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    For Rudy, Peanut, and all those who have shared their journey with us.


And to all our many devoted and loyal fans - 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)

      

    


- - - -
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OF COURSE, DEATH HAD horrible timing.

He showed up just after I'd buried my long-time friend Bertie - a golden Lab I'd loved like family. 

He wanted his story written. 

I told him to get lost. Because I had nothing to lose at that point. I wasn't afraid of him. 

He knew that I was his only option. if he killed me, then no one would ever, ever write his story. For he didn't want to die himself with his story still in him. 

A lot of people have said a lot of bad things about Death – and here was his chance to get the truth out.

But he'd started out on a wrong foot – first by taking away one of my  best friends here on Earth, and then appearing in a disgusting costume.

So I just turned away. I didn't care anymore. And I took that opportunity to tell him so – using some very impolite terms. 

And Death had no choice in what he had to do next.

- - - -
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SAL AND JUDE FOUND me at the top of a hill, in a pasture. 

I was leaning on a shovel in front of a low pile of sod and dirt. Sweat streaming down my back and arms, pooling into my leather gloves as I leaned into that light-tan handle on an old, blackened shovel bit. 

At least the tears had stopped. But the ache in my heart might take awhile to quit.

Bertie was gone. Where, I didn't know. I found her body this morning, like she was sleeping. Except she was too still. And I petted her one last time. Then stood up and turned back to my morning chores. They had just gotten longer.

I was already heading into the barn to get some scratch for the chickens and collect the early morning eggs. So when I came back, I brought an old, ragged tarp that was better at keeping off more dust than any of the rain. Faded brown, not quite as light brown as Bertie's fur. Like the worn handle of that shovel I'd brought out as well. 

Wrapping Bertie's still form in that tarp was the beginning of the stream of memories I let flow in my mind, even though I kept the tears batted back. I needed to see my path in front of me as I carried her and that shovel up the pasture hill by my cabin. To a place she could see the sunrise in the morning and enjoy the God-given sunsets in the evening. Or just fill her last habit - of waiting for me to come back from checking cattle.

Bertie used to go with me, but when her joints and heart started giving her trouble, she would just lay there and watch me go down the path and come back. Once I figured this out, I made sure to come see her at that spot - just so she could walk back to my cabin with me. 

I recalled that Sal and Jude met Bertie before they met me. She greeted them as friends with tail wagging and her wide smile. I still saw them in my mind as on that first day, smiling back and petting Bertie.

"Ahem." That polite interruption came from behind me.

Right on cue. Those girls had perfect timing. I stuck the shovel into the firm sod at one end of the dirt pile, took a glove off to wipe my face drier. Bare hands do that better than sweat-soaked gloves. Leave less dirt-streaks.

Then I turned to them. "Hi-ya Jude, Sal."

And they both came and hugged me without saying anything. Of course, that just started the tears again and my quiet sobs. Not that I hadn't helped both of them like this when they needed it. Of course, guys are trained to keep this all inside. Like hell.

Because these two were closer than sisters, closer than lovers. They were dear friends - and should I say - soul mates. And even if any of us could talk right then, we had no words and didn't need any.

When we each pulled back, I saw their eyes weren't exactly dry, either.

"Had your morning coffee?" I at last asked them both, when I knew I could speak without a cracking voice.

They each shook their heads 'no', each with still-misty eyes, and each took one of my hands, walking me back down the path toward my cabin. 

The shovel stood silent sentinel behind us, watching over the fresh grave in solitude.

As we got within a few paces of my cabin, Sal stopped us all. A look from her to Jude received a nod back. "John, hold out your hand, you've got an incoming mug."

I did, and found myself holding my favorite chipped china mug, filled up just to where I liked it. I could smell the chicory-blend and something more. 

"Cinnamon?"

Jude smiled, a small and quiet one, then nodded. She and Sal each had their own mugs and were sipping them.

Sal again broke the quiet morning. "I'll tell you for both of us that we share your deep feelings for Bertie. And if we find her spirit-form roaming about, we'll bring her by for you." 

Jude agreed by only nodding, her eyes misting again, red-rimmed.

Sal switched her mug to her opposite hand and then moved to hug her sister. “As bad timing as this may be, you've got another customer waiting for your story-writing. And it looks to be a doozy story.  

She turned to her sister and then back to me. "Jude and I appreciate this morning coffee with you. More than you know." 

Sal's eyes misted again. And she tried to speak, but couldn't. 

So they shimmered out again. 

And left a tingling vibration in the green stone pendant hanging from it's woven neck-cord down on my chest. Meaning - they'd be back instantly if I needed them for anything. All I had to do was call them through it.

I stood a moment in the quiet, listening to the bird songs and cicada chirping's. Whoever it was could wait until I was ready. 

Good and ready. 

Once my eyes had quit misting and my heart was beating a bit more normal pattern. Even though I knew the its ache would only leave sometime later.
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OFFENSIVE IS A LIGHT term for what I saw when I went to open the door to my cabin. So was overweight. And the smell in that cabin almost made me gag.

And that was through the screen door. 

So I turned on my heel and walked out onto the thin grass that was working in from the edges of the gravel. I didn't have many visitors who needed to park here, anyway. Most nowadays were simply shifting in or manifesting as some apparition.
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