to Payson, but for different reasons. While the ride to Payson is four-lane and nothing but beautiful, the one to Globe and Miami is all two-lane twisties once you get off the Interstate. Twisties are great if you ride a motorcycle, because you are continually leaning to the left or right as you wind through the turns. That is the most fun you can have while riding, except for going fast. 
Since twisties keep you pretty focused, I waited until I got to Miami and stopped at my favorite Mexican restaurant for some breakfast before I began to engage my brain on what Death had said. This restaurant is a great little mom and pop place that makes great chorizo (kind of a Mexican sausage) and eggs. I grabbed a booth in the back of the restaurant, ordered up my usual, and began to think about Death’s most recent revelations to me.
So what had Death told me? He had said that how he looks depends on the viewer’s culture surrounding the concept of death. He also said that my thinking of him as a person, even if it was Johnny Depp, is what gave him form; it's what made him into a solid being. In addition, my ability to do that came after my awareness expanded. I wondered then, if anyone whose awareness has expanded can create something by thinking about it. Another good question for Death, the next time I saw him.
There was also that whole thing about being able to see “more” because of my expanded awareness. I wondered exactly what that meant. As I finished off the last bite of my scrambled eggs with the outrageously delicious homemade salsa slathered all over them, I noticed that an elderly man had sat down at the table next to my booth. He wore all black and had long, flowing white hair and a white beard that reminded me of the guys from the band ZZ Top. 
As he reached for a menu, his gaze met mine. I recognized something there. He nodded, I returned the gesture, and then tried to figure out where I knew him.
I watched him as he read the menu, but I couldn't place him. The clothes he wore told me nothing, but his face, hair, and those eyes told me that I knew him. As he read through the breakfast choices, he brought his hand up and used a finger to track his reading. That gesture, along with the craggily finger, stoked my memory. I remembered where I knew him. That was the same gesture used by a being to show me the places I could visit in his world. This guy was the elder I met when I began shamanic journeying! This was a being I spoke with and learned from when I slipped into an altered state of consciousness during various journeys! This guy's from another reality! Yet, here he was ordering eggs and chorizo in a restaurant in Miami, Arizona! How could this be? I knew the chorizo was great, but I didn't know they came from other realities for it!
Chapter 20

Nice Legs

The elderly man in black looked directly at me and smiled. “I see you are done with your breakfast, but I was wondering if you would mind joining me for a bit?” he asked politely.

“Well thanks,” I said. “I’d love to.” I grabbed my helmet and jacket, dropped some money on the table and moved over to his table. I was fascinated with this man and wondered how he had ended up in this little out-of-the-way restaurant in eastern Arizona.
“Lanny Stone,” I said, sticking out my hand. He grabbed it and shook firmly. 

“I know who you are,” he said.

“Well, you have me at a disadvantage then. Actually, I know who you are; I’ve just never known your name.”

As I sat down, I felt an unbelievable calmness come over me, and a reverence that I had not expected.

“Most just call me Zaqen,” he said. 

“Please forgive me, but aren’t you the man I have spoken to during my shamanic journeys?”

“I am.”

He must have seen the confusion on my face, because suddenly he smiled and nodded his head slightly.

“Your confusion is understandable,” he said. “Most people would never have accepted my offer to sit down with me. They are usually too afraid. They aren’t sure why, but they are just too afraid.”

The waitress came with his order. He had ordered exactly what I had eaten – scrambled eggs with salsa and chorizo. She placed his food in front of him, asked if he needed anything else, and then walked away.

“I just love the chorizo here,” he said. “Good chorizo is hard to find.”

I smiled. “It sure is. You’ve obviously eaten here before.”

“Certainly,” he said. “I’ve been here nearly every time you’ve been here.”

I started to ask him how come I had never seen him before, but it dawned on me. I couldn’t see him before because my awareness had not expanded sufficiently yet. However, the waitress saw him....
“How is it . . .” Zaqen interrupted me as he scooped up a bit of eggs onto his fork.

“She sees me as just a regular person, like most others do,” he said.

“So she sees you as just an elderly

man?” I asked.

“No, not as an elderly man.”

“How does she, or anyone else, see you then?”

Zaqen looked at me, smiled and before my eyes turned into the most beautiful, elegant woman I had ever seen. She was impeccably dressed for a day-trip, and had auburn hair and the most intense green eyes. Just as I began to address her, she turned back into Zaqen, and spoiled the moment.

“Wow!” I said. “You were gorgeous!”

“Thanks,” Zaqen said. “I clean up pretty well.”

“Well, that’s way beyond just cleaning up. The whole thing is pretty impressive.”

“Not really. Any ‘ol evolved soul can do it.”

“Does everyone else see you as a woman, then?”

“If that’s what I choose to reveal.”

“And is that vision of loveliness what you normally reveal?”

“Most of the time. I prefer being a woman to a man.”

“Why is that?”

“Two reasons really. First, because I love to wear dresses. They’re so freeing, you know. A little breeze floats up and hits you...

“Wait, wait,” I interrupted. “That’s really more than I need to know about that. What is the second reason?

Zaqen pulled up his pant legs. “Hey, let’s face it. I’ve got great legs.”

Chapter 21

Olivia

I glanced down and had to admit, he did have nice legs. While that was interesting, I was more interested in knowing why Zaqen had asked me to sit down and why he had been with me most every time I came to this restaurant.
“Yes, I guess we should get to that, shouldn’t we,” he said. “I’m here today and I’ve been with you before because I am your teacher, your guardian. When you would visit with me on your journeys, I was passing on important information to you to help you navigate through your reality. I will continue to do that until my services are no longer needed by you.”

I listened intently. “So why am I seeing you today?”

“Because you can.”

“Because I can?”

“Yes. Remember, I’m with you whenever you need me. In addition, we’ve actually conversed before. But since I didn’t look like this, you wouldn’t remember - for the most part.”

“For the most part? So, there is a part that I would remember?”

Zaqen looked down as if he were embarrassed. “You might,” he said quietly.

“Remember when you worked at the electronics firm?”

“Yes.”

“Do you remember Olivia?”

Of course I remembered Olivia. She had come to our department about a year after I had started there. She was tall, just over six feet, with full, long raven-colored hair and a voluptuous 1950s era glamour-girl body. The first time I saw her I was smitten. Not only was she gorgeous, but she was smart, and had a great sense of humor. We hit it off immediately and, even though I wasn’t looking for any kind of relationship, we both fell quickly into deep like.

As I thought of Olivia, I remembered her scent and the feel of her skin. She had the softest skin I had ever felt, especially right behind her ear on the nape of her neck. I remembered . . . wait! When I asked Zaqen if there was a part I would remember, he brought up Olivia. This couldn’t mean that she was . . . that he was . . . Oh no! No, it couldn’t be!

Zaqen was blushing as he nodded his head. “Yes,” he said. “I’m afraid I was.”

“Oh man!” I groaned. “Ahh jeez! We were intimate! We exchanged bodily fluids! Aaahhhhhhh jeeeezzzzz!” I kind of shook like you would after tasting something really sour - just a little shiver from the shoulders up. The whole idea was disgusting.

“It really is okay. When you saw me as Olivia, I really was her - one hundred percent woman.”

“I know. I know. It’s just the thought of it really creeps me out. Especially sitting here looking at you.”

Zaqen smiled. “You learned a lot from her though, didn’t you?”

I was quiet for a second. I thought back to the many conversations Olivia and I had. I also thought about the people she had introduced me to and the places she had taken me to. I experienced the energy vortexes near Sedona, Arizona, which were somewhat weird. She took me to visit buildings that had amazing energy, also kind of weird. I even met people who channeled other entities, which was really weird. I attended a lecture given by His Holiness the Dalai Lama, which wasn't weird at all - just powerful. She really was an amazing woman.

“I did,” I agreed. “She, uh, you really taught me a lot.”

“And that is the point, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I guess so. However, why did you need to become a woman to teach me? I was learning from you when I would meet you on a journey.”

Zaqen looked intently into my eyes. “Think about what was going on in your life at that time,” he said.

I tried to recall my life prior to Olivia, but I was struggling.

“What happened to you in the year before you met Olivia?” Zaqen asked.

I thought back. What happened before I met Olivia? I asked myself. Nothing was coming to me. My mind was blank, and then all of the sudden, my lower back started to hurt. At that moment, a memory surfaced. A few years earlier, a horse had thrown me, breaking my tailbone. At the same time, I was ending a three-year relationship with a woman, and was trying to forget her by going out with as many different women as I could. Absentmindedly, I reached back and rubbed my lower back.

“I remember now,” I said. 

“Good,” Zaqen said. “Then you can see why the only way I could get through to you in this reality back then was to be a woman.”

“Yes. Because all I was thinking about at that time was women.”

“Exactly!”

The waitress came over to our table again, looking to see if anyone needed a refill on anything. We both politely shook our heads and Zaqen asked for the check. The waitress smiled and said she would be right back.

“It’s time for me to go,” Zaqen said. I nodded and began to gather my things, when it occurred to me that I still didn’t really know why Zaqen had appeared to me. I set everything back down on the table.

“You know,” I said. “I’m still not sure why you are here today?”

Zaqen looked at me with those intense eyes. “I know. It was the last thing I was going to tell you,” he said. There was somberness in his voice that I didn’t like.

“Things are going to become much more challenging for you,” he said. “There is some fairly difficult learning ahead.”

I looked at Zaqen with confusion. “What do you mean?” I asked.

“Times are going to be tough. You will need all of your strength and your spirit to weather it.”

He still wasn’t making any sense to me. “I don’t understand. What do you mean?”

Zaqen moved his head toward me, putting the tip of his nose next to mine. I instinctively pulled back, but he grabbed my shoulders to stop me and smiled. “I could tell, but then I would have to kill you. And that is not how you are supposed to die.”

The waitress brought the bill and handed it to Zaqen. He threw some money down onto the table and stood up. He looked directly at me and leaned in again.

“Just make sure you are meditating all of the time,” he said, placing his free hand on my shoulder. “And keep your energy up. You’re going to need it.”

Chapter 22

The Hollywood Thing

As I began my ride back to the valley, I could feel the tension in my shoulders. For someone who had decided to take a breakfast ride to Globe to relax, I sure wasn’t very relaxed anymore. I kept thinking about what Zaqen had told me when he grabbed my shoulders: I could tell you, but I would have to kill you, and that is not how you are supposed to die. Obviously, Zaqen knew how I was supposed to die. This then meant that Death must know as well. 
“I do.”

“What the . . . !” I screamed. Death’s sudden appearance on the pinion of my bike surprised the hell out of me. He startled me so much that I nearly lost control as the front tire began to wobble.

“Death! What the hell are you doing here?” I asked. He leaned over to the left and around as if he wanted to see my face. It pulled the bike to the left.

“Hey, stop leaning! You’re pulling the bike!” I yelled.

“Oh, sorry,” he said loudly, moving back in behind me. He grabbed the seat bars on the bottom side of the pinion and centered himself.

“So,” I yelled. “You didn’t answer my question. Why are you here?”

“Pull over so we can talk,” he yelled. I nodded and began to look for a place to pull off the road. I remembered that a nice rest area was just up around the bend. We rode a bit farther and then took the exit to the rest area. 

I parked the bike and let Death hop off and I followed him. There was a picnic table under a tree, so we walked over to it. I pulled off my helmet, set it on the table, and sat down. Death sat down across from me.

I stared at him for a bit, and he stared back. It’s rather disconcerting to have Johnny Depp staring at you, so I shifted my position and began to look out at the mesquite trees that surrounded the rest area.

“So you know when I’m going to die,” I finally said, breaking the silence between the two of us.

“Yes. That I do,” Death said.

I looked at him again. He was looking at his fingers and pulling off dead skin that seemed to be everywhere. I waited for him to say something, but he didn’t. He just kept picking at his fingers.

“So, are you going to tell me?” I finally asked.

Death looked up at me and shook his head. “No. I can’t tell you.”

“Why, is it against the rules or something?”

“No, it’s just that your date might change.”

“My date might change?”

“Yes. You’ve mentioned before that you might be interested in becoming one of us again some day, right?”

I looked at him with a bit of shock. “Well, yeah I would,” I said. “But I was figuring it was many years off.”

“Currently, your date is,” he said, and then his voice trailed off a bit. “But it could change.”

“It could change! What do you mean it could change! I thought we all had so many heartbeats, and when we reached the final heartbeat, that was it. How could it change?”

“Usually, that is the case. However, there are always exceptions. And we have one now.”

“You have an exception now? What is it?”

Death looked at me and then lowered his head. “We’re really running low on 

companions,” he said.

“Companions?” My eyebrows rose, trying to picture a companion. I immediately thought of the gorgeous companion Inara on the sci-fi TV series Firefly. In that world, companions are high-class prostitutes.

Death looked up at me, saw the smile come on my face, and looked confused for a minute. Then he remembered. “Oh, I guess we haven’t talked about companions yet, have we?”

I shook my head no.

“Companions are those who retrieve and direct the souls of the dead,” Death said. “I am a companion, well actually an arch-companion.”

“So why are you running low?”

Death lowered his head again and began rubbing his forehead with his fingertips while he grimaced. 

“We usually are never at 100% with our headcount requirements,” he said. “Not everyone wants to help others grow spiritually, you know. But for the last couple of years, it has been getting harder and harder to recruit.”

I looked at Death as he massaged his forehead. I guess I had never considered Death having employee problems before. Trying to lighten the mood, I threw out a clever retort.

“So what is the recruiting problem?” I asked. “Not a big enough signing bonus?”

“Exactly,” Death said, nodding his head.

“Really?” I said with surprise. “You get a signing bonus to become Death?”

Death nodded his head again. “Sure. Not money, like you get in your reality. It’s more like extra bonus Karma points. Becoming a companion gives you beaucoup karma points, much more than other positions.”

“So then why the recruiting challenges if being a companion is so rewarding?”

“Oh, it’s the whole Hollywood thing. We just can’t compete with that.”

“The Hollywood thing?”

“Yes. People see shows like The Medium, John Edwards and Haunting Evidence and think that it’s way cool to be involved with a TV show; much cooler than being the Grim Reaper. So they opt for rebirth as a medium of some sort.”

“Is it true?” 

“Is what true?”

“Is it better to be a medium than to be a 

companion?”

Death looked at me as if he couldn’t believe I had asked the question. “Of course not! Neither is any better than the other is. They are both great ways to serve and grow spiritually.”

I considered all of this for a second. “Sounds like you’ve got a bit of an image problem, huh?” I threw out.

“You think?” Death said sarcastically. “That’s kind of why I wanted to talk with you today.”

Just as I was going to ask him what he meant, a school bus from the Valley pulled into the rest area where we sat. Normally that wouldn’t be that big of a deal, but this particular bus was full of cheerleaders, and one of them happened to see Death sitting across from me. Of course, whom they saw was Johnny Depp.

“Eeeeaaaahhhhhhh!” was the first scream I heard from the bus. It scared all of the birds out of the trees. “Look! It’s Johnny Depp!” There was a momentary lull, and then all hell broke loose as all of the girls began to scream.

“Oh shit,” I said, my eyes growing bigger as I saw the girls begin to fly out of the bus.

“No shit,” said Death, as the girls ran toward us. “Keep them distracted for just a second.” Death got up from the picnic table and calmly walked toward a pile of large boulders just behind us.

“What?” I said. “How am I . . . ?”
Chapter 23

My Death Date

When I came to, it was early afternoon. I was lying on my back on the picnic table. My helmet was sitting on the table next to me, all banged up and scratched. I rose up onto my elbows and looked around. I saw no sign of Death or of the cheerleaders.
I sat up, swung my legs around, and hopped off the table. I wasn’t sure what had happened. The last thing I remembered, a mass of yelling and screaming cheerleaders was swallowing me up. I didn’t remember where Death had gone, or if anything had happened to him. Everything was a blur.

I grabbed my helmet and put it on. I walked over to my bike, swung my leg over, settled into the seat, and started her up. She came right to life with a nice cacophony of rumbles and pops as I twisted the throttle. I dropped her into gear, checked for oncoming traffic, and pulled out onto the road.

As I rode home, all I could think about was what Death had said before the cheerleader incident. The date of my death was known and was currently far out into the future – always a good thing to know. However, it could change – not such a good thing to know. Was he telling me all of this because he was going to ask me if I wanted to change my death date? That must be it, I thought. I’ve mentioned to him before that I might be interested in doing the Grim Reaper thing. But that was when I assumed that I was going to die many, many years from now. What if he was going to ask me if I would be interested in dying in the next couple of months? Or maybe in the next couple of weeks?

Chapter 24

A Broken Hip

I didn’t hear from Death for a couple of weeks. I thought about him, which usually brought him to me, but not this time. At first, I was worried, because I didn’t know what had happened to him after the cheerleader incident. Then I just figured he must be busy, recruiting being so poor and all. I also thought about taking a shamanic journey and talking with Zaqen about this whole thing. I figured he could help me, but I decided that it was better if I heard all of this from Death himself. And I figured he’d get with me when he could.

On the third Saturday after I last heard from Death, I invited a new single neighbor over for dinner. She had moved in to a house two doors down from mine. She had stopped me one afternoon a few weeks earlier, as I was working in the front yard, to ask about the neighborhood. We hit it off so when I saw that she was moving in, I went over and told her that as a neighbor, it was my duty to make her feel welcome in the neighborhood, and the best way to do that was to come over for dinner. It was a bit lame, but she must have liked it, because she agreed. 

Lilly arrived right at 7:00 pm and looked stunning. She was wearing a pale green summer dress that really offset her red hair and those amazing green eyes. I poured her a glass of wine and asked her to sit at my kitchen island while I prepared the pasta.

I had just finished a joke that Lilly was laughing at when the doorbell rang. I excused myself, wondering who could be at the door. I grabbed the door handle and peered through the peephole, but could see no one there. I unlocked the door and had begun to open it when someone pushed on the door and flew into the foyer. It was Death.

This was not good. Death never comes through a door. He always just appears. Something was up, and I knew that my evening with Lily was about to head south.

“We’ve got to talk,” he said impatiently.

“And a good evening to you too,” I said sharply, angry that he was intruding into my oh-so-infrequent dating ritual. 

Death grabbed me and stared directly into my eyes. “Can you get rid of Lilly quickly?”

“Sure,” I said. I wanted to ask why, and I wanted to be mad at him, but the urgency in his voice made me forget the question and forget that I was mad. 

Thinking quickly, I told Death to follow me and follow my lead. We walked into the kitchen and I watched as Lilly’s eyes grew in size upon seeing Johnny Depp coming around the corner.

“Lilly, I’d like you to meet a friend of mine,” I said. Death, hearing his cue, offered up a big smile and moved toward Lilly, his hand out to grasp hers.

Before she could respond, Death grabbed her hand. “Madam,” he said, as he bent down to kiss her hand. “It is indeed an honor to meet you. Lanny didn’t inform me that he was dining with such a vision of loveliness.”

Lilly blushed. “Why thank you, Mr. Depp.”

“Please,” Death injected, “call me Johnny.” 

Lilly stood transfixed by “Johnny Depp” staring deeply into her eyes. He still held her hand, stroking it softly. I figured now was my chance.

“Lilly, I hate to do this, but Johnny has a serious problem that he needs my immediate help with. He’s asked if we might impose upon you to reschedule our evening for another night.”

Lilly’s eyes never left Death’s as she nodded in agreement. He slowly began to pull her out of the kitchen and toward the door, never stopping the hand stroking.

I followed them and quickly passed behind Death and got the door open just as they were arriving. 

“I’ll call you as soon as I can and we will reschedule, okay?” I asked Lilly. Again, without looking away, Lilly nodded. Death held her hand until the last possible moment, letting go just as I was about to close the door on it.

“Until we meet again,” Death said through the closed door. I heard Lilly gasp. Death sighed.
“Hey, aren’t you overdoing it just a bit?” I asked Death sternly.

“What? No, no,” came his reply. “I was just trying to make it easy on her – and you.”

“So why did you sigh then?”

“I sighed?”

“Yes. And it was a loud one at that.”

“Damn,” he exclaimed. “I must have fallen into my old patterns there for just a minute. Please forgive me. I was quite the ladies man in my day, and old habits die hard. Enough about that though. We’ve got some important business to discuss.”

I nodded my head. “Okay then, let’s get to it.”

I headed toward the living room, Death following me. I already knew the question 

he was going to ask me, so I hit him with it as I was sitting down.
“So, are you really going to ask me if I’d like to die early?”

Death was just sitting down on the divan when I asked this question. He stopped mid-crouch and looked at me.

“It was that obvious, huh?” he asked, as he plopped down on the couch.

I nodded. “Well, it was pretty easy to put two and two together.”

“Okay, well then, let’s get into the details of this whole thing,” he said. “But before we do, I need you to understand that I am going to tell you when you are currently scheduled to transition. If you choose not to do this, you will not be able to take advantage of the fact that you know when you are to transition. To do so will bring about grave consequences. No pun intended. Do you understand?”

I nodded my head indicating that I understood. “I got it. Go ahead.”

“Okay. Currently you are scheduled to die on January 24th, 2050.”

I added the years up in my head. “Wow!” I exclaimed. “I’m going to live to be 92 years old! Can you tell me how I am supposed to die?”

Death nodded. “According to your file, 

you will die of an infection after falling and breaking your hip.”

“Really?” I said with amazement. “That’s exactly how my grandfather died.”

“I know. You really liked your grandfather. That’s why you chose this way.”

I considered this for a minute. I did really like my grandfather, though I never got to know him well.

Death chimed in. “You never got to know him well in this lifetime.”

“Ahhh, good point.” I thought about my upcoming death . . . wait. Death just said that I chose how I was going to die in this lifetime. How was that possible?

“Everyone chooses how he or she intends to die,” Death said, interrupting my thoughts again. “It’s how the process works.”

I stewed on this for a couple of minutes, but it didn’t make any sense. If everyone chooses how he or she will die, then wouldn’t everyone choose an easy death, like dying in his or her sleep?

Death sat looking at me quietly. I expected to hear his answer to my question, but he never offered one. I kept waiting and waiting, but all he did was look at me and smile.

“Aren’t you going to answer my question?” I finally asked.

“You never asked me a question,” Death stated calmly.

“I did too! I thought of the question. That’s usually all I need to do.”

“And when you’ve done that, there was intent. There was no intent this time. It was almost as if you assumed I would answer your question. And you know how I feel about assumptions.”

I looked at Death and nodded. “You’re right. I did just assume you would answer me. I did take it for granted. There was no intent.”

“And what happens when there is no intent?”

“Then I’m continuing the illusion by letting others create reality instead of creating it myself.”

“Right. And what else?”

I thought for a minute and couldn’t come up with anything else. I shook my head. “Boy, Death, I don’t know.”

Death glanced down and shook his head. “Lanny, Lanny, Lanny. You’ve forgotten a fundamental truth. I’m very disappointed.”

I continued to rack my brain, trying to figure out what I had forgotten, but I had nothing.

“I’m sorry Death.” I said. “I’m drawing a blank.”

“You also owe me a forgiveness gift,” Death said.

“A forgiveness gift?” I asked incredulously.

“A forgiveness gift. It’s standard procedure for any master/student, anointed one/disciple, immortal/mortal situation. It’s in all of the contracts.”

“Um-hmm,” I grunted. “I guess I missed it. So what does a student get his or her master as a forgiveness gift?”

“What do you think?”

This was an easy answer. “Doughnuts.”

“Exactly! And right now would be good.”

Death stood up and said, “Let’s go!”

He obviously knew that I didn’t have any doughnuts in the house. I stood up and started walking toward the door.

“Let me just grab my keys,” I said. I walked past the key holder on the wall and reached for my keys, but Death got to them before I did.

“I’ll drive!” he yelled, as he raced out the door and to my car. He had it started and was backing out of the carport as I got to the passenger side door. I opened it and hopped in and we were off.

Chapter 25

Close Your Eyes

“So, you’re really not so good at driving, are you?” I asked Death in a fairly calm voice, considering the situation.
“No, not really,” he replied. “It might have been wise for me to mention that to you earlier, huh?”
“Yes, I’m thinking it would have been. Hold on!” 
As we flew over the side of the cliff, I couldn't believe I had let Death talk me into taking a drive up South Mountain after we had picked up the doughnuts. Even though I knew he loved seeing the Phoenix metro area at night from the top of the mountain, and even though it would be a good place for us to talk because it was so peaceful, since the drive to get the doughnuts had been so hair-raising, I should have known better. But I figured he was just messing with me.
We were almost to the top of the mountain, and had one last hairpin turn to negotiate before we reached the parking area. Death of course, being Death, doesn’t negotiate and consequently missed the turn, plunging us over the edge. As we hurtled toward the ground below, I briefly wondered if Death had planned this whole thing as a way to get me to become a companion immediately.
“I need you to close your eyes,” I heard Death say to me as I heard the car hitting what I figured were branches of various trees. There was no problem meeting that request, since they already were.
“They’re closed,” I yelled, hoping he could hear me over the din of sound rushing past us. I guess he did because I was immediately thrown forward in my seat, my seatbelt groaning as it stretched against my weight. 
In one quick motion, I felt the car somehow come to a complete stop – without hitting the ground - and somehow turn over 180 degrees, and the next thing I knew, we landed gently, tires down, on the ground in a parking lot at the bottom of the hill.
“You can open your eyes now,” Death said. I heard him unbuckle his seat belt. I opened my eyes and looked around. Everything seemed as normal as could be.
“What just happened?” I asked, trying to understand how we weren’t lying squished out on the road, like so much flattened road kill.
“Nothing unusual,” said Death.
“Nothing unusual,” I stated with exasperation, not believing his statement. “We plunged over a cliff, heading fast toward Splatsville, and the next thing I know we stop dead in mid-air, turn over, and land perfectly on the ground, and you say it’s nothing unusual?”
“In my reality, it is nothing unusual,” Death stated matter-of-factly. “It’s only unusual in your reality.”
I started to say something, but stopped because he was right. It was only unusual in my reality; the one that I - and most of the rest of the world currently accepted, anyway - which made me think of a question to ask.
“So, what if I wanted this kind of thing to be usual in my reality?” I asked. “What would I need to do?”
Chapter 26

Alacazam! 

Death looked up at me. He had grabbed the box of Krispy Kremes and had already inhaled two. Pieces of icing from the doughnuts hung from both sides of his mouth.

“I can help you with that,” he said. “But then we have to discuss the imminent death of Lanny Stone.”

I nodded my head in agreement, and waited for Death to speak, which ended up being a few minutes. That’s how long it took him to finish off the few remaining doughnuts left from the dozen we had bought.

Death cleared his throat, rubbed his hands together and then wiped them on his pants to clean off the doughnut icing, and began to answer my question.

“It’s really pretty simple,” Death said, sticking a finger into his mouth and sucking off the remaining icing. “First, you’ve got to have intent. Secondly, you’ve got to release your belief system. Do these two things and your reality will change.”
I nodded my head as I listened. It did sound simple. “Well, since meeting you, my belief system has changed completely. So releasing any belief that I have should be easy. I also have the intent. So, can I try it now?”

“Sure! Let’s give it a go.” Death looked around outside, and finally pointed toward a large boulder teetering above the parking lot where we landed. “There. See that boulder over there?"
I nodded. “I see it.”

“Well, make it disappear.”

I looked at Death, and then looked back at the boulder. Not sure what to do, I stuck my arms out in front of me, palms facing forward, closed my eyes, and exclaimed, “Abracadabra! Disappear!”

I opened my eyes, and the boulder was still there. Okay, I thought. Let’s try something else. I closed my eyes again and tried a different phrase.

“Alacazam! Alacabon! Boulder, boulder, please be gone!”

Before I could open my eyes, I heard Death break into a hearty laugh.

“You, you’re kidding, right?” he chortled. “You don’t really think this is going to work?”

“What? You told me to make it disappear.”

“Yeah, but this isn’t magic. You’re casting spells, not focusing your intent.”

I took a deep breath and asked him what he wanted me to do.

“I want you to focus all of your energy on the boulder,” he said. “As you do this, picture a laser in your mind’s eye. Your laser is pointed at the boulder. As it passes across the rock from one side to the other, it is slowly disintegrating the rock. Like an eraser removing sentences from a page, your laser is removing the boulder.”

I began to focus. I stared at the boulder and felt as though I was going into a tunnel. Everything else vanished from my vision except for the boulder. In my mind’s eye, I envisioned a laser mounted on a table. I saw it power up and begin to shoot the beam toward the boulder. I noticed that as I concentrated more, the beam became brighter, so I tried to amp it up a bit, to get even more energy plowing into the rock. 

I bore down and focused every amount of energy that I could find to disintegrate that boulder, but nothing seemed to be happening.

“You’re trying too hard,” Death said quietly, “and it’s blocking your ability to truly focus. You need to relax and just let it happen.”

“Okay,” I said. I took another deep breath, and this time I closed my eyes and put myself quickly into my meditative state. Then I opened my eyes and began to focus again on the boulder. I had the laser already going in my mind’s eye, so I just directed it toward the boulder, and damned if it didn’t look like a little smoke was rising from the rock.

“Holy crap!” I exclaimed. “It’s working!”

“Of course it’s working,” Death said. “It always works when you let your consciousness expand, focus your intent, and get out of your own way.”

Within a few minutes, there was nothing left of the boulder. I could see that it wasn’t there, but I still had a hard time believing it.

“Get out of the car and go check it out,” Death said to me. It was a good idea, so I did.

I walked over to where the boulder was, and it was obvious that it was no longer there. The area below where it had sat was dry, no dew having settled there yet. I reached out to where the boulder had been and moved my hand back and forth. There was nothing there. The boulder was gone.

I walked back to the car shaking my head. I didn’t understand how I had done it, but I had made the boulder disappear. I climbed back in and looked at Death, who was smiling broadly.

“Pretty cool, huh?” he said.

“Pretty scary,” I replied.

Death looked at me, confusion covering his face. “Scary? What do you mean by scary?”

I looked him square in the eyes. “Are you kidding me? If I can make a boulder disappear, I can make anything disappear. Or appear, for that matter.”

“That would be true. But why does that scare you?”

“Why does that scare me?” I said incredulously, not believing that he didn’t understand. “It scares me because if I can do that, I can do anything. With that kind of power, I should be out fixing the world. And that’s just a bit overwhelming.”

Death shook his head. “No Lanny, you shouldn’t be out fixing the world. It doesn’t work that way. Now pay attention. I’m only going to say this once.”

Death turned toward me in his seat, so that he was directly facing me as I looked at him. As I looked in his eyes, his Johnny Depp eyes, I saw the glow that I had only seen when he looked like, well, like Death.

“You are no different than any other person living in this reality,” he said. “Each and every person has the same ability as you since each and every person is divine. The only difference between you and them is that you’re more spiritually mature then some of them. This has allowed you to expand your awareness and learn about the power of the light within.”

Death’s eyes were really aglow now and the air inside the car seemed electrified as he continued to talk. 

“While your power is unimaginable, you cannot fix the world or change the world by yourself. Free will allows each person to make choices about their lives. As an example, if one chooses a path toward drugs you cannot make them stop. All you can do is love them, show them your path to light, and love them some more. You cannot force a person who has chosen a path away from the Divine to suddenly turn around and move toward the light.”

Death leaned back against the passenger window and took a deep breath, as if he were going to continue. However, he didn’t. He just kind of stared off into the distance.

I let all of what he had said sink in. While I figured I would have questions, none came to mind. What Death had said intuitively made sense to me. If a person chooses a path toward destruction, all I can do is love him or her and offer my approach as an example – show him or her that there is a choice to move toward light. However, I can’t stop them. Nor should I stop them. Each person is where he or she needs to be on his or her particular path. If he or she wishes to move toward light, then perhaps my example will help them. Regardless of his or her choice however, my love will always be there.
“So, no questions, huh?” Death inquired.

“No,” I said. “It all makes sense.”
“Good. I figured it would. Remember, I’m not teaching you anything. I’m just helping you to remember what you already know.”

I nodded. Death then sat straight up in his seat and looked directly at me again, his glow now illuminating the entire interior of the car.

“So,” he said. “Are you ready to die then?”

Chapter 27

Death and Teaching

I looked at Death as he smiled. I slowly nodded and took a deep breath. “Maybe I am. But I need to know a little bit about how this whole thing works.”
It was Death’s turn to nod. “Sure. It’s really a simple process. You state that you are ready and willing to die. We then discuss all of the specifics: when, how, where, etc. Then the event occurs, you transition, and we begin your training process.”
I took in what he had said and tried to process it, but I couldn’t. All of the sudden, I became very nervous and I couldn’t focus on what was being said. 
Death looked at me with concern. “Okay. You’re scared. Tell me what you are feeling.”
I took another deep breath. “I just started thinking about my family and friends, and how much I would miss them if I did this.”
Death nodded his head in agreement. “That’s a perfectly normal reaction. However, remember what we talked about when this came up before. The love you feel for them now is nothing in comparison to the love you will feel when you transition. “
“I know, I know,” I interrupted. “And I will still get to see them.”
“Right. But understand that the ‘see them’ that you are talking about is not the same as the ‘see them’ you will be able to do.”
Death looked at me and began to chuckle. He could tell from the look on my face. It's the one that I get that looks like I’m about to do a nose-twitch thing like Elizabeth Montgomery did in her role as Samantha Stevens on the TV show Bewitched, but only get half of it done - the end of my nose kind of moves to one side, my lips purse and follow my nose, and my brow furrows. This is my confused look. I had no idea what he was saying.
“Okay,” he asked. “What don’t you understand?”
“Oh, the whole ‘see them’ thing,” I said. “You lost me on that.”
“It’s a piece of cake,” he said. “When you say ‘see them’, you basically mean that you like being able to ‘see them’ whenever you’d like to. You can stop by, whether they know you are coming or not, and say hi and ‘see them’. When I say ‘see them’, I mean that you can see them all of the time, if you choose. More importantly, you can see all of your loved ones at the same time, all of the time. How cool is that?”
I thought about that for a minute. It was a cool concept actually – being able to see all of my loved ones at once, and all the time. Then it occurred to me that I wouldn’t be able to talk to them. In addition, I wouldn’t be able to hug them. All of the sudden, this wasn’t such a cool concept.
“Of course you will be able to talk to them,” Death said, stopping my thinking. “And you will be able to hug them. It’s just a different kind of hug and a different kind of conversation. The cool thing is, and I know you’ll love this because you love to teach, you will be able to help them learn and you’ll be much more effective at it than you have ever been.”
As I thought about the opportunity to teach, Death threw more nuggets my way.
“And best of all,” he said, “you’ll be able to see your grandmothers, grandfathers, uncles, aunts and friends who have transitioned - much more so than you do now.”
I liked how that sounded. Being able to see my Uncle Roy, outside of a dream, would be great. I’d also really like to see my grandmother again. This was starting to sound like a good idea.
“Okay, okay,” I said. “I’m starting to like this.”
“I knew that you would,” Death replied gleefully.
I shifted in my seat. My butt was getting sore and my legs were starting to cramp up a bit. However, I was enjoying learning about the process, though I did have another question. 
“I do have another question,” I said.

“Shoot.”
“How long do I have to do this for?”
“Good question. It’s really up to you. We’ve had companions that have been helping others for a very long time. We’ve also had companions who’ve helped for just a short while. I can tell you that the last time you did this, you helped others for a short while before moving back into the corporeal world.”
I’d forgotten that he had mentioned that I had been a companion before. “That’s right. I’ve done this before. How did I like it the first time?”
“You loved it, as I remember,” Death replied. “If you hadn’t wanted to go back to help your soul mate, you’d probably still be doing it.”
I came back to help my soul mate, I said to myself. “You mean I have a soul mate?” I asked.
“Of course you do,” Death said. “Everyone has a soul mate – sometimes several.”
I looked at him and blinked. “I am single and live with my dog. Where’s my soul mate?” I asked.
“A soul mate is not necessarily the man or woman of your dreams,” Death’s stated. “Your soul mate may not even be the person you are married to. A soul mate can be your best friend, your mother, or your uncle. Alternatively, it can be all of them. Your soul mates are those souls who are a part of your journey, just as you are a part of theirs.”
“So, are you a soul mate of mine?”
“As a matter of fact, I am.”
“And I came back to help a soul mate of mine on their journey?”
“Right.”
“So, I must be done helping them, huh?”
“Does it feel like you need to stay here and help someone?”
I thought for a moment. While it did feel like I needed to stay and help, the feeling seemed more like a general kind of help, not for anyone specific. I guess I had answered my own question.
Death smiled. “So to answer your earlier question, just like you figured out the answer to your question of staying to help, if you become a companion again, you’ll know when it is time to go.”
I nodded. It’s amazing what you know if you take the time to listen to yourself. 
So, I thought to myself, I guess the time had come. No more questions. No more concerns. It was time for me to make a decision. However, I was still scared. Why was I still scared?
“That’s just your ego,” Death interjected,” trying to convince you that there is something to be afraid of.”
“Well, it’s doing a pretty good job,” I said. “I am pretty scared about this whole thing. It . . . it’s just so final.”
Death’s head moved back in surprise. “Final? How can you say final after all we’ve been talking about? There is nothing final about it!”
I shook my head. “Sorry, wrong choice of words. I guess it’s more of not knowing what being dead will be like.”
Death looked at me in disgust. “Okay, that’s obviously ego talking. Think about it. You know me. You've been hanging out with me. You've seen what I do and how I “live”. We've even shared doughnuts. You don’t share doughnuts with a guy and not get to know him. You are probably one of the few people who have an understanding of death and are still alive.”
Death paused for just a minute, and then finished. “After all of this, how can you not know what death is like?”
I took a deep breath. He was right. How could I not know? I’d just spent several months experiencing more of Death than most dead people probably do.
“You’re right,” I said. “I do know what it is like. I guess my ego is just getting the best of me. I’ve watched and learned from you. I know what is going to happen. I’m ready to do this. Let’s get down to details.”
Death shot a fist into the air. “Yes!” he whispered. He looked directly at me again. 
“So," he said, "how do you want to die?”
Chapter 28

How To Die

“So, how do you want to die?” 

This is not a question you would expect to hear in your lifetime. Perhaps if you were involved with the Mafia or a gang or something, it might be something you hear. It’s certainly not something you’d expect to hear from your teacher. Of course, when your teacher is Death, maybe it’s not such an unexpected question after all. 
“You can still die as you chose before coming into this life, if you’d like,” Death stated. “We could have you involved in some type of sports activity, have you break your hip, and die from an infection.”
That actually sounded appealing – if I was 92. However, at 31, it didn’t sound so fun. “No, I don’t think I want to do that. What else do you have?”
Death looked at me with obvious annoyance. “What? You think I have a list?” he said, his voice rising. “Death’s Ultimate Carnival Rides? You can die any way you like, Lanny. It’s up to you. You make the choice, not me. But I can tell you that since your learning will be accelerated because of your choice to become a companion, your death right now will probably not teach you, or others, very much.”
Knowing that helped. If I wasn’t going to learn much, and there wasn’t an opportunity to help others learn, then I might as well do something quick, clean, and fun - like skydiving.
“How about I die after jumping out of a plane?” I asked. “I’ve always wanted to do that – the jumping out part, not the dying part - and what a rush it will be to plummet to earth knowing the outcome.”
Death nodded. “Okay. Not really very clean, but quick.” His hand moved quickly across the device. “I’ve entered it. Now all we need to do is decide when.”
“Wait,” I interrupted. “What do you mean that it’s not very clean?”
“Well, think about it. You fall at several hundred miles an hour and hit hard earth squishing you beyond recognition. The poor mortician who gets you will have to work overtime to get you to be presentable.”
I started to consider Death’s point, when I remembered something.
“I’m going to be cremated,” I said.
Death looked at his device, punched a few buttons, and slowly nodded his head.
“So you are,” he said. “You’ve decided you want to continue to pollute the earth after you’re dead, huh?”
I glanced his way and shook my head. “No, I’ve already looked into it. Most of the pollution comes from the casket. There are environmentally friendly caskets available, including cardboard, which reduce pollutants to virtually nothing.”
Death smiled. “Good man. Thinking ahead.” He looked down at his device again. "But the mortician is still going to have a lot of work to do."
I thought about that for a minute. He had a good point. I would hate to make it too difficult for the mortician who would work on me. In addition, let’s not forget about the police. If I were in a million pieces, it would make their jobs extremely hard too. The CSI folks wouldn’t be happy either. Man, maybe I needed to rethink the skydiving mishap.
Then it occurred to me. "Could I maybe land in a muddy pasture?" I asked. "That way I wouldn't be too mangled for anyone."
Death smiled and shook his head. "Sure you can, Lanny. That's just like you, huh?"
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Always thinking of the other person,” Death said. “Even in death."
I nodded. "Yes. It's a cross I bear."
Death nodded and pushed a few more buttons. "Okay,” he said. “We’ve got how. Now we just need when. When do you want to die, Lanny?”
When did I want to die? Another question you don’t expect to hear. I thought back to all of the times in my life when I had muttered those words, usually after some embarrassing thing that I had done. 

Embarrassment and I were close. We were on a first name basis, actually. In addition, klutziness hung around quite a bit too. Growing up, I did more goofy things and tripped, stumbled or fell more than anyone else I knew. My knees and elbows were always covered with bruises - especially my knees. It was almost as if they had a mind of their own and loved to torment me by slamming into things. 
I once described my gracelessness as never completely being comfortable in the human body I was given. That explained my being a klutz. My goofiness on the other hand, well, I couldn’t explain that. My Dad would have said it was the Okie in me (my Mom was born and raised in Oklahoma). That seemed reasonable. My mom was, well, an Okie. I’ll give you an example. Riding in the passenger’s seat with my Dad back to Wisconsin from Oklahoma one time, my mom’s right arm got really tanned hanging out the passenger door window. When someone pointed that out to her, she said it was okay, because she would get the other one tanned on the way back. Think about it for a minute. You’ll get it.

Yet in all of those times of saying I wanted to die, I never really wanted to die. It was just an expression. Now it was real. I had to decide the date and time that I wanted to die. There was no going back.
“Well,” I said, letting my fear be my guide, “I’d like to have a few weeks to take care of some things.”
“What kind of things?” Death asked.
Death caught me off-guard with that question. I hadn’t really thought of what I needed to do. I just wanted more time. 
“Lanny,” Death said, looking directly at me. “There really is nothing that you need to do that will take you more than a day or two. Quit stalling and decide when you want to die. I need your help.”
I took a deep breath and nodded. He was right. Nothing really was going to be different. I’d still see everyone and be involved in their lives, even though they may not know it. I could also help them down their path. I could help them finally awaken from their sleep.
“Okay,” I said. “Today is Wednesday. How about this weekend? Whatever day I can get a skydiving class is the day it will happen.”
Death nodded. “That’ll work. Once you find out what day you will attend your class, we’ll schedule the time.” He did some more punching of buttons, hit one final button, looked up at me and smiled.
“Congratulations,” he said to me. “You’re going to die in a couple of days!”
I nodded and offered a weak smile, but didn’t say anything. All of the sudden I didn't feel so good – a heavy fog set in, overtaking me. I couldn’t think and I couldn’t speak. It was real. I was going to be dead in a couple of days. Wow. This life would soon be over. On the plus side though, my knees would finally heal.
Chapter 29

Brigitte Bardot

I drove us back to my place, but didn’t remember the drive. I also didn’t remember Death leaving. While I went to bed, I don’t think I slept at all. All I know is sometime after sunrise I noticed that an envelope had been slipped under my door. When I opened it, I found a contract from Death, explaining everything that we had talked about the night before and a place for my signature.
I took the document, went over to the couch, and sat down. I scanned over the contract and as I did, I began to feel a little excited. In just a couple of days, I thought, I would be learning about a whole new way of life and a whole new level of understanding about the universe, consciousness and spirituality.

As I was finishing reviewing the contract, I heard my radio alarm go off in the bedroom, which meant that it was time for me to get up for work. I got up and went into the bedroom to turn the alarm off. Chance didn’t move a muscle upon my entrance, but as I walked past, his tail did wag a bit. This was one spoiled dog, I thought. As I neared the radio, I could hear a discussion of the Bardo, the supposed intermediate place one goes to after death, taking place on NPR (National Public Radio). I had forgotten all about Bardo and the Tibetan Book of the Dead. I’d read that book many years ago. I’d have to ask Death about Bardo.

All of the sudden, Chance sprung out of his bed and began to bark. 

“Did someone say Bardot?” I heard Death’s familiar voice behind me. “What would you like to ask me about that vision of loveliness?”

I turned around and stared at Death. I was a bit confused. From everything I had read Bardo wasn’t necessarily a lovely place.
“Not lovely!” Death shouted. “What do you mean not lovely? She was only THE sex kitten of the 50s and 60s. She was hotter than Marilyn Monroe, and Marilyn Monroe was hot!”

I nodded my head as the corners of my lips turned down. “Mm-hmm, mm-hmm,” I concurred. “You’re right. She was gorgeous. But who is talking about her?”

“Well, you were, weren’t you?”

“No. I was talking about Bardo, like the Tibetan Book of the Dead Bardo.”

Death looked down at his feet. “Oh, that Bardo.” He sighed, “It’s not nearly as fun as Ms. Bardot, but what do you want to know?”
I looked at Death, who seemed dejected at the thought of not talking about Brigitte Bardot.

“Look,” I said. “I’d like to talk about both “Bardos”, but I wasn’t expecting you right now and I’ve got to get ready for work.”

Death nodded his head and nearly fell onto the bed. I felt sorry for him, since I knew he loved to talk about women.

“How about you tell me about Brigitte Bardot while I’m getting ready?”

Death perked right up and began to tell me about the night he first saw her when she was filming And God Created Woman. He said something about her dancing on a table. In addition, I think he said something about dating her and her “bendability” when I stepped into the shower, but I’m not sure. It didn’t matter. He continued to talk about her all the way to the office.

Chapter 30

Whatever Dude

I learned quite a bit about both Bardo and Bardot that morning. I learned that, according to Death, Brigitte Bardot was talented in many different ways. He enjoyed sharing every intimate detail of his exploits with her with me as well.  Me, who hadn’t had a completed date in well, let’s just say that if my love life were being examined by the team from the TV show CSI Las Vegas (the first and the best), there would be no charges because of a complete lack of evidence. I also learned that Bardo, like everything else, is true for those who believe in it. Since it wasn’t a part of my belief system, it wouldn’t be something that I would experience.

While at work that day, I made a few calls regarding skydiving classes. The first person I spoke with was way too rigid – he must have been ex-military. Even if I was only jumping once, I didn’t need someone riding me throughout the class. I moved on to another school.

The second person was much better. He was very laid back and was open to just about anything. Most of the programs that I read about required you to take a tandem jump first. I didn’t want to do that, for obvious reasons, so I asked if I had to.

“Dude, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, except follow the safety instructions,” the guy told me.

“Excellent,” I said.

“And after you’ve jumped once, you won’t be able to stop.”

I kind of chuckled. I’ll be able to stop without a problem, I thought to myself. I said nothing to him though.

“We’ve got several different programs dude, so you can go as quickly or as slowly as you want.”

Oh, I’ll be going quickly, I thought. Again, I didn’t say anything to him. No sense freaking him out by telling him I wouldn't be coming back - to life.  “Well, I probably won’t jump again after this one.”

“Dude, that’s what they all say. However, they all come back for more. It’s a total adrenaline rush.”

“I’m sure it is. But I’m pretty sure I won’t be trying it again.”

“Whatever dude. I’ll hold this special for you though, ‘cuz I know you’ll be back.”

“Well thanks. I’ll see you Saturday.”

“You got it dude. See you then!”

Chapter 31

Signs

I got home from work Thursday evening, had a little dinner, and slipped into a bit of a funk. While eating I realized that I only had about 36 hours until I was dead. It was a rather sobering thought, but it forced me to begin to think about my friends and family and how I should deal with them and my imminent death.

At first, I thought I might tell them that I was dying. I had second thoughts about that though, after I realized that by doing that, it would bring up too many questions that I couldn’t, or actually shouldn’t, answer. So I decided that I would just talk to everyone that I could, make them laugh, tell them I loved them, and that would be that. 

It was easy to do with my friends. I just called each one up and told them that I had thought about a past event that had reminded me of them. My closest friends and I shared laughs about my fighting for an hour to pull out a five-inch long bluegill at a lake in northern Arizona one spring. We laughed as we remembered a night of drinking that led to us covering one friend with mustard and leaving a five-gallon jar of it sitting next to him after he passed out on the front lawn of a buddy’s house. The mustard was to remind him of the challenge he had in getting mustard onto his hot dog at a local blues bar one night because he was so drunk. We laughed remembering when, on an extended bike trip, one of our buddies had motorcycle problems and how we sat on the side of the road out in the middle of the hot Arizona desert trying to figure out what was wrong with his bike. It took him a couple of hours to realize that he had mistakenly put diesel in his bike rather than regular gasoline. I had some good (though maybe not too smart – that’s why I fit in) friends.
It wasn’t quite so easy with my parents and my brother. Tears began to flow when I heard each of them answer the phone. It was hard for me not to cry as I spoke. The only thing that kept me from breaking down altogether was that I knew I would still be seeing them and would actually be helping them on their individual journeys. It also didn’t hurt that I had a million dollar insurance policy that named my mom as the beneficiary. They were going to do okay. That trip to Norway that they always wanted to take was close at hand. In addition, they would share it with my brother.

On that Friday before my death, I made sure I stopped by and chatted with every one of my associates at work. I was lucky enough to work with a great bunch of people, so it was difficult knowing that I wouldn’t be seeing most of these folks either. 

There was one particular co-worker whom I had developed a close friendship with Her name was Julie and she and I become close when she had asked me once, in passing, about my religious beliefs. One brief lunchtime conversation had turned into a deep, caring, nurturing student/teacher, teacher/student relationship that lasted for several years. We drifted apart a bit when she got married, but the bond, the oneness, always remained. 

Her eyes lit up and she smiled as only she can smile - a wide, inviting cascade of white teeth and sparkling eyes that beckons anyone who sees it to come close to her – when I stopped by her office. She said she had been thinking about me a lot lately, and just knew that it meant we were going to meet. I told her that I had been thinking a lot about her too and then probably told her more than I should have.

We chatted for a bit, getting caught up on what had been happening in our lives. After about a half an hour, I told her that I was going away for a while, and that she couldn’t tell anyone that I had told her I was leaving. When she asked where I was going, I told her that I couldn’t tell her, but that if she watched for signs over the next couple of weeks, she would soon understand where I was. She looked at me with a bit of confusion as we hugged. As I was pulling away, she put her hands on my shoulders to stop me.

“There is something going on here that bothers me,” she said to me, looking directly into my eyes. “I can’t quite figure out what it is. But there is something so peaceful surrounding you that I am comforted and know that, whatever it is, you will be okay.”

I nodded, but said nothing. She let go of me and I turned and headed toward the door. I stopped just as I got to the doorway and turned back to look at her. She was crying, but she still had that big smile on her face. 

“Just remember to look for the signs,” I said. She nodded and waved.

Chapter 32

Boner

I was worried that Friday evening that I wouldn’t sleep and that I would be a bit scared come Saturday morning, but nothing could have been further from the truth. I played with Chance for nearly an hour, and then loved him up while watching a little TV. I fell asleep just after my head hit the pillow.

I awoke around 3:00 am that morning thinking about Julie. No thoughts about dying,  no anxiousness, and no fear; just thoughts about Julie. I remembered teaching her to play poker, and how she kept losing and losing, but continued to play. Her determination to learn, and to win, amazed me. In addition, her stick-to-it-tiveness paid off. She became so good that most of my buddies very rarely won when she played. At the time, I wasn’t sure why I had awakened thinking about her that morning. I knew it meant something. I just didn’t know what.

However, I fell back asleep around 4:00 and woke up for good about 7:00, fully refreshed and at peace. At about 8:30, my friend Charlie stopped by to pick up Chance. I had arranged for him to spend the weekend with Charlie on the pretense that I was heading out of town. Charlie loved dogs and had a couple of his own. I figured once the word got out that I was dead, Charlie would keep Chance and take good care of him. 

Charlie had brought one of his dogs, Boner, along for the ride and when Chance saw his old buddy, he was out the door faster than a hound chasing a fox. Boner got his moniker when Charlie noticed that Boner, starting from a very early age, wanted to hump everything. Living or dead, moving or not, Boner mounted it and went to town. It made for some funny, and embarrassing, moments.

Chance had taken off so fast after Boner that I didn’t really get a chance to say good-bye. However, it was probably best. I don’t know if I would have been able to do it without crying.

I shook Charlie’s hand, thanked him again for taking Chance, and closed the door. I went over to the kitchen table and checked one more time to make sure that I had paid all the bills for the month. I checked my list one more time as well, making sure that I had taken care of all the loose ends of my life. I had made sure I had a will drawn up. I didn’t have much, but there were a few things that I wanted to make sure went to certain people. My collection of 1:18 inch scale motorcycles (nearly 200 different models) was going to my neighbor’s kid. He was nearly 16 now, but had seen them when he was about six and they had just moved into the neighborhood. He stopped by one day when my garage door was open and just started talking to me. When he saw my Kawasaki, he immediately wanted a ride. In addition, when he saw a wall of shelves full of tiny motorcycles, all he could do was grin. He stopped by every now and again, so he could just look at them all. He’d take good care of them. 

My silver dollar collection, one boasting nearly 100 silver dollars (almost all Morgans dating back to the 1880s and 90s) and another 100 or so Kennedy half-dollars would go to my nephew. By the time he graduated from high school, they should be worth enough to pay for a good chunk of college.

I glanced at the clock and saw that it was nearly 9:00 am. I skimmed the list one more time, and then figured I had better get going if I was going to make it to the skydiving school by 10:00.

Chapter 33

The Jump

As I drove toward the school, I was amazed at how excited I was. Though I was about to die, I just couldn’t keep from smiling, knowing that I would soon be embarking on another part of the journey that was unlike anything I had experienced before (well, at least unlike anything I remembered experiencing).

I pulled into the parking lot of the skydiving school about 10 minutes before class started. I noticed that a group of people, I assumed other students, had gathered around another person just outside the door into the class. As I walked toward the group, I heard laughing and giggling. Then I heard something I couldn’t believe I was hearing – a very familiar voice that was telling a story.

“And the next thing you know, I’m hanging upside down from the mast by one foot, and the director is yelling ‘Cut! Cut’.” The group began to laugh hysterically.

“Mr. Depp, you are so funny,” I heard one girl say as I came up close to the group.

“Dude, you rock!” I heard some guy say as I walked around the group and came up behind Death. I tapped him on the shoulder. He turned, saw that it was I, and smiled broadly.

“Hey everybody,” he said, turning back to the group. “I want you to meet a very good friend of mine.”

He stood up and put his hand on my shoulder. “Everybody, this is Lanny Stone," Death said, gesturing toward me with his other hand.  “And Lanny, this is everybody,” his hand now moving out toward the group. “Lanny is going to be jumping with us too.”

Did he say I was going to jump with them too, I asked myself. Did that mean that “them” included Death? Death was going to skydive with us. 

Death was busy laughing and joking with the group, so I tapped him on the shoulder again. He turned my way and I motioned for him to follow me. We stepped away from the group for just a minute.

“What are you doing?” I asked Death. He looked at me with confusion. “What do you mean what am I doing?” he said.  “I’m going to skydive with you.”

“You’re going to skydive with me?”

“Yes. I figured it would be a hoot!”
“You’re going to skydive with me as Johnny Depp?”

“Yes. It’ll give these guys a great story to tell their kids and friends.”

“That would be a good story, but I imagine my dying will be what they remember more. And a death happening when Johnny Depp is jumping is probably not something that should get out to the world, don’t you think?”

Death’s face grimaced as he thought about what I had said. “You’re right,” he said. “That wouldn’t be something we’d want to have on the news. Damn. And I was looking forward to the jump.”

I nodded my head. “I know you were,” I said. I thought for a minute. “Wait. Can’t you just turn into someone else?”

Death nodded. “Yes, I could. I’ve really been enjoying this Depp gig though. That’s what would have made the jump such fun. I’ve jumped before, so that part is no big deal. Jumping as Johnny Depp would have been cool though. I think I’ll just say goodbye to everyone, wish them well, and then wait for your transition.”
My eyes widened in surprise. “You’re going to be here when I transition?” I asked.

“Well sure. I’ve got to be here. Not just anyone can take care of this particular transition.”

I felt kind of warm and fuzzy inside upon hearing that. “So, I’m kinda special, huh?”

           Death looked directly at me. “Yeah sure. You keep thinking that.”

Chapter 34

This Is Going To Hurt

Since the class I was in was for a static line jump and not a tandem jump, the training was more rigorous and therefore longer in duration. We started at 10:00 and finished around 4:00 pm. Though it was simple, I really started to struggle with things in the early afternoon. I began to have a tough time concentrating, which at first threw me, but then I figured it was attributable to nervousness. As the clock moved closer to the 5:00 jump, my nervousness increased, so much so that I barely passed the exam, because I just couldn’t think.

Luckily, most everyone else in the class was nervous too (though for different reasons), and quite a few barely passed. In addition, a lot of us had trouble packing our chutes, but the instructors were very nice and helped each of us to finish with a well-packed chute after a thorough inspection.

As we all climbed into the plane, I noticed movement in my peripheral vision. I turned toward my left and saw Death standing near the edge of the tarmac. Only this time he didn’t look like Johnny Depp. He looked like the “grim reaper” character most everyone is familiar with and the one that I had first met several months earlier playing poker. I guessed that he was in “working mode”.

The plane taxied down the runway, and took off for the 3500-foot mark, where we would jump.
I didn’t pay much attention as the instructor helped us check everything one more time before the jump. There were too many things flitting through my mind. I thought of my family; I thought of my friends. I thought of the things that I would miss in this life. I also thought about the fact that while I knew that I was going to die in a very short time, I didn’t know how. Well, I knew I was going to die jumping, but what exactly was going to happen? Was my chute going to malfunction after leaving the plane? Would I become tangled up in telephone or electric lines?
As I continued down this train of thought, thinking of all the things that could go wrong, I heard the instructor tell us that we had reached altitude. He then asked for the first jumper, an attractive middle-aged woman, to step up to the door. He hooked her up to the static line, checked her gear one more time, and she was out the door. We all could hear her counting “One one thousand, two one thousand . . .” as she fell, just as we were taught to do. This exercise, where we counted “one one thousand” through “four one thousand” and then said “look one thousand”, was a safety measure designed to remind us to look up and make sure that our canopy had opened upon exiting the plane.

The instructor called up the next person, hooked him up, checked his gear, and in a flash he was out the door, counting as he fell. I was called up next. I stood up and walked over to the door. The instructor hooked me up, checked my gear, and told me to jump. I took a breath, said ‘I love you’ to everyone one last time and out the door I went.
The wind and the pressure was exactly as they had told us it would be, making it difficult to stay in the position we were taught. However, I did, and I diligently counted to “look one thousand” and looked up for my canopy – which wasn’t there (because, as I later learned from Death, the static line snap had come off the static line cable – a freak accident). As I realized that my death was going to be from a complete freefall to the earth, I again noticed something moving in my peripheral vision. I looked over and saw Death with a big smile, falling along with me. His eyes glowed as they had before when the Truth was about to be experienced.

I smiled back at him and glanced down, watching the earth race up toward me. There was no fear, as I had thought might happen, but just peacefulness – and the noise of the wind rushing by. I thought again of my family and friends, and then noticed for the first time that I wasn’t heading for a nice, soft muddy pasture as I had been told. I was actually heading right for a parking lot. The last thing I remembered thinking was, Shit! This is going to hurt.

Chapter 35

Oops I Missed

Well, it didn’t hurt. There was no feeling of pain, just one of release. I remember closing my eyes and hitting the pavement and then a kind of whooshing sound and that feeling of release. The next thing I knew, I was standing next to my smooshed and flattened body.

“Damn, that’s gonna take someone a lot of work to scrape up,” I heard the familiar voice of Death say. I looked to my left and there he was, knelt down by my body. He was using a stick to kind of poke at what was left of my right arm.

“I thought you said I would land in a nice, soft, pasture?” I asked questioningly. 

Death stood up and pointed. “What’s that over there?”

I looked to my right and saw, maybe 50 yards away, a nice muddy pasture.

“So what,” I asked. “Are you saying that you missed?”

“No,” Death said. “I’m saying that you missed. You are the one that jumped out of the plane, not me.”

“But I thought you said that you had it taken care of?”

“No, what I said when you asked if you could land in a pasture was ‘Sure you can’. You can do whatever you choose. That’s what free will is all about.”

“Well, I just assumed . . .” I stopped in mid-sentence. I knew as soon as I said it where this discussion was going.

“Lanny, Lanny, Lanny,” Death said, his head shaking. “I thought you had learned. I thought you understood that you couldn’t assume anything; that you have to make decisions about who and why you are. Maybe I’ve made a mistake here.”

I threw up my arms in protest. “No, no!” I said. “You didn’t make a mistake. This was my fault. I just got caught up in the moment and forgot to choose a place to land. I have learned. I do understand free will.”

Death looked hard at me, and then smiled. “Okay. Then let’s go.” Just like that, he disappeared into thin air.
“Death,” I said. “Where’d you go?” When I got no response, I loudly yelled out his name. Still nothing. I began to walk. I wasn’t sure where I was going, so I just headed off toward the pasture. It was amazing though, looking around. Every color was so much more vibrant, as were the smells. In addition, when I looked at a tree or shrub, I could see a pulsating kind of energy flowing through each. 

I heard a noise behind me and turned to see a bunch of people running toward my lifeless body. I also heard a siren off in the distance. I felt a pang of sorrow at the sight of me laying there. That made me think of my family and how they would take the news. I was really concerned about my mom, and really wished I could see her.

In that instant, I left the parking lot and found myself in my folks’ family room. I could hear my mom in the kitchen and my dad out in his office. At the same time, however, I could also “see” the ambulance arriving at the scene of my accident. It was cool.

“Your mom is going to be fine,” Death said to me. I turned around and there he was looking like Death should look, oozing blackness and no formed features at all. “She believes in life after death, you know.”

“She does?” I said. That was not something I knew about my mom. I knew she believed in the Christian concept of God, but I didn’t think she believed in life after death. 

We both stood silently watching as my mom made dinner. At one point, as she was leaning over the counter pounding some beef, she stopped pounding and stood straight up, turning her head and looking toward us. It was as if she knew something, or someone, was with her. After a few seconds, she shook her head and went back to her version of tenderizing meat.

“See, your mom is very intuitive,” Death said. “She knows something is going on, but she isn’t quite sure what. When she gets the news in a few minutes, she’ll cry, but she’ll be okay.”

Death looked at me. “Why didn’t you come with me when I left your body?”

“I tried. I wasn’t sure where you went, so I started walking.”

Death cocked his head. “Why did you walk?” he asked. “Didn’t you remember what I said about intent?”

“No,” I said. “That explains how I got to my parents’ house, though. I just started worrying about my mom and poof, I was at here.”

“Well,” Death exclaimed, “sorry about that. I just assumed you would remember.”

I pointed at him, my eyes wide with surprise. “Ha!” I yelled. “You assumed something!” I stood straight and put my arm over his “shoulder”, as if to counsel him. 

“You know. Death, you’re not supposed to assume anything,” I reminded him, smiling the whole time. “You have to make the decisions about whom and why you are.”

Death smiled back. “Okay, you got me. Even I forget. I’m not always perfect, you know.” Just then, the phone rang in at my parents’ house. 

“There’s the call a parent always dreads,” Death said.

I looked over toward my mom and saw her move toward the phone.

“I don’t want to watch this,” I told Death.

“Okay. Just concentrate on following me.”

Chapter 36

Intent

I watched as Death disappeared. Doing as he said, I focused my mind on going with him and the next thing I knew I was kind of floating next to him in some kind of void or something. Though it wasn’t really me floating. I mean, it was me, but there didn’t seem to be any real structure to “me”. I was just “there”. Though I could feel we were moving, I couldn’t tell where or how because it was so dark. It made me think of a question.

“So Death, where is the light that everyone claims they will see when they die.” That was odd, I thought. I had a question, and I asked it, but I didn’t open my “mouth”.

“Very few people see the light right away,” he said. Though I heard it, I didn’t hear it through my “ears”. It was more of an impression that formed in my mind. The impression continued:

“Most who die have unfinished business to attend to. This must be completed before they can move toward the light.”

“And that unfinished business could be another incarnation on Earth?”

“Exactly.”

All of the sudden, we stopped moving, there was a flash of light, and we were in Death’s office in downtown Phoenix. Moreover, I was completely whole again.

“What are we doing here?” I asked.

“I figured this would be a comfortable place to begin your training,” he said.

“Cool.”

“Just have a seat; I’ll be right with you.”
I took the same seat I sat in several months prior on my first visit to Death’s office. Death buzzed about a bit, checking different things and pulling some files from a cabinet, and then came and sat next to me rather then behind his desk, just like he did on my first visit.

“Okay,” Death said. “There are three rules that you must always follow. One: you must be near the person about to die BEFORE they die. You can’t get there just as it happens or right after it happens. You must be there BEFORE it happens.”

I nodded my head to show I understood. Death leaned in and continued talking.

“B: most people will not understand what has happened. It is your job to help them understand what has happened in as gentle a way as possible. In addition, you must accept that it has happened and that it must happen, whether you think so or not, before you can help them to understand. Understand?”

Again, I nodded my head. Death continued.

“And three: you must escort them to their next destination. Do you have any questions?”

I nodded. “Yes, a couple. How do I know who is going to transition?”

Death nodded. “Good question. You’ll know. Next question.”

“How will I know what their next destination is?”

“That’s another good question. You’ll know. Next question.”

I looked at him with exasperation. “You’ve been so helpful,” I said. “I guess that’s it for now.”

Death nodded again. “Okay. Now, this is serious business that we do, but it doesn’t mean you can’t have fun while you do it. Remember how I first met you?”

I did remember. It was in a dream I had about playing Texas Hold ‘Em with Oscar Madison and others. 

“You did seem to be having a pretty good time, now that I think about it,” I said.

           “Of course I was having fun. One must enjoy life and death – really get into the joy of them both, which is what the word “enjoy” means - to be happy.”

Death stood up. “Okay, enough new employee orientation. Let’s get rolling.” 

Chapter 37

The Afterlife

I focused on Death as he vanished, and was soon moving with him toward what would be my first transition. I watched as Death assisted a terminally ill young woman. I could tell that she was very scared of dying, but as soon as he sat down on her bed, grabbed her hand and began to talk with her, even though he appeared to her as the Grim Reaper (a result of her belief in what Death looked like), her fear disappeared. Though all of her friends and relatives had gathered in the small hospital room and were crying and praying she had a smile on her face and was trying to comfort them. When her time arrived, Death stood up, turned, and moved toward the back of the room. As he turned, I noticed that his appearance had changed. He looked like a young man in his 30s.
The young woman told everyone in the room to be strong and to carry on. I suddenly got an impression that she was going to tell all of them that she would be watching over them, but her last breath came before she could. I watched as her essence sat up right after the last breath, her corporeal body still lying on the bed. She looked around and saw Death near the back of the room, and immediately got out of bed and walked toward him. He took her hands, spoke to her briefly, and then pointed off in one direction. She nodded, hugged him, and began to walk in that direction. Within a few steps, her essence disappeared.
Death walked over toward me. "I'm sure you have lots of questions," I heard in my mind. "But don't ask any yet. I want you to think about what you've seen for awhile, and then we'll talk."
I nodded, still in awe of what I had just witnessed.
Death next impressed on my mind that I would attend most transitions with him for the next several weeks whenever he had an appointment. He also "said" that his next appointment wasn't for several hours. Since he was a senior executive companion, he pretty much got to pick and choose the transitions he would assist. That left him, and me, with lots of free time. 
Time, of course, is nonexistent when you are dead. However, since we dealt with corporeal beings who thought they were bound by the concepts of time, each new companion was given a special watch that worked in any reality. It had an alarm feature that notified a companion when they were within 30 minutes of a transition time. It also glowed in the dark, which was handy, since you spend a lot of time in the dark when you are a companion. Moreover, it had a stopwatch function that I never did understand – not much in the way of track and field events in the afterlife.
One of the first things I did with my free time was to visit Julie. I arrived in her living room just as she arrived home from work one evening. It was very difficult for me to be there, not because I couldn’t talk with her directly (because I could), but because I felt like I was spying on her – I felt like a voyeur. If it hadn’t been Julie, I might have enjoyed it. Everyone is a closet voyeur, you know. However, since it was she, it felt awkward and wrong. However, to do what I wanted, I had to be there, which meant I had to get over that feeling. Therefore, I did. 
As she began to unload her stuff from work onto a small table by the window, I began to look around to see what I could use as my first sign to her. There were various knickknacks in the living room, but nothing caught my eye – until I began to look at the books on the living room bookshelf. There, on the third shelf down, with a torn and tattered cover, was the copy of Accept This Gift: Selections From A Course in Miracles that I had given to her many years earlier. That book had meant a lot to me in my spiritual evolution, as it did for her. I decided then and there what my first sign would be.
While Julie went off into her bedroom, I began to try and pull the book off the shelf. I remembered Death saying you needed to focus your energies on what you wanted and it would happen. Nevertheless, try as I might, with much grunting and with all of the face contortions I could come up with, the book wouldn’t move. 
I stood for a minute trying to think of what I needed to do to get this book to move when I remembered the movie Ghost, with Patrick Swayze, Demi Moore and Whoopi Goldberg. I vaguely remembered right after Swayze’s character was killed and he realized he was dead, he learned how to move objects as a ghost by using his emotions. Figuring it might work for me, I tried thinking about something that would anger me. I thought back to a time a few years earlier when I became angry with a particular person who was being very insensitive to another person. As I thought about it, I could feel my anger build, and just when I thought I might lash out at something, I did – I lashed out at a book in the bookcase, knocking it clear off the shelf, across the room, and into the wall. 
“Oops!” I whispered, realizing what I had done. “Man, this being dead isn’t as easy as it looks,” I said to myself. I then heard Julie from the bedroom.
“Hello? Is someone there?” She came out of the bedroom dressed in her robe, looking a bit frightened and anxious. She looked around, went to the door to look through the peephole, and then shaking her head, went back to the bedroom, not noticing the book that had landed on the couch.
Once I knew she was back in the bedroom, I tried again to remove the book from the shelf, only this time I tried to reel back the anger just a bit. It worked. I was able to grab the book and pull it off of the shelf. I took the book and placed it on the table near her purse, knowing that she would see it when she left the next day.
The next morning, when Julie was leaving for work, she grabbed her purse and saw the book on the table. She picked it up, and then turned and looked over in the direction of the noise she had heard the night before. She looked back at the book, looked over toward the wall again, and then back at the book.
“Hmmm,” she said to herself, as she sat it back down and headed out the door. “I wonder how this book got over here?"
Chapter 38

Flirting in the Afterlife

Over the next month or so, Death picked up the pace on attending transitions, so that I might have more opportunities to see a true master at work. Some transitions were easy to observe, if watching someone die can ever be called easy. Those that you would expect to be easy (an elderly man ready to move on; a very ill man tired of fighting) were. Those that you would expect to be hard (a three-year-old girl dying in a car accident; a mother during the birth of her son) were much, much harder than I anticipated. However, with each one, I learned a little bit more about techniques in both the act of assisting a soul as well as how best to communicate with each soul. I will say though, that for all of his goofiness, for all of his crassness, for all of his love of the corporeal life, Death is one gentle soul.
After finishing a transition of a young father who had a heart attack, Death led me back to the diner that he and I had met at from time to time during the beginning of my journey with him. We sat down in a booth and he ordered two coffees from Kelly, the waitress I had flirted with on occasion. She, of course, did not recognize me, which made me wonder what I looked like to her.
“You’re a decent enough looking guy,” Death said, the words coming from his mouth this time. "Of course, you can look like whomever you want."
I thought about what he said for a minute. I could look like whomever I wanted. Death had looked like Johnny Depp for a while, so I could look like Urs Buhler of Il Divo, whom my neighbor Janet is in love with. Actually, I guess technically she would be my ex-neighbor, me being dead now and all. I could also look like James Denton, who plays the plumber Mike Delfino on the television show Desperate Housewives, whom my neighbor Janet is also in love with. While she may be a pop culture nut, Janet has good taste. Then I thought about Kelly again.
“Good,” I replied. “Whoever I look like, at least I can turn on the charm with her again.”
“Yes, but be careful. You don’t want to hurt anyone.”
“Hurt anyone? I would never do that.”
“Not intentionally, I’m sure. But if you were to flirt harmlessly with her and she took it to mean more than you intended you could ultimately end up hurting her when she found out the truth.”
I looked at Death for a second. “So if someone were to happen to find out the truth about you, you would have to end the relationship?”
“Not always. Some people can handle it when they learn who I am. Most can’t. Which means that most will get hurt being in a relationship with me. So we need to be careful when we enter into relationships.”
I nodded in understanding. I stared at him for a minute, realizing for the first time what Death looked like.
“So, who is this guy you look like?” I asked. “This is who you looked like when I attended my first transition with you.”
Death looked away from me, out the window at the kids playing across the street in the park. “I lost a very good and dear friend during my first life,” he said. “This is what he looked like.”
He was quiet for a few seconds, and then turned and looked right at me, his eyes glowing.
“You never want to forget the friends from your first life,” he said, almost whispering. “They are always the most precious.”
Chapter 39

Still More Texas Hold ‘Em

On only my fourth transition as the “lead” (as a lead, I was responsible for taking the soul and for all communication, while Death stayed in the background and observed me), I had no one to lead because Death had a prior commitment. So there I sat, staring at my next assist, trying to remember everything I needed to do, as well as keeping my mind on the game at hand. 

I tried to look into her eyes to see if she would give herself away, but the room was smoky, so it was hard to see. The other three players had all dropped out. It was just her and I, and I had just raised the pot after the 4th Street card, a Nine of Hearts. The ball was now in her court. However, I would be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. I wasn’t nervous about the game, but about the transition. I just hoped being creative so early in the process was going to work out. 

She looked at me for quite a long time, hoping that I might give away my position. However, that would never happen. You’ve got a pretty good poker face when you’re Death, even when you’re nervous. She looked at her cards again, looked at me one more time, and then said, “All in,” and pushed all of her chips into the pot. I looked at her and smiled, though she couldn’t see it. I didn’t know what she had, but I knew who was going to win.

“I’ll match you,” I said with a smile. “But if I win, I get you.” She looked at me with a bit of surprise, and then nodded her head. I pushed my chips in and we both threw down our cards. I had pocket Kings, and with the Nine, and the Ace, King, and Three that was played on the flop, was holding a good hand. She had pocket aces, and with three Aces therefore had the better hand at that point. We both stood up, waiting for the river card to be played. 

The dealer burned the top card on the pile. I glanced up at my “adversary” one more time and saw just the tiniest bead of sweat appear on her lip. I wondered if she knew she was going to lose. The dealer then pulled the top card off of the pile and laid it down next to the Three. It was a King, giving me four kings and the win.

The place erupted with applause as I watched her. I could see the disappointment and the fear in her eyes since she had no idea what I meant when I said I would get her if I won. As I shook hands with the other players, I moved over toward her. I reached out my hand to shake hers, and she hesitantly returned the gesture. I leaned in and put my lips near her ear as I handed her a business card.

“Take the card and don’t worry,” I yelled into her ear, hoping she would hear over all of the noise. “This is going to be the start of a beautiful friendship.”

Chapter 40

Tuesdays With Death

She awoke with a start. Breathing heavily, and with sweat rolling down her face, it took her a moment to realize where she was. Even then, she wasn’t sure until she was able to focus her eyes in the dark and look over to see her husband sleeping next to her.
“Thank God,” she whispered to herself as she let out a sigh of relief. “It was only a dream.” As she sat up in bed and reached over to grab some tissue off of her nightstand, she noticed something fall from her chest and land in her lap. It was a small, crumpled piece of paper. She picked it up, smoothed it out between her thumbs and forefingers, and flinched when she realized what it was - a business card. She flinched again when she read the neat, crisp, raised print:
Death. The Grim Reaper. The Angel of Death. Available 24 hours a day, seven days a week. By appointment only.
She felt print on the other side of the card as well, turned it over, and read the following:
"You have chosen the path to Light. While on this path, a part of you dies periodically. This is good and healthy. Please continue your journey, but know that you can’t turn back. You have committed yourself to me. You will change and you will mature. Resistance is futile." At the bottom of the card it read, "Your appointment is Tuesday at 9:00." She flinched a third time.
Her flinching awoke her husband. “Julie,” he said. “Are you all right?”
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