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      Ever notice that most, if not all, ghost stories center around helping untethered souls find peace? Cross over? Go into the light? Whatever you want to call it.

      I’ve noticed, and frankly, it pisses me off.

      Me? My ethereal ass is staying put. I’m at peace, and it’s not because of a tunnel or celestial heavens, thank you very much.

      No, my heaven is named Justin.

      Oh, here he comes now, wheeling a body, beautiful face studiously composed. That’s the thing about Justin—he’s always respectful of the dead. Sure, that’s an essential skill for a mortician, but for him, it’s not a façade. It’s who he really is. Maybe it’s odd he’s more comfortable with the dead than the living, but it’s one of the many reasons I’m attracted to him.

      It also doesn’t hurt he’s a fine example of flesh and bone, with dark hair and eyes, strong cheekbones, and plump lips I will, unfortunately, only ever get to imagine kissing.

      He locks the gurney wheels beside the embalming table and unzips the body bag, revealing the person inside. Carefully, he transfers a middle-aged woman with hair dyed a shockingly bad red to the table and begins readying her for eternal rest.

      Her soul stands in the corner, staring sadly at her body. I sidle up alongside and offer a comforting hug. Her, I can touch.

      “Wh-what’s going o-on?” Her stammer comes out watery and uncertain.

      “You’re dead, hon.” I try to say it soothingly, but there’s no breaking that news easy, and I’ve done it so much. Together we watch Justin manipulate her limbs, removing her clothing with nimble practice. “It happens to everybody. Once you’re born, you can’t get away from it.”

      I’m not trying to be an asshole, but the newly dead take patience, and I don’t have a lot to spare. I help when I can, but this is also risky. Characters of every shade come to a funeral home, with and without a pulse. I learned early to find the balance between supportive and cautious.

      A handful of stronger-willed spirits have attempted to snatch what I’ve worked very hard to build—namely, my link to Justin—in their desperation and ignorance of how things work here. However, Justin’s profession and my choice to remain with him have positioned me as a de facto professor of the afterlife. I tolerate it because the alternative—finding a different anchor—is not acceptable.

      “But… I have a family, a son ready for college. My daughter just got her driver’s license. I need to make sure they’ll be okay. I have responsibilities.” She flinches as Justin starts cleansing her naked body. His touch is gentle, but washing away death’s unpleasantness is intrusive.

      “I know, sweetie. Most people do. The thing is, though… death is the ultimate excuse to lay your responsibilities down. You can leave them to trusted family or friends.”

      She trembles against me, and I smile. The freshly dead have difficulty manifesting their feelings outside the imprint of their bodies. Sort of like an amputee still feeling a phantom limb. They’ll scratch an itch, tuck a lock of hair  behind an ear, or cry tears they feel but really aren’t there. Or they tremble in fear.

      “Who are you?”

      “Oh, apologies. My name is Eric. I died in 1955. It was an accident involving a horse.” I stick out my hand, knowing she expects to shake it, though my physical hands are long-since decomposed. “With whom am I having this pleasurable conversation?” I give her my best smile.

      She attempts to slip her palm, small with shaking fingers, into mine, but she fails. Her fingers sink through my non-existent skin. Stricken, she jerks back. Gently, I grip her wrist and fit her palm to mine in a way that allows touch, wrapping my fingers around her hand, calm and steady. The niceties must be observed.

      She gasps and watches as I pump the handshake twice, then let go. Only then does she answer my question.

      “I’m Laura. How can you touch me, but I can’t touch you?”

      “Nice to meet you, Laura. Feeling physical touch takes energy. You can walk through objects or people, easy peasy. Or, with sufficient concentration, you can solidify enough to feel and be felt. It’s a matter of will. I’m choosing to let you feel me. If you were alive, you would. But in this state, for us to feel each other, you have to choose to let me feel you as well. You do because you believe what your eyes are seeing. It’s what you’re accustomed to.”

      “Can I try?”

      “Of course.” I hold out my hand.

      She tries again, concentration furrowing her brows and thinning her lips. Against my hand, there’s a wisp of air and, at the last second, the scrape of her nails. Her second attempt is more successful, and she manages the grip.

      I nod encouragingly as a smile breaks through her concentration. It’s short-lived when she remembers her former body beyond my shoulder. Grief resumes its hold, and her features crumple.

      “How did you die?” My question is soft-toned, but hearing those words is always a blow.

      Tears fill her warm, brown eyes, delicate little drips that disappear as they slide down her cheeks, leaving silver contrails that mimic wetness.

      “I’m not sure. I heard the doctors tell my husband it was an aneurysm, when they informed him of my… that I’m….” She chokes on a sob. “What am I supposed to do? Is there, like, Heaven, or something?”

      Oh boy.

      This is the hard part, telling the dearly departed there’s not much of an ever-after. Not in the sense that they’ll find eternal contentment or their great-grandmother Ethel is waiting for them within the peaceful arms of some ever-loving, omniscient creator.

      “If there is, I haven’t seen it.” I always do this dance delicately. “But I do know you need to find an anchor soon. If you don’t, your essence will be in danger.”

      She stiffens, darting her gaze around the room as if Satan himself will burst forth to claim her. I suppress a snicker.

      I know I shouldn’t laugh, but come on. Religion’s constructs—whichever religion—are so ingrained in some people, they have a hard time facing reality when it’s right in front of them. They’ve just died, and there’s a complete lack of a heavenly afterlife presenting itself in their immediate surroundings; heaven is a story the living tell themselves so they can comfortably bid the dead adieu.

      “What kind of danger?” It comes out a whisper in her spike of fear.

      “I’ll tell you what I know, okay? But I’ll warn you up front, it won’t answer all your questions.”

      She nods and I lead her to the room’s only window so she doesn’t have to watch Justin working diligently on her body. Over her shoulder, I watch him insert the eye cap. It’s a plastic piece a bit larger than a contact lens, sporting short spurs on the convex side. It holds the eyelid closed. Horrific, but not as bad as a body suddenly staring at a room full of mourners. And they’ve replaced the old-school method of coins on the eyes. To distract her, I start talking.

      “You are now what people think of as a soul. Without a living anchor in this world, your soul will start dissipating. Part of what makes you who you are is your interacting with others. That doesn’t stop when you die. Without that interaction, you’ll begin to forget yourself. There’ll be no bodily urges to remind you of your existence. No need to eat, sleep, or bathe. To remain present, you need to reconnect with a living body. It’s your reminder that even as a soul, you still exist, if only in thought and attitude if not flesh and muscle.”

      “You mean, like possession?” A shudder wracks her non-body.

      “No, you don’t take a person over. You just link yourself to their life force. It’s like a containment system for you, and a bit like a battery. Their energy feeds yours, and you get to stay together in the form you choose. It’s a very comforting feeling, actually.” I smile fondly at Justin.

      “The form you choose?” Her confused tone is beginning to grate on my nerves, but I swallow my impatience. She’s been more tolerable than some of the dead I’ve dealt with.

      Plus, this part is pretty fun, so I smile and try to show some enthusiasm. “You’re no longer confined to atoms in a static form or function. You can appear as whomever or whatever you want. Right now, you look as you’re used to looking. But you don’t actually have a face, or arms and legs, or even the clothes you’re ‘wearing.’”

      To illustrate my point, I concentrate briefly. My appearance shifts to that of a child—a smiling, cherubic little girl with pigtails. Then I morph into a cloud of mist with little discernable shape. Laura’s eyes go wide, and she looks at herself in wonder, a flicker of excitement crossing her features. I coalesce back into my normal form—how I looked moments before I died, a twenty-three-year-old man with blond hair and blue eyes—typical all-American looks I’ve never disliked. I see no need to manifest differently.

      “How did you do that?” She breathes the question more than asks it.

      “I picture how I want to appear, and it happens. I choose a human form. It helps me assimilate to the world I’m still in, even if only the dead can ever see me. I still have human reactions and feelings. I handle my environment and what’s happened to me better if I’m a person. That’s why you see my hair and eyes and I can smile at you. You understand I’m trying to help you because you recognize my expressions. If I were a cat, it would be harder.

      “This all takes practice and energy. But it boils down to belief for something to be true, then it simply becomes so. Except my main point isn’t about how you look. It’s that you need a living person to link to, or you won’t have much of an afterlife to experience.” I spin her to face her supine form just as Justin inserts a cannula into her carotid artery.

      Oops. Bad timing.

      She trembles against me again, transfixed as her blood drains, replaced by embalming fluid pumped into her veins when Justin switches on a small toggle that begins a low-grade buzzing that fills the room.

      “You have to anchor, or this will be the last of you.” I gesture to her figure on the table and talk over the noise.

      Laura averts her gaze, fear in her eyes as she grasps at me, and I can feel her desperation. “How do I anchor to someone? What do I have to do?”

      “You get near someone and mentally reach inside them for their life force. Not everyone’s compatible, but you can keep searching if your first link doesn’t work out. A lot of people anchor to their family and friends until they’re all gone. Once you feel their life force, you picture a tying of your soul with theirs, like fingers entwined. That’s it.”

      Laura moves toward Justin.

      Dammit. This happens so often.

      I flicker out of sight and pop up beside him, blocking her.

      “Except you cannot anchor to an occupied person. He’s mine.” My proprietary tone stops her short. She’s clearly offended, so I soften my sharpness. I mean, she didn’t know, so I have to cut her slack. “Like I said, it’s easier to anchor to someone you know first. Not everybody is compatible with you, so it’s better not to just choose the first person you see.”

      “How far away can I get when I attach to someone? Do I have to be in the same room as them?” Her anxious glance at the door sends a breath of relief through me.

      She’ll soon be on her way and out of my hair.

      “Generally it’s a good idea to be in the vicinity, but short trips, like a few rooms, aren’t out of the question. Just remember, the farther you go, the weaker your link. The weaker your link, the more susceptible you are to losing them either through distance or another soul filching your connection when you’re too far away to stop it. The higher your compatibility to your person, the stronger the link, and the more symbiotic your relationship to them becomes. You get energy and a sense of belonging, and they get from you a guardian of sorts. Protect your anchor.”

      “How do I do that?”

      “That’s a whole new topic on moving things and affecting your surroundings. Frankly, you don’t have time. I suggest you go home, find your husband or one of your kids, and link up. When they come back here for your funeral, I’ll be around. We’ll talk more then.”

      She nods, impulsively approaches me. I tense, thinking she’s going to try attaching to Justin anyway. Instead, she throws her arms around me. I don’t even think she realizes she touches me and let me touch her. After a breathless thanks, she’s off.

      I watch her go, then return my attention to Justin. He hums a song I recognize but can’t place until he sings the chorus out loud to himself. It makes me smile.

      Jason Mraz’s “I’m Yours.”

    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/the-yearning-2025-ebook-cover.jpg
AJ Rose

FGHI < 3
vve’CDE 1 il
, S QRSTUVWXy . 0
- 12345678090

i~ + goodbye « v—

THE
Y EARNING





OEBPS/images/the-yearning-ch-vector.jpg







