Humans are so conceited. They believe God gave them dominion over the earth and all its creatures. Homo sapiens think they are the supreme beings, but humans are not - there is a species that God didn't throw out of the Garden of Eden. 

If there is still a paradise on earth, it could be the Finger Lakes - six lakes nestled in the valleys carved out by glaciers back when God first made the universe. Over every hill there's a shimmering crystal clean lake and another breath-stopping view where each season brings its own beauty blanketing every swell and valley. 

It had been a killer cold winter, but now the soil's crust no longer crunched underfoot, as a summer-like sun warmed the breeze. Even this early in the year, the Outlet Trail smelled like spring; the unusually long grass wafted in rows like green hair, and the skunk cabbage seemed spooky because it was so huge. It was astounding how lush everything on the Outlet Trail was while the rest of the area seemed mired in that dormant period that balances between winter and spring. On this trail, between Keuka Lake and Seneca Lake, nature seemed to have awakened earlier. Skyscraper high willow trees bowed over the whispering Outlet creek, and the shallow brook reflected the mossy giants, doubling their joy at being alive. Their new leaves were like green tears, dripping down the long thin branches. On the northern side of the willows, the cinder slash of the Outlet Trail hugged the stream and was lined with old gold leaves which were tucked under maple, oak and elm trees with the willows to the right. All this hardwood was just stirring from a winter snooze; baby green buds sprouted on their skeletal branches, answering spring's wakeup call, and the warm urge to live again was straining to the surface of everything that had been hibernating in the cold. Then a chill painted goosebumps down my spine, as the air carried nature's voices to my heart. 

Letting these signs and sighs of spring rouse in me the reverence for life, I gazed at three large turtles basking in the sun on half-submerged logs, which lay in the tributaries that parallel the Outlet Trail. Then, a scream startled the pancake-sized turtles off the log and into their murky bog. I drew my forty-five from its holster in the small of my back and pricked my ears to try and tell where this death-knell cry for help had come from, but the sound had been too faint - it could have been the ribald expression of female passion, or just an angry mother who lived on the road that topped off the cliff which rose three hundred feet above me on my left. 

Shifting the forty-five back into its hiding place, I strolled down to the next swampy area and wondered if the fifteen or so turtles that lived in this next marshy area even knew that the three turtles upstream existed. Perhaps this larger colony had ostracized the sinful three to a life without community and condemned the three turtles to a menage a trois. Again, the scream pierced my heart and made my gun jump into my hand. There was no doubt that this was the cry of bleeding anguish coming from above me. 

I gazed at the steep bank before me, which was littered with millions of glass bottles that had been dumped from the road. Outlet Road sits on top of the cliff three hundred feet straight up from where I was standing, and just below the lip of the road, the littered glass glittered all the way down the cliff. The beauty almost overwhelmed the sinfulness of the Christmas tree shaped trash. Antique bottle collectors would have a field day on that hill if they could figure out a safe way to rescue those bottles from among the mountain of deadly knife-like splinters. 

The glass mountain sparkled so much I had to squint in order to see it was breathtaking and disgusting at the same time. How could people, even naïve humans from last century, think that such an avalanche of broken containers would just disappear when dumped out of sight? Instead, it would live there for eternity waiting for technology or some witless hero to have enough guts to remove what seemed like billions of shattered shards and surviving bottles from the sheer wall. 

Again, the gargled scream seemed to echo off the surrounding slate cliffs, and my gun hand began to sweat - the distressed woman could not be far above. The pond full of turtles had the bravery that comes with large groups and stayed on their logs, as I gazed at the glimmering tower of man's thoughtlessness, and spotted way up at the top, a blond, half-naked angel decorating the beautiful broken glass tree. 

She seemed to be moving, and with each wriggle, blood spurted from her pale flesh. She wore an almost invisible blue miniskirt that couldn't hide the streaks of crimson staining her legs, and except for the skirt, she was naked. If I didn't get to her soon, she'd slice and dice herself to shreds. I surveyed the sheer precipice and decided that there were only three ways to get to her: one way was to climb the hill to my left, but the cliff was at its steepest on that side; the second alternative would be to go into town, get some help, and return by the road above, but she'd be shaved deli meat by then; the third choice was to scratch my way up the bank to the right of the bottle dump. 

Again, I holstered my gun behind my back, tucked my pants into my socks, took an exasperated breath and started clawing my way up the hill. Using tiny roots to cling to, I gingerly belly-crawled up the incline. Dirt and stones rolled down the cliff, as I barely made headway up the bluff, and then for awhile, I made some real progress, but about halfway up, it got much steeper, and for every inch of ground I made, pounds of earth and rock scurried down the bank threatening to take me with them. Slipping three inches for every six I traveled, I carefully avoided getting too close to the knife-like pile of garbage - the glass was shaped like a pyramid and probably ten bottle layers thick. 

As I triangulated my way to the top point of the dump, the woman seemed to moan, as she rolled a little closer. Blood was spurting out from her cuts, and her legs were completely covered with scarlet. She reached out her hand in a silent plea, but I wasn't close enough to her yet. I kept slipping, and no matter how hard I dug my fingernails and boot heels into the moist soil, I wasn't gaining much ground. I was eating dirt, and specks of glass sanded my lips. I tasted my blood and my heart told me I should have gone for option two, help from town, because a dead man could not help anyone, and I felt myself slipping toward my own doom. 

Just then I spotted what seemed to be a secure tree root that I could thread my belt through. I shinnied my belt off and heard my gun tumble down the bank and splash into the water to join the turtles. Damn, that had been my dad's gun he'd carried all the way through World War Two. I had been proud that he'd entrusted it to me in his will. Well, if I survived, perhaps I'd be able to fish it out of the bog later. 

"I can't stand heights, so what the hell am I doing up here three hundred feet above the trail and about to plunge into a slicing machine?" I mumbled, trying to get the belt under the root structure that erosion and time had exposed. Finally, holding the root with my left hand and tucking the belt under it with my right, I was able to get half the belt between the root and the bank. I quickly slotted the belt through its buckle and used it to hang out over the sharp glass mountain within inches of the gorgeous blond. God forgive me for thinking this, but she has beautiful breasts, even stained red. 

Just then, as she reached to touch my yearning straining fingers, I saw her face. It looked like Isabelle; a woman I knew intimately. If it hadn't have been for Isabelle, I would probably die feeling sexually deprived, but she had, a long time ago, awakened in me my personal sexual animal and set it free to experience the glories of primitive man. 

She seemed to moan, "Jimmy," and blood belched from her mouth so profusely that I knew I only had moments to save the woman who'd saved me from a life of sexless loneliness. 

I swung out once more and just grazed her blood-greased fingertips. "Isabelle! Grab my hand and hold on tight," I gasped because I was out of breath from fear and climbing. Looking down I almost swooned from the height and the sickening feeling in my stomach. Glass crunched, as it cut into Isabelle's beautiful body and more blood flowed over the broken stacks of glass. On the third swing out over the bottle trap, I felt a firm farmhand grip from Isabelle, and as I swung back, I knew I was dragging her over the bottles' scalpel edges, but it just couldn't be helped. As her half-naked body slithered and sliced over the cutting edges, she screamed like only tortured souls do when they have reached their final point of endurance. 

"You fucker!" she seemed to spit, as chunks of her fanny were chopped off and left on the pile of glass. 

"Hold on, dollface," I pleaded, as I tried to haul her to safety. Just as we were almost free of the glass, my belt broke and we started to tumble down the three hundred-foot precipice that was carpeted with slashing glass. Blood rubbed all over my face as her legs wrapped around my head; the sting of a bottle sliced my left palm when I tried to stop our inevitable fall to the trail so far below, and icy pain streaked through my hand as a fountain of blood spurted, squirtgun-like, from my index finger, which seemed to be only held to my hand by a gossamer layer of skin. The bulk of the finger was sticking inside a century-old beer bottle. With each inch we fell, hell on earth slashed and lacerated every unprotected part of Isabelle's body and clawed at my naked face and hands. A large mug, that had "Moxie" emblazoned on it in raised glass, chopped a chunk of flesh from my cheek, and blood washed into my left eye, leaving me with just the right eye to try and navigate us down the mountain of pain. 

Layers and wads of skin and meat were peeled from Isabelle's body. She cut two more cartwheels, careened into me, pushed me deeper into the glass blades, and then, she wasn't screaming anymore. A huge gallon jug popped beneath my scurrying scratching feet, and everything went red, as I spun head under blood-belching foot. While we tumbled down the ridge of slashing glass, I was more keenly aware of a thousand points of pain than I was of still grasping Isabelle's hand. Blinking away blood, I noticed with shock that the two of us were leaving a trail of flesh, bone and gore. 

Finally, our bodies plunked into the shallow safety of the turtles' marsh. We were still holding hands, and for a moment, she stood above me. Looking up Isabelle's bloodstained arm, past her glorious, crimson breasts, I gazed into her dilated eyes. I was sure she was alive and trying to help me to my feet; however, as her butchered body began to fall towards me, I could see a magenta dot in the center of her forehead and wondered crazily if this was one of those Hindu dots. 

Just then I heard another scream; this time it sounded like the screech of a siren. Then, Isabelle's skull crashed into my face and all was blackness. 

Isabelle and I had been friends since we were kids; I don't remember life without Isabelle. Our love glides over the decades like satin sheets on soft skin. We'd become lovers in our early twenties and had an on again, off-most-of-the-time relationship ever since. The last time I'd seen Isabelle was when she had phoned and asked me to meet her in Rochester, New York about a year ago. 

Rochester is sixty miles north of the Finger Lakes. Isabelle and I met at her favorite greasy spoon, Nick's on Park Avenue, where we ordered the Garbage Plate Special. It was a glorious day, so we were feasting outside of Nick's - the cutest little vine-covered cottage with a white picket fence around it. Isabelle was chewing on one side of her mouth and talking out of the other. 

"So, I'm seein a shrink, now . . . it's really helping. The only problem is . . . I think he wants to fuck me. That's why I'm goin to a shrink in the first place . . . everyone wants to get in my pants." 

"Well, you're one of the best damn women in the whole country," I said looking at her multi-gold colored hair. She had one of the most perfect bodies I've ever seen - her skin was tan all over; her attitude was entirely fun; her scent was pure sex, and her eyes were all yes. 

"I don't really see what the problem is. I think it's society's problem," she whined through her pout. Isabelle was leaning over the table and her white velour crew neck shirt gaped open, showing both of her succulent breasts. Her nipples had been teased to hardness by the moist breeze, and I wanted her. 

"What problem does society have?" I asked, trying to fill the sexual void inside me with Nick's Garbage Plate Special. 

"Ya see, I'll pretty much fuck anyone who asks me to. It's fun and I don't see why I shouldn't, but people think I'm a whore and they keep saying I'm gonna get AIDS. I'm not stupid! I have people use protection." She licked the hot sauce off her fingers, making my lap do a little dance in my pants. 

As I tucked the last of the hot dog and home fries in between my cheek and gum, I said in a very conspiratorial tone, "I'd like to fuck you, dollface." 

Before I could swallow, she was on her feet, threw a twenty-dollar bill on the table and grabbed my hand. On the ride over to her place, Isabelle slouched down in my Caddy's white leather seats with her long shapely legs pointed toward the window and her naked feet waving sensuously in the wind. Her tight cut off jeans had ridden up into her crotch and under her blouse, making her look naked from the waist down. Isabelle was the eternal rebellious teenager, and even though her teen years had long passed her by, she never seemed to age. She looked as much the teasing virgin now as she had when she was eighteen. 

"Has he been lonely?" she asked, slithering her hand over my cloth-covered crotch. 

"Pretty much." I fibbed. 

"You know that we can each tell when the other is lying," she purred, stroking me to full-size. 

"Yeah, I know." One of the reasons I'm a detective is because I have a gift; I'm a human lie detector. When people aren't telling me the truth, I know. Isabelle is the only other person I've ever met who seems to have this same ability. 

We pulled up to a nice brownstone on Park Avenue, but she didn't wait for me to get out of the car. Instead, she gave my lap a see-you-soon squeeze and was sashaying sexually up her apartment building's steps - her jean-covered rear pouting perfectly and making me hurry into her apartment. 

"Ya like it?" Isabelle asked, as she spun around, using her open palms to gesture towards each part of the small chambers. 

"Yeah, it's beautiful," I whistled. She'd created a precious little nest out of a two-room studio. The drapes were frilly translucent lace that let in the brilliant sunshine. The furniture was much nicer than I'd expected. Most of it was antique, and I wondered how she could afford it. She saw surprise in my eyes. 

"When I was using cocaine and stripping for a living, I was earning two to five thousand dollars a week. No matter how much I earned, I never had any money left over." She now was subtly bumping and grinding and pretending to disrobe. A low sexy hum reverberated from her throat, as she swayed seductively. "I've given that all up now, though. That's why I called ya. I knew you disapproved of my using coke, so . . . I wanted you to know I'm clean, clean, clean." With each `clean', she bobbed her head and pointed to different veins. Isabelle had been an IV drug user and that was the reason we'd gone our separate ways a few years before; I think needles and hard drugs are sick. 

"You're gonna be so proud of me," she said enthusiastically. "I'm gonna be graduating from nursing school at the end of the summer. Can you believe it? I'm gonna be a Registered Nurse!" Her whole beautiful body blushed with excitement, as she rushed to hug me. She ground her body into mine and gave me a vacuum suction kiss filled with teasing tongue and promises of things to come. "Wait right here!" she demanded, pushing me onto a plush couch, then she disappeared into her bathroom. 

Looking around the small apartment, I waited. One antique straight-back wooden chair had a long white soft rope twined around it, making my aroused brain think of bondage. There were literally hundreds of stuffed animals everywhere. They looked back at me with gooney grins that chased away my uneasiness and helped me to relax. 

"Well, what do you think?" Isabelle stood naked, framed in the bathroom's doorway with one arm draped above her head, making her breasts point toward the heavens. She had an angelic body and face: a cloud of blond framed a doll's face speckled with two captivating blue eyes sparkling with a knowledge that seemed to date back to when the oceans were new; her jugs were large and topped with raisins pouting upwards; her waist was cinched into a tiny handful, and then her hips swelled, giving her the classic hourglass figure. Her delicate feet seemed to be trying to eat the white shag carpet, and her shapely legs rubbed moistly against each other. A sexy sheen covered her skin and made her glow; even her ankle tattoo seemed to glisten. Her pubic mound completed the illusion that she was a manikin because her nether region was bald. 

"See," she said cupping her breasts lovingly and making them point to my heart, "I have my tits back now that I gave up cocaine." 

It was true. Without the coke she'd gained weight in all the right places. She didn't look any older, but she'd lost that lanky thin girlish look and replaced it with a buxom blond bombshell. We were in each other's embrace before I could exhale, moist lips searching eagerly for tongue. We kissed and I felt beads of sweat pop out onto her back. She seemed to have a fever and I was quickly catching her disease, as we rubbed, snuggled and bumped our way towards her bedroom and fell on the pile of silky comforters covering her queen-sized bed. 

She traced my fingers over her abdomen and placed my palm between her legs; my right index finger found her salivating secrets inside. The pad of my thumb tenderly massaged her little pink love button, as she writhed her hips in an invitation to love. Her aroma filled me with a heavenly rage, and I began suckling at her bountiful breasts. Isabelle kissed me to the mattress, softly nibbling all the way, and then she was squatting on top of me. As soon as I hit bottom, she rolled us over, and I was on top and in charge. 

I started off slowly and in control, but she was thrashing and bucking irrepressibly. Her tan flesh was bathed in sweet-smelling perspiration, and a small pool of liquid formed on her rounded belly. Isabelle was totally out of control; I was riding an animal. Her hips slammed into mine as I desperately sought the intimacy of her beckoning coral lipstick-covered mouth. I wanted to make it last, but my body was not listening - she practically threw me off of her, screaming obscenities and gushing all over my loins. 

"Yessss," I sputtered. Slowly we both began to relax, wavering between that sex-scented room and unconsciousness, and then Isabelle shuddered sexily and collapsed in a pool of love, sweat and tousled blond hair. 

After awhile Isabelle whispered, "You're a memory machine for me. I've never known another who could trigger emotions in me like you do." She was kissing and licking my nipples and I could feel my member begin rising again. I started to slither down Isabelle's body toward her beautiful hairless mound, but she stopped me. I was hoping to get her aroused enough for a second, less hurried session, but she wasn't in the mood. 

"You know, God created you for me . . ." she purred like a kitten. She sighed, as I stroked her damp leg. "But I've got things to do and places to go. As much as I wish we could make love forever, I have to remember . . . I'm in college, now." She had a smile on her face, but with her passion waning, I could see she had something on her mind. She paused, as if trying to read my eyes. "You know, you and I are not like the rest of them." 

"Who are the rest of them?" I asked, cuddling my face between her heaving cleavage. 

"The other people on earth," she moaned. 

"We're different than everyone else on the planet?" Skepticism filled my voice. 

Isabelle grabbed her ankle and poked it in my face. "See this tattoo? It's just like yours, isn't it?" 

"Sure. You had it put on so it'd be an exact copy of mine. I vividly remember that night." I said, kissing her pink sole gently. 

"Yeah! That's the night you scratched the Sheriff's daughter." Jealousy in her voice undermined the smile on her face. "I lied to you that night during the Blizzard of Sixty-nine. I didn't get this tattoo because you had one like it. I've always had this tattoo." 

"I never saw it before that night we were snowed in together." 

"That's because I had always worn socks. It just wasn't acceptable back then for a young girl to have a tattoo, so I hid it." Isabelle looked to see if I believed her. I nodded that I did. I can tell when she's fibbing. "I'll bet you don't even remember getting your tattoo, do you?" she asked me. 

"No. But that's because I was drunk, dollface." I inhaled her perfume, and the years rolled away, reawakening my younger soul. 

"You've had that thing plastered on your arm since you were a baby and you know it." She sat up straight, bent closer, and in a conspiratorial tone, whispered, "They put these things on us when they let us out of there." 

"Who lets us out of where?" I asked, looking up at her dream face enveloped in blond. 

"American Liberty is where . . ." Isabelle put her palms up empty, signifying ignorance. ". . . I don't know who takes care of `our kind', though. It's some branch of the police . . . I'm sure of that." 

"What's `our kind'? You're really confusing me, Isabelle." My mind was muddled with memory overload. 

"You and I come from another race. Or maybe we're aliens. It could be that we're clones . . . I don't really know, but I'm telling you . . . it's got something to do with the Nazis." 

I choked back a laugh and swallowed it. "The Nazis?" 

Isabelle crossed her arms over her beautiful naked breasts and said indignantly, "Yeah! It was the Nazis who found 'our kind' of people . . . back in the forties." 

"Where did you get these ideas?" I said sadly. Too much coke had been pumped to her brain through her veins. 

"It's as if I can remember back centuries and centuries. My mind's clogged with crystal recollections all swimming together. It's overwhelming . . . peaceful, too. It's as if I'll live forever because my past stretches back through eternity." She had a beatific glaze over her eyes. 

A little worried for her sanity, I asked, "When did you start recalling all these past lives?" 

"Oh, I've always remembered these things . . . except when I'm high on drugs. But they're not past lives. It's as if I've . . ." she uncrossed her arms, baring her tanned breasts, and pointed to her heart. ". . . Isabelle has lived a thousand, a million years. I just never dared talk about these dark shadows, before. My shrink's helped me to take a closer look at my past." 

"What do these memories have to do with our tattoos?" That's where the truth to her story might twinkle because I really don't remember getting my tattoo. It did seem like I'd had it forever. Why would a youngster have a tattoo that looked like a Christian Cross, a Nazi Swastika and an Iron Cross, all one on top of the other? 

Isabelle touched my arm and pecked at my green and blue tattoo with her long red fingernail. "Did you know this symbol is the first good luck charm archeologists have ever found?" She shook her head emphatically up and down. "It's true! I've researched it and so did my psychiatrist. Don't ya think it's strange . . . most of the emblems that represent the major religions are all in a collage stained into our skin? Look closely!" Isabelle held my arm under the light, and with her other hand, coaxed my face nearer to my tattoo. "You can even see the Star of David woven in with the crosses and the Swastika. See?" 

It gave me the chills because the Star of David was on my arm; the black outline of the crosses also formed the two triangles of the Jewish Star. All these years and I'd never seen that before. My imagination started down a path I didn't want it to travel. "Yes. I can see it, dollface. It's weird our tattoos are so similar . . . gives me the creeps." 

"They marked us with these things," she said rubbing her ankle. "That way . . . they know where we are at all times." She was trembling in fear, and a shudder ran over her gorgeous flesh. 

"Why would they want to know that?" I was stroking her bare shoulder to console her. 

"Because you and I are just a big experiment to see if `our kind' can live in the real world. We don't have the same emotions as humans. We're so fucking naïve." Isabelle threw the silky comforter up in the air, rolling her eyes. "We're like children playing with foxes. If you play with the animals, the animals change you . . . you can't change the beasts. Humans have their own sense of right and wrong . . . their own morality. They're hungrier than we are . . . maybe because they've got such a short time on earth. You and I are but babes in their woods." Isabelle kissed my lips like it was the period to her sentence. "I'm really really tired. Are you tired?" Now that she had regurgitated her tall tale, it was as if Isabelle had emptied herself. 

"Yes." It seemed like she was telling the truth, although my lie detector doesn't work on the emotionally disturbed. If Isabelle were nuts, she'd believe she was speaking the truth. What Isabelle had said soured my stomach and turned my sex light off. Just before she fell asleep, I suggested that it might be a good idea if she started seeing a female psychiatrist, and she mumbled what sounded like agreement. 

I'd left her snoozing on the sex-wet sheets and had covered her with one of the soft comforters. When I'd quietly closed the door on her that day a year ago, I'd felt that my love for her had died in that room, and I'd also felt like a part of me was dying. 

"Jimmy! Jimmy Raid! Can you hear me? You can't die! You hear me? You can't die!" Through a Demerol-induced fog, I recognized a hazy figure that looked like General Frank Bredfore, my dad's best friend. They'd both attended military grade school and military high school where they had been roommates. From there they had gone to West Point and straight on to D-Day together, and for the remainder of World War Two, they'd both served under General Patton. Years later, when my dad had gotten sick, Frank promised my father that he'd look after me. Frank had become my second father, and soon I loved and felt more comfortable with him than I had with my own dad, who'd died when I was a teenager. Even though I should, I barely remembered my father. Is it possible for the brain to fill up with memories and have to dump some data in order to make room for new information? Perhaps my mind is chock-full of memories and that's the reason I don't remember much before I was thirteen, except for Frank. It seems like he's always been in my life, supporting me in whatever I chose to do, even when it was suicidally dangerous; every time I did something stupid and seriously hurt myself, Frank Bredfore was there for me. 

"Raid, there you are, son. Saints be praised, we pulled you through another one, hey boy? This time you almost toasted the last roast." He kissed me on my cheek that wasn't bandaged and hugged me gingerly. His round freckled face was flushed, and he had to tip out of his wheelchair in order to see me on the tall hospital bed. 

"General Bredfore," I wheezed, as I tried to come to attention in bed. 

"Lay down son. Relax." The General's face turned warm and comforting as can only a face that has embraced the bereaving mothers of a thousand slaughtered sons. He slouched back in his elegant wheelchair and rolled a few paces away in order to get a better look at me. His round little tummy pumped up the plaid blanket that was snuggled around his waist, and he ran a shaking hand through his thin red hair. His ruddy Irish face beamed. "Raid, you're a sight! You look like some darn mummy." The General usually avoided using four letter words, which was just a tad unnatural for a career soldier of his vintage. 

"I feel great!" I slurred sincerely. "I really do." Then, as awareness dawned, a stream of question blurted from my lips. "How's Isabelle? What are you doing here? How long have I been asleep? When can I go home?" 

"Well, let's see . . ." Behind the General's eyes, the wheels were turning. General Frank Bredfore never did or said anything spontaneously, especially around someone he knew was a human lie detector. "You can probably go home tomorrow, and I'd guess from what our doctors said . . . you've been asleep for a goll darn week." A trickle of guilt seemed to wash across his face, as he fought for the lie that he could disguise as truth. 

"I'd planned on coming to see you this spring anyway, so when I heard you'd hurt yourself, again, I brought along a few Army doctors from American Liberty who knew your medical history . . ." He must have chewed these next words over in his head because he said them with a practiced pattern that just oozed compassion and love. "Isabelle didn't make it, my boy. God knows . . . you made a gallant effort to save that little angel, and if you were in the Army, I'd put you in for a goll darn medal, but Isabelle never had a chance. The Sheriff's medical examiner said . . . Isabelle was dead long before you got there." 

"But that's not possible," I stammered, feeling the Demerol starting to kick in again. "She spoke to me . . . she called my name!" I started to drunkenly get out of bed, and the General quickly rolled over to my bedside to calm me. 

"You need to get some rest. We can hash this out later . . . when you're feeling better." He touched my wounded hands gently and said, "I love you, my son." Then he made the sign of the cross over my bed and said a silent prayer. 

With that, he quietly rolled to the door. When he was just inside the hall, I saw his aide, Colonel Tom Stratten, take over the duty of wheeling the General's chair. When the General thought he was out of earshot, he muttered with frustration, "That son-of-a-bee has no fudging fear! Despite all we do and know, that darn fearless motherplucker is going to kill himself someday. The goll darn devil be praised if Jimmy lives as long as I do. Now, let's go talk with that goll darn fine looking female Sheriff . . ." His words faded, as he was rolled down the corridor and my mind stopped fighting the pleasant rush of the Demerol. 

Sheriff Sandy Rivet was waiting for me this time, as I exited my drugged dreams. My mind seemed amazingly clean, and the blur of the past few days seemed to be rinsed away by Sandy's smiling face. She was dressed in her winter gray heavy uniform, and even that couldn't hide her fetchingly fine looks wrapped in a frame that was well over six-foot tall. She probably was wearing a bulletproof vest because her massive breasts seemed to be only a barrel chest. A wide black leather belt with nine-millimeter pistol, mace, handcuffs and the assorted sundry of law enforcement camouflaged her slim waist, but nothing could disguise the feminine beauty of her fabulous face floating in a sea of blond hair wrapped tightly into a French braid. When she grinned, the little bags under her eyes gave her green eyes an extra smile, but they were not the bags of old age; she'd been born with these little shelves under her dancing eyes, and they seemed to lift her stare into another dimension of confidence and contentment that other humans only hope to achieve. Under those magnetic green peepers, her cheeks caved in and were highlighted by a natural blush. Her full-lips had probably never been stained by lipstick; the pouting lips usually flushed crimson and were glossed by her natural juices. Her teeth were tiny and so tightly placed in her mouth that she had to use a special-order dental tape because only this extremely thin floss could get between her perfect pearly whites. Her strong chiseled chin just added to her beauty and gave everyone the impression of pure determination. She was radiant and looked like an officer with some serious questions on her mind. I knew that one question would be, who killed Isabelle? I prayed that she didn't think it was I. 

"Feeling up to some questions?" Her big mitt gently clamped my bandaged hands. 

"Sure. How've you been, beautiful?" I felt the old adrenaline start to flow like it always does when I'm near this Sheriff. Sure all cops make me nervous, but this is the only cop I've seen naked. 

"What the hell were you thinkin, James Raid?" The smiles in shelved eyes belied the anger in her voice. "Don't ya know . . . you could've been killed? If it hadn't a been for the General and his entourage of MD's, you'd probably be dead. What am I gonna do with you?" she said with motherly concern and more than a glitter of some kind of love. 

"You could take me home and keep me forever . . . in your heart and bed." I suggested, as I tried to return her gentle squeeze to my hands, causing a twinge of pain that must have registered on my face. 

"Are ya sure you're OK? I could come back tomorrow," Sandy suggested. 

"No, no, I'm fine. My hands are just a little sore, that's all. I'd really like to get this over with." I thought I saw disappointment flick across her face. "Just the interrogation part . . . that's what I'd like to get over. I really would like to spend the rest of my life with you," I said with complete sincerity. Sheriff Sandy Rivet was the only woman I'd touched inside whom I was willing to marry. 

"Right." she said with more than a teaspoon of sarcasm. Assuming her Sheriff position, she asked, "Anyways, did the General tell you Isabelle had been dead about a week when you found her?" 

"Yeah, sorta, but I didn't believe him. She spoke to me! She called my name . . . she was bleeding . . ." I sobbed. Embarrassed, I tried to cover my tears by bringing my white-clothed hands to my face, breaking the physical bond between Sandy and me. 

"You must a dreamed all that. Believe me, I've seen a lot of bodies during my twenty years as a cop and that poor little creature had been dead long before her body was dumped there. God rest her soul and God please take care of Isabelle, but that lady had been into some serious shit before she bought it." 

"What do you mean, serious shit?" 

"She was stoked so full of coke . . . her heart had almost popped. The ME said there was enough cocaine in her body to kill three Isabelles. Besides, she had a twenty-two-caliber hole in her forehead. The bullet spun around in her skull and whipped up everything pretty clean." When Sandy saw me grimace, she blushed at her blunt choice of words. "Sorry . . . guess I've gotten a little callous from my job." She paused, patting my leg lovingly. "Anyways, all that happened before she was . . . left there." I thought I saw a tear in Sandy's eye, but I decided it wasn't. 

"Who was the Medical Examiner?" 

"Ol Jack Helm." 

"Well, ya can't get any better than Ol Jack. He's a crackerjack doc and one hell of a great forensic scientist. We're lucky we ever could attract someone with Ol Jack's credentials to the boonies of Tennten." Tennten, New York is the County Seat for Bates County. It's located at the northern end of Keuka Lake, and it's where the hospital I was lying in is located. After a long pause, I mused, "Maybe I did dream Isabelle was alive . . . ya know, like wishful thinking." 

"Or ta justify in your own mind why you were taking such an insane chance with your life. It was a very heroic thing to do, but under the circumstances, it was a stupid move. But I guess that's one of the reasons I love you," Sandy said brushing a few errant strands of gold hair from in front of her eyes. 

"You love me?" 

"Well, not that way. I'm not in love with you. I just love you." Her embarrassment seemed to totally contrast her uniformed figure, causing an uneasy silence for a second. 

"What do you mean, 'Under the circumstances'?" I asked to break the void. 

"Wha . . . ?" Sandy queried, as if she'd left the room for a moment. 

"You said it was a crazy thing to do under the circumstances. What did you mean by that?" 

"You know, she was dead and all, and didn't you see the couple who called 911? They said they'd seen the body while they were walking west on the Outlet Trail. Which way were you hiking when you first saw Isabelle's body?" 

"East." 

"Well then," she said with complete confidence in her deductions, "You must have seen them." 

"I didn't see anybody. Who was this couple? Anyone we know?" 

"The operator didn't get their names. She only spoke with the man. He said, he and his wife thought they saw the body of a woman on the trash pile made of glass. All's I know is the call came from the emergency phone that's about a mile west of the body's location. I assumed you must have seen them." 

That could have saved me a lot of pain, not to mention a pile of medical bills: Option Four - go to the 911 phone a mile up the Outlet Trail and phone for help. I chuckled. Some detective. I'd never noticed there was a phone on the Outlet Trail. 

"What's so funny?" Sandy asked. 

"Nothing," I said seriously. "I didn't see anyone on the Outlet Trail that day. Did you get the caller on tape?" 

"Of course." 

"Well, did you listen to the tape to see if you recognized the voice?" Tennten is a small village that has been about fifty-five hundred people ever since the Civil War, and Sheriff Rivet knows most folks in town. 

"I didn't think it was important. Why do you think I should listen to the tape?" 

"I didn't see anyone on the trail that day!" I said excitedly. Sometimes Sandy could be so dense. "Maybe the caller was the killer!" 

"Oh yeah, maybe you're right! Which brings me to one of my main points." She inhaled deeply, and I couldn't help but stare at what most males considered her main points; even bulletproof-covered breasts caught a man's attention when the Sheriff took a deep breath. She crunched up her forehead and squinted her eyes, as if she were straining to see some imaginary list of her points. 

"Since Isabelle's body was saturated with coke, and a few other things were done to her . . ." 

"What other things were done to her?" I interrupted. 

"I'd rather the ME went into that with you. It's all kinda fuzzy ta me right now, and you know, with Isabelle and you being friends and all . . ." I could tell she was lying, but I let it go. "Anyways," Sandy said with more than a drop of frustration, "If you'd stop interrupting the Sheriff, she could get to her point . . . OK?" she said with a commanding grin of gritted teeth. 

"You got it! I'll shut up." 

"Good. Now listen, what I'm about to tell you is top-secret police business. The surrounding four counties have each found a body with similar disfigurements to those of Isabelle's body. All five women had used enough cocaine to kill them, which means someone, or some group, has a lot of extra cash hanging around for drugs. Because drugs were involved, I thought your Jimi Miami Secret Detective Agency could quietly snoop around and find out who has that much coke. I've even gotten the Bates County Legislature to approve the funds to hire Jimi Miami to look into the murder of these five girls. Are you interested?" 

"Why do you want to hire us . . . just because drugs were involved?" I didn't want her to think I was an addict - she'd never fall for a druggy. 

"Well, you know . . . you and Deepray smoke pot," she hesitated, probably because she didn't want to hurt my feelings, ". . . and . . . because of the bands you were in, you know a lot of musicians and people who use drugs. We, ah, I just thought you could find out who was using an extraordinarily large amount of coke, that's all." 

"But Deepray and I don't use coke or even pal around with people who use hard drugs." I couldn't help but feel a little offended. 

"My point is . . . you can find out who does use cocaine, and ya can hang around with them if you want to. You can go where the police can't. Everybody recognizes and likes you, and most folks know you wrote the song `Loosen up and Get High'. You know, in many parts around here, that's become the druggies' national anthem." 

"Well, that makes me so proud," I said with obvious sarcasm. 

"Ya know," Sandy said coyly, looking from under her eyebrows. "I've always been very proud to tell everyone I'm a friend of yours. You should feel positive about all you've accomplished. So anyways, will you take the case?" 

"I'll only agree to take this job on one condition." 

"OK, what condition?" Sandy's face shriveled up around the eyes and forehead, as if anticipating bad news. 

"You've got to promise me you won't bust anyone for drugs. We're only going to arrest the person or persons who killed Isabelle and those four other woman. Agreed?" 

"Agreed! So, you'll take the case?" Hope spread sunshine across her gorgeous mug. 

"It would be expensive," I warned. 

"Is thirty thousand enough to get started? You know, when you're feeling better?" 

"I'm feeling better already!" I said with a grin so big that it hurt.

