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In memory
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Chapter 1 - The White Peacock


JULIETTE CURSED THE COLD NIGHT AIR as her heels tapped along the concrete sidewalk. Her only protection against the frigid urban landscape was a decorative cotton scarf and her polyblend jacket. She was grateful that she had chosen to wear jeans instead of a skirt but regretted the flimsy blouse under her coat. The icy air sneaking in against her skin had her wishing that she’d pulled on a chunky turtleneck instead. She only had to walk eight blocks to the bar, and after sitting all day at work, she’d thought the early evening stroll would be invigorating. But when she’d found herself chilled after only four blocks, she’d chastised herself for not taking a cab. It was only the end of September and it already felt like winter was just around the corner.

It was girls’ night out and Juliette was really looking forward to seeing Christine and Jennifer. They’d been best friends since college but didn’t get to hang out together as often as they’d like thanks to careers, boyfriends, and even marriage for Jen. This would be their last chance to get together before Jen also added kids to her mix of things. Jen was counting down to her due date; only two weeks away. If she had her way, she would have given birth nine months ago; she was so excited about this baby’s arrival. But for Juliette, the thought of yet another reason keeping them all apart was a bit sad. She knew it was selfish of her thinking that way. She was truly happy for Jen, but as her friend moved forward, she couldn’t help but feel like she was standing still in her own life.

Jen had been the one to choose the meeting place for tonight; a small, quiet bar central to all of them. She had originally suggested a nice coffee shop, especially since she wouldn’t be drinking anyway, but Chris refused to go anywhere that didn’t serve alcohol. With Juliette and Chris both presently single, the married and very pregnant Jen also argued that she wanted the night to be a chance for them to catch up and not be about chasing men. In the end, Jen had done some research and chosen the dullest bar she could find located within an upscale restaurant catering to a much older clientele. The White Peacock was supposed to be a place to sit and relax and have a few drinks on a Friday night without loud music blaring in the background or a stream of horny guys on the prowl checking them out.

As the mother hen of the trio, Jen was most concerned about limiting distractions for Chris since she’d only broken up with Jeff a few weeks ago. They all knew that once Chris got over the initial grief of discovering that Prince Charming had been a lying and cheating bastard, she’d want to hit the clubs running, filling her tank with smooth flowing drinks and soothing her broken heart in the arms of some other buff, gorgeous, wickedly hot guy. And then she would call Juliette and Jen and cry about how empty, but glorious, the sex had been. An older crowd in a dull bar meant that there wouldn’t likely be any men that fell within Chris’ “dating rules”. She was twenty-six and she refused to date a man older than herself. Twenty-four seems to be her age bracket of choice these days. Jeff was twenty-four. It might be plausible that Chris would break her rule for someone a year older, or maybe even two, but there wasn’t much of a chance she’d skid right off the road and into the arms of a fifty-year-old. Jen had wanted to pick a place that served alcohol but where nothing was likely to tempt Chris. That suited Juliette just fine.

Juliette tried to quicken her pace, knowing that the finish line was only a mere block away. In turning the last corner, a sudden change in the weather greeted her and she growled. She tugged her scarf a little tighter around her neck and tucked her arms close across her chest, leaning into the icy wind blowing down the darkened street. “So much for spending time on my hair,” she sighed as dark strands whipped across her face. She squinted against the irritating wind and felt a tear slide across her cheek. “There goes the makeup, too,” she grumbled, not that she really cared too much.

Juliette had not kept it a secret. She had pulled her heart from the dating game after “surviving” a romance roller coaster over the last few years. Jen and Chris suspected she was still nursing a broken heart over Brian, which was partially true, but for the most part she’d become skeptical that she would ever meet the man that she wanted to meet. Even though she was only twenty-seven, she had given up on the idea that she would ever find her own Prince Charming as Jen had with her husband, Craig. Juliette met an adequate supply of men, but they weren’t worth meeting. She had developed a keen radar for the different types of guys who were out there: the Peter Pan party boys, the egomaniacal bad boys, and the sleazy players, among others. She was able to end their attempts to pick her up before they even really got started. Chris’ recent drama only solidified her thoughts that guys, in general, really sucked.

On reaching the front of the building, she stepped into a kaleidoscope of blue and green light cast down onto the otherwise dimly lit sidewalk by the neon peacock sitting proudly on the building’s facade over the front door. White letters arranged on a black wooden backboard beneath the peacock announced that she was in the right place. She glanced around the street for Chris and Jen and checked her watch. It wasn’t quite seven yet; she was five minutes early. If the weather had been more cooperative, she might have waited for them on the sidewalk, but she felt like ice and wanted to get out of the wind. They’d probably done the same anyway, if they’d beaten her there.

She stepped inside and was relieved to find herself in a small vestibule facing another set of doors that led into the bar. She imagined her hair was sitting every which way and that her face was a mess. She smoothed her dark hair and pulled wayward strands back into place before pulling out her compact and checking for smears of dark eyeliner or mascara. Tossing it back into her purse, she quietly blew her nose into a tissue from her pocket. She hated that every time she stepped into a warm building after being out in the cold, her nose started to run. When she felt presentable, she stepped through the second door and was immediately greeted by the young hostess.

“Good evening, ma’am. Are you joining a party?" The hostess was perky and not that much younger. Juliette hated being called “ma’am” but forced a polite smile.

“Yes, I’m meeting my two young friends.”

“What’s the name?” she asked, unmoved by the reference to young friends.

“I don’t think we made a reservation. I’m meeting my two girlfriends. One is a tall blonde while the other one is very pregnant,” Juliette explained.

The hostess shook her head slowly. “We haven’t had any pregnant women arrive yet this evening. Maybe you’d like to wait at the bar?” she said, motioning off to the side.

“Thank you,” Juliette murmured as she reluctantly walked past the hostess. Waiting alone at the bar did not interest her at all.

She had driven past this place several times but had never ventured inside, and for a Friday night, there wasn’t much of a dinner crowd despite being so close to the theater district. She scanned the softly lit room decorated in a sea of warm browns and reds hoping for a sight of Jen or Chris but saw no sign of either of them. Linen-covered tables set for parties of two or four dotted the room while votive candles twinkled inside small glass jars in the center of each one. Soft piano jazz floated down from unseen speakers in the ceiling. On the far wall, a very large gas fireplace threw some extra warmth into the room. She stared at it for a moment, feeling so chilled from the wind outside that she was tempted to walk over and hug it until she warmed up.

Three men already sat at the bar, and just as Jen had promised, they all sported salt and pepper hair. They were “suits”, and they were deep in conversation; likely a topic that had started at the office and then moved venues when all the other employees had eagerly left for the weekend. Juliette wondered what was waiting for them at home. It reminded her of her own father and how upset her mother would be when he wouldn’t come home until eight or nine o’clock, after hitting the bar with some buddies from work and missing dinner with his children. Juliette didn’t like suits very much. She had seen how miserable her mother was being married to a man who was married to business. She wouldn’t make that same mistake.

She selected a leather stool several seats away from the cluster of suits and set her purse on the bar. She unbuttoned her jacket before sitting down to allow some of the warmth of the room in but decided to keep it on until the deep chill left her.

“What can I get you, hun?" The bartender was a polished middle-aged woman, dressed in a white shirt and black vest atop black dress pants. An engraved brass tag sitting pertly above her chest indicated her name was Sharon.

“I’ll have a vodka and seven, please,” Juliette replied.

Sharon nodded, and only a moment later set a coaster down on top of the bar with her tall drink placed on top. Juliette smiled, absently plucking the slice of lime off the rim of the glass, squeezing it, and plopping it down into the liquid. This was her ritual. She’d then occasionally stab the lime at the bottom of the glass with her straw and enjoy the few pieces of pulp that she’d suck into her mouth, bursting them with her tongue. She took a small sip. On hearing the entrance door close, she glanced over her shoulder to see the hostess greet an older couple.

“Sharon! Another round please, sweetheart,” one of the suits slurred loudly, holding up his empty glass and shaking it for her to see.

Juliette rolled her eyes. While she disliked suits, she disliked drunken suits even more. Her father used to drink scotch when he frequented the bar, and when he had drunk too much, he was also loud and boisterous. He hadn’t just slipped into the house apologetically at eight or nine o’clock; he had stormed in like a bull charging a red cloak, announcing his arrival and refusing to hear a word from her mother in complaint of how he had chosen to spend his evening. Yes, she would not make that same mistake, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t making her own unique blend of mistakes. Lately, she seemed to be most attracted to unavailable men.

Brian was the complete opposite of a suit. He never wore a tie or jacket to the office; was always dressed in casual pants and a comfortable shirt or sweater. That was one of the things she’d really liked about him...how casual he was. She had been in love with Brian until he announced his engagement a few months ago. Of course, she had never told Brian that she was in love with him, but she found it hard to believe that he hadn’t known. He had joined the agency a year ago and settled into the vacant desk next to hers. He had asked her where to find things which had led to conversations about how the office worked, which had led to conversations about life. They’d eaten lunch together most days and had often gone out for coffee or a movie after work. He was flirtatious and attentive, even going out with her and the girls on a few occasions.

Jen and Chris had been equally stumped by Brian’s lack of action in asking her out or making a move. They had always assumed that he hadn’t wanted to jeopardize their ability to work together. They had never considered that he was in love with someone else. He had never once mentioned that he had been dating anyone. Juliette had been floored when their team leader had shared Brian’s news about the engagement at the end of a staff meeting. The additional piece of news that Brian was leaving to follow his fiancée to Atlanta where she had just been offered an awesome job was a relief. Juliette had smiled and congratulated him and then slipped off to the bathroom for a good cry.

As they had worked their way through a couple of bottles of wine performing a postmortem examination on yet “another failed relationship”, Jen and Chris had been convinced that Brian had known all along how Juliette had felt about him. They’d decided that he’d just not said anything to her about it, using the attention she had tossed his way to boost his own ego. And while Juliette hated to think that he was an asshole disguised as a great guy, she had a hard time seeing it any other way. She had wasted a year on a guy who had never had any interest in her at all but who had left her believing every day that he was on the verge of asking her out. She absently swirled her lime in the bottom of the glass with her straw as her mind continued to wander.

Before Brian, there was Colin; a bit different but unavailable just the same. Or maybe the proper word was “unattainable”. Colin had made an even bigger dent in her life. She had wasted two years with him, waiting for him to get over his trust issues and embrace her and their relationship. Colin claimed to have loved her, but in his weird, manipulative, mind game way, he had always left her wondering why. He had often said that she was the best thing that had ever happened to him but then left her thinking that she didn’t measure up; that she wasn’t really what he wanted. When she would ask him about it, he always came back with the claim that he had been burnt in love before, and that it would take time for him to fully commit. So, Juliette, thinking he was worth it, had given him that time and he’d left her feeling like she was going crazy. Her self-esteem had really taken a hit.

When she whined to Jen and Chris, they always said the same thing. “Dump him." But she had persevered, clinging to the good moments and filing the bad away, feeling that he would eventually come to trust that she would not also hurt him. Then he would fully embrace her and their relationship. It took her two years of misery before she’d finally had enough and made the tough decision to walk away. He even cried when she broke it off. He told her that he was devastated; that he didn’t see himself ever giving love a try again. She had felt horrible, for about a week, until she overheard him at a coffee shop feeding the exact same lines to his next victim.

She glanced at her watch. It was ten minutes past seven. Jen and Chris were late. The sound of the entrance door closing again drew her attention. The hostess greeted an older man walking in alone who motioned toward his party; another suit joining the meeting that was well underway only ten feet away from her. Juliette turned back to her drink and poked her lime with the straw. As her purse started to vibrate the bar, she quickly lifted it and rooted through the contents for her phone.

“Hello?” she said quietly. She was always so self-conscious about speaking in a normal voice on her phone while out in public. She didn’t like the lack of privacy.

Chaos greeted her on the other end. “Jules, it’s Craig. We’re at the hospital. Jen’s water...the baby’s coming. We’re having the baby...well, Jen’s having the baby. It’s happening, Jules!”

Juliette smiled and feigned a serious tone. “So, what you’re saying is that Jen won’t be coming out with us tonight for girls’ night out?”

Craig chuckled. “Can you believe it? It’s coming!”

“I’m so happy for you. I guess we’ll give her a pass this time. What hospital? The Brigham?”

“Yep, Brigham,” he sang.

“I’ll be there tomorrow. Give her a hug and a kiss for me. And remember, if it’s a girl, Juliette is a perfectly respectable name!” she teased.

“We’ll see you tomorrow, Jules. Oh my god, the baby’s coming!" Craig hung up.

Juliette took a deep breath and put her phone back in her purse as she thought of Jen. She was sitting at a bar, sipping a delicious vodka and seven, while her best friend was embarking on the adventure of motherhood. “Oh, I hope it doesn’t hurt too much,” she cringed as she pictured all the health class videos and movies she had ever seen depicting a sweaty woman screaming in pain as she bore down to push that huge football out of her small birth canal. But Jen was tough. She worked out regularly, ate healthily, and had a very sound mind. She would probably be an Olympian when it came to giving birth. Any minute, Craig would call back to say the baby had arrived and that they were going out dancing for the evening to celebrate.

She glanced over her shoulder at the door again; still no Chris. Without Jen to keep Chris under control, she could see where this evening was now going to go. Chris might sit at the bar for one drink, but then they would be off to a club. Even though she was still chilled, she was now thankful that she hadn’t chosen to wear a warm, chunky turtleneck. You can’t comfortably dance in a hot club in a turtleneck. And then Chris would hook up, and she would stand off to the side by herself swatting away guys like pesky flies, eventually heading home...alone.

Even though Juliette had pulled herself out of the game for now, she wasn’t entirely without hope. She just thought the odds were against her in meeting the right guy, especially in a bar or a club. She would love to meet the man of her dreams, but she had set the expectation bar so high, given her past failures, that it was unlikely any man could meet it. She didn’t want to date a suit or an uptight man focused on business, like her father. She also didn’t want to date someone who had been irreparably burned by a previous relationship, like Colin. She wanted someone who was educated, who had a solid career but didn’t live to work, and who valued family and love and didn’t toss either around lightly. Most importantly, she wanted someone who wanted her exactly as she was and who needed her as much as she needed him. It wasn’t too much to ask, was it?

Oh, and then there was sex. The sex also had to be good. She had experienced the most fantastic sex about three years ago when she, Jen, and Chris had flown to Cancun for a long weekend just before she’d met Colin. Miguel had landed in her bed after a long day and night of margaritas, dancing, and flirting. When she started dating Colin, when he was first working on pulling her in, he had suggested that sex with him would be unforgettable, but it was actually the opposite. She’d already forgotten. He just could not surpass the bedroom bar set by Miguel. Sex with Miguel was unforgettable because he had wanted her, not because his technique was spectacular. That’s what was important; that her man would need her sexually. Colin never seemed to need her that way. He never tried to seduce her. Her man needed to desire her, and he needed to rock her world.

Perhaps she had subconsciously set the bar so high so that no man would ever reach it so that she’d always have an excuse for refusing a date which would protect her from ever having to feel the pain of heartache again. She admitted that possibility, but when she looked closely at what she wanted in a man and in a relationship, her expectations didn’t really seem that far out of line or unreasonable. If that was what she wanted, shouldn’t she be selective until she found it? And speaking of needing to be selective, where the heck was Chris? She pulled her phone out again and typed a text message.

“It’s seven fourteen. Where are you?”

She hit send and waited; her eyes fixated on the screen. Less than a minute later, her phone vibrated with an incoming call.

“Hey, you!” she said quietly as she answered her phone.

“I’m in the bathroom,” Chris whispered.

“Here? At the bar?” Juliette asked, confused, looking around the room.

“No, at home. Jeff is here. He just showed up,” she whispered in response.

“He just showed up? Oh, Chris!”

“I know! He’s crying, Jules. What am I going to do?” she whined.

“Tell him to leave and come to the bar!” Juliette ordered.

“But he’s so sad and pathetic,” she argued. “He said he’s sorry; that he made a huge mistake.”

“Chris, he didn’t just “make a mistake”. He slept with your neighbor when you had to go to Springfield for the weekend. Don’t forget that. He’s a liar and a cheat. Tell him to go away and come to the bar. We’ll go dancing." Juliette tried to whisper, but she was disappointed that Chris was wavering.

“But I still love him,” Chris whined.

“No, you love having regular sex, but you actually hate him, remember?” Juliette countered. “He also slept with your assistant. Don’t forget about that!”

“Oh shit, Jules. He sounds so sorry for everything. He wants me back. He’s crying,” Chris whispered.

“He’ll break your heart again, Chris. Don’t do it. Walk away. Tell him to leave,” Juliette ordered again.

“I’ll call you guys back in a bit. I’m just going to hear what he has to say,” Chris said.

“Jen’s at the hospital having the baby so I’m going to go home.”

“She is? That’s great. Oh shit, Jules, I’m so sorry,” Chris apologized.

“It’s okay. I came. I conquered one drink. And now I’ll go home,” Juliette laughed. “Call me!” she insisted before hanging up.

She checked the time on her phone before tossing it back into her purse and setting her purse back on the bar. It was almost seven twenty. If she worked at it, she could finish this drink, grab a cab, and be home before eight. She might even manage to get into her fuzzy, flannel jammies in time to catch the start of an eight o’clock TV show. She stabbed her lime with her straw a few times before taking a long sip. At these prices, she wasn’t going to walk away from her drink. She’d finish every penny of it first, especially since she could probably use that vodka swirling through her to help ward off the cold when she stepped back outside.

She took a second healthy sip of her drink and started to feel the pleasant warming effects of the alcohol; relieved to finally be letting go of the chill that had stuck with her. And even though she was warming up, she didn’t see the point of now taking off her jacket and scarf if she was just going to be leaving in a few minutes. On second thought, it was a bit warm for her scarf to be wrapped so tightly. As she loosened it, a slight rumble underfoot had her reaching for the edge of the wooden bar in front of her. She glanced toward the bartender and the suits as a similar rumbling sound reached her ears, but no one else around her seemed to pay it any attention. She laughed at herself. A large truck had likely just bounced past on the road outside, shaking the older building, and the regulars were probably so used to the resulting rumble that they didn’t even notice.

With the adrenaline jolt on top of the vodka, she was starting to feel a little too warm. She pulled her scarf from around her neck and set it down on the empty stool next to her, but it didn’t seem to help enough. She was still too hot and even started to feel a little sweaty. She slid her jacket off, draping it over the stool as well. “Good vodka,” she thought, feeling better to be rid of her extra layers.

As she turned back toward her drink, a small flutter of movement beside her a short distance away caught her attention. A younger man was sitting alone a few stools down from her. She had been so wrapped up in her own mind that she hadn’t even noticed him arrive. He was sipping a bottle of beer and tapping away on his cell phone. She tried not to listen as he held the phone to his ear.

“Hey Timbo! Where are you? ... I’m at The White Peacock waiting for you... No, we said seven... Yeah, that’s fine, but if you don’t get your ass down here sooner than that, you might have to peel me off this bar stool. Talk about having a day from hell! ... Aw, I’ll tell you when you get here... Okay. See you soon." He placed his phone down on the bar, focusing his attention on trying to remove the label from his bottle of beer while he waited.

Juliette tried to ignore the fact that he was there, even when the scent of his Polo cologne reached her nose. She absolutely loved Polo. She would be walking through a mall and a man would walk by wearing it and she would immediately melt when it reached her nose. She had bought some for Colin for Christmas the first year they were together, but he never wore it. He thought it was too “old”; that it had been around for too long and that a newer, more popular brand, spoke better to “his metrosexual nature”. He preferred a sportier scent that never had the same effect on her. She should have taken that bottle with her when they broke up. She’d paid a small fortune for it. She could have sprayed it on one of her pillows and snuggled with it as she read or watched television. Of course, she’d have to explain her odd behavior eventually when some man did enter her life wondering why she had a bottle of men’s Polo cologne on her dresser, but if he were the right man, he would appreciate her quirkiness.

“Juliette is a very nice name. Very Shakespearean,” the cologne guy said quietly while continuing to look at the bottle of beer in front of him.

She glanced briefly in his direction, wondering how he knew her name. She glanced at his attire. He wasn’t a suit. He was wearing jeans and a tight-fitting, navy crew-neck sweater.

“Sorry, I overheard you talking on the phone a few minutes ago...” He turned his head toward her.

She blushed. She hated talking on her phone in public, and she hated that others eavesdropped on her conversations. Yes, she knew she had heard cologne guy calling his friend, Timbo, but she would never just start talking to him about it. And when did she mention her name on the phone? She searched her memory. Cologne guy had been sitting there since she had spoken with Craig?

“She should take your advice and tell the guy to shove off,” he said.

Juliette smiled politely at him and returned to stabbing her lime with her straw.

“She shouldn’t settle for someone who doesn’t respect her,” he added.

Juliette turned and looked at him, curious as to why he felt he was part of the conversation in the first place. He was very handsome with a chiseled, confident face, brilliant smile, sparkling deep green eyes, perfectly styled brown hair, and strong hands that lightly gripped his bottle of beer. He appeared to be in his late twenties. Beneath that tight navy sweater, Juliette imagined rippling muscles and tanned skin. She pegged him in a flash. She knew guys like him; charming, charismatic, bad boys. They were beautiful, edgy, overtly confident, and their opinion about everything was always correct; they were never wrong in their own eyes. And they never truly cared about anyone other than themselves.

“I’m sorry?” she asked, hoping that was enough to remind him that his comments had not been invited, but cologne guy continued.

“If he respected her, he wouldn’t cheat on her. She shouldn’t listen to the crap he’s shoveling out now because, guaranteed, it’s just crap." He smiled and tipped his beer toward her as if to say “cheers” before taking another sip.

True enough. Jeff obviously had no respect for Chris if he would treat her that way, but she found herself thinking that she needed to be more direct when she spoke with people.

“Do you make a habit out of eavesdropping on other people’s calls?” she chastised, immediately regretting her tone.

He blushed, turned toward the bar, and looked at his beer as if he were fourteen and had just been rejected by his crush at the school dance.

“I’m truly sorry,” he said quietly as he picked up his bottle and took a swig while checking his watch for the time.

An apology? Really? So much for being the self-assured, opinionated type. His face had become softer as he nursed his bruised feelings. His sparkling eyes, now downcast and hurt, seemed more gentle than arrogant. These guys don’t usually take rejection to heart. They usually just move on to their next challenge, smirking condescendingly at the woman who didn’t bite as if he assumed she would come to regret her decision to not give him the time of day. They never felt the need to prove anything to anyone. But cologne guy didn’t react that way. Her tone had sliced through what she had guessed was an impenetrable ego. His points hadn’t been the usual self-focused drivel about how brilliant he was. He had been making an astute observation. And she hated being the cause of someone’s hurt feelings.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound harsh,” Juliette apologized.

Cologne guy chuckled and shook his head. “You don’t need to apologize. I shouldn’t have said anything. You’re right, I shouldn’t have been listening to your conversation,” he confessed.

“Well, it’s sort of hard to not hear a conversation when you’re only six feet away,” she offered.

He nodded and cast a small smile, accepting her peace offering. “But I should have at least pretended that your attempts at whispering into your phone were successful and that no one heard that Chris’ boyfriend cheated on her with her neighbor and her assistant.”

Juliette smiled. “I need to practice my whispering, I guess.”

“I would say so,” he smiled and shrugged. “Or don’t worry so much that a bunch of strangers know all about Chris’ love life and the fact that Jen is having her baby. We wouldn’t know where to send either of them flowers,” he winked.

Juliette nodded in reply and looked at her drink; wiping away a drip of condensation that had started to snake down the outside of the glass. He was probably right. She probably just looked like a badly trained spy trying to maintain the secrecy surrounding a covert operation by trying to whisper into her phone. Who cares if strangers hear her speaking? It wasn’t as if anyone knew who Jen and Chris were. She twirled the lime around the bottom of her glass with the straw.

“And back to Chris,” cologne guy continued. “That guy needed to be upfront with his intentions way back at the beginning of things. If he’s playing the field, he should’ve told her so she could decide if she wanted to play that same game. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise.”

Juliette turned her head and looked back over to cologne guy, confused. Was he really continuing this conversation with her? When he turned toward her on his stool and continued, her question was answered.

“What I mean is that a guy has one job to do—to make sure she knows exactly how he feels about her and what he truly wants in a relationship. When a guy starts shoveling bullshit, you’re left guessing and wondering and doubting and that’s when you need to walk away because if he can’t get that one piece right, then he’s simply playing you and he’s not worth keeping around.”

Juliette continued to look over at cologne guy, hanging on the words that trickled out from behind his beautiful smile, until her rational mind reeled her back in. She was impressed by the sentiment. He sounded quite insightful. But the fact that he continued talking about this led her back to her original impression of him; that he was overconfident, opinionated, and simply trying to chat her up. You don’t meet guys of substance in a bar.

“Um, are we discussing this?” she asked while motioning back and forth between them with her finger.

“Did you have something better to do while sitting by yourself and finishing your drink? Certainly, that lime can’t be that entertaining!” he teased, his smile wide and his eyes sparkling in that glamorous movie star sort of way. It was that look that was hard not to get swept up by.

She paused, uncertain of her response. She didn’t have anything better to do, yet that didn’t mean she was interested in wasting her time discussing her friends with a charming bad boy. But he didn’t give her much time to think.

“Listen, I’m not one of those guys who hit on women in bars. I wouldn’t have picked this place if I was, and I didn’t just wander in off the street after spotting you through a window or something like that. I came here to meet up with someone. Your friends are obviously not showing up tonight, so if you want some company while you finish your drink...I promise I’m not a jerk,” the gorgeous cologne guy said sincerely.

Juliette hesitated. He could just be tossing out lines. If he had been in a suit, or if he was oozing sleaze, or if he had been bragging about himself and not seeming to be insightful, and if she hadn’t seen his feelings hurt by rejection, she would have declined in a heartbeat, but there was something different about him. Was there any harm in a little company while she finished her drink, especially when he smelled so divine? Fifteen minutes of small talk while drifting in his beautifully aromatic company just might make her trip home seem a bit warmer. She shrugged in agreement and offered him a small smile as she nodded. He picked up his jacket and slid his bottle of beer closer to where she sat. He took up residency on the next stool, sitting to face her.

“I’m Miles,” he said as he introduced himself, holding out his hand to shake hers.

“Juliette,” she noted, firmly gripping his hand so that he knew she would not be easily won over by his good looks alone. She turned back and faced her drink, trying not to stir her lime with her straw after he had pointed out that she had seemed preoccupied with doing so.

“Yes, Shakespeare girl,” he smiled.

“My parents were fans,” she offered an explanation.

“I like Will. He had a way with tragedy. By comparison, you can’t help but feel great to be living a mundane existence,” he joked.

“Unless facing your own personal tragedy,” she countered.

“True enough,” he nodded, raising his brow while he waited for her to say more. When she didn’t, he spoke again. “What do you do, Juliette? For work?”

“Child protection; I work for the State,” she shared.

“That has got to be a very draining job,” he winced as he looked at her empathetically with his green eyes.

“It can be,” she agreed.

“Do you work directly with kids? With the families?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yup; I’m a social worker.”

He shook his head. “I don’t envy you. That’s a very tough role to play. I bet it’s hard not to bring your work home with you every night.”

She nodded again. “But I make a point of not bringing it home. I try very hard to leave it at work and focus on anything but work outside of the office.”

“That’s so important, isn’t it? I mean, it’s great when you have a job that you love and enjoy, but there’s so much more to life to experience. The work will still be there the next day, but that concert or that movie opening or that sale on towels won’t wait for you to put the paperwork down,” he agreed.

Juliette raised her brow and smiled. “Buy a lot of towels, do you?”

He smiled as if he had an embarrassing secret. “I need some new kitchen towels. Apparently, it’s not recommended that you use your good white towels to wipe up spilled grape juice unless you’re okay with adding some tie-dyed purple to your decor, which doesn’t really come out of the wash as a nice purple but more of a dingy gray. Then, in trying to whiten said towels, apparently there really is a fine line between “enough bleach” and “too much bleach”, or so I found out. There’s a sale tomorrow,” he chuckled.

She couldn’t help but be amused by his story. “Have you not heard of paper towels?” she quipped.

He nodded his head and smiled back. “Yeah. I’m still asking myself that same question. So, is that what you wanted to be when you grew up? A social worker protecting kids?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No. I wanted to be a teacher. Elementary grades.”

“So why didn’t you? How did you get to be where you are now?” he asked, apparently seriously interested in knowing.

“I started college and then saw a need. It pulled me in that direction and here I am,” she stated simply. “So, what do you do?”

“I’m a superhero with a weakness for cute women who have been left stranded in bars,” he openly flirted.

She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “That’s a really lame pickup line,” she said flatly while trying not to blush at being called cute. And he said he wasn’t one of those guys who hit on women in bars.

“Yeah, that one really sucked, didn’t it,” he agreed with a chuckle. He held up his arms as if to surrender. “See? Not talented enough to be a successful pickup artist!”

“So, what do you really do?” she smiled, absently twirling her lime.

“Well, I wanted to be a doctor, but it turned out that I sucked at chemistry. I ended up transferring out of science and into literature after my first year of college. After graduating, I started working as an editor for my family’s small publishing house,” he shared.

She had been expecting his short story to tell her of the career he’d landed that was even better than being a doctor. After all, these confident bar guys loved to brag about how awesome they were. Hearing about not being able to master chemistry came as a surprise. Maybe the awesome was in the family business; the “small” publishing house. She racked her brain for some of the big names that she knew—Simon & Schuster, Random House, Harlequin, Harper Collins...

“Which one is that?” she braced for his impressive answer.

“MacDermott Publishing. Heard of it?”

“No, sorry,” she shook her head. So, he wasn’t out to impress her with his flashy job.

“That’s alright. It’s not a major player, yet,” he smiled.

“So, what kind of doctor did you want to be?” she asked, now curious about his first career dream.

“Pediatrician. I wanted to work with kids.”

She rolled her eyes again and chuckled. “Man, that sounds like another line, especially after I just said I worked with kids!”

He smiled. “Yeah, it sort of does, doesn’t it? But that’s the truth,” he said convincingly. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. Life is too short to bother with lines. People really need to be real with each other.”

She nodded in agreement, wondering if he followed his own advice. “It’s a great philosophy, but I don’t think it’s practiced very often. Most people are too preoccupied with selling themselves and convincing everyone else of how wonderful they are,” she noted.

“But that’s the problem. You sell yourself and eventually someone comes to know your truth, and they can’t help but be disappointed. You set yourself up for failure every single time by not being real,” he expanded.

She looked at him, trying to figure out if he was being sincere. “So, we should only talk in terms of our flaws, then? That way, when someone gets to know us better, they can only be pleasantly surprised,” she smirked.

He laughed. “Yeah, that might work; although it would make for some depressing small talk, I think. Hi, I’m Miles. I’m not living the life I thought I would. I’m not living in the house I thought I would have bought by now. I’m not driving the car I wanted to drive. And I’m not even wearing the jeans I wanted to wear tonight because my favorite pair has grape juice stains on the knees!”

Juliette laughed before taking another small sip of her drink. She was pleasantly surprised by the apparent lack of arrogance in his personality. She was also finding him to be rather entertaining. He was gorgeous, smart, and funny; he just didn’t seem to be the egotistical hot bar guy she had pegged him for. And the sensual aroma of Polo hung in the air around him, pulling her in and threatening to knock down her walls.

“I’ll take that as a good sign,” he noted as he watched her set her drink down on the bar. “If you were having second thoughts about keeping company with me and wanted an excuse to flee, you’d be chugging that drink, but that was a pretty tiny sip.”

Juliette blushed. “Are you trying to challenge me so that I end up drunk?”

He raised his hands innocently. “Not at all,” he smiled. “But thanks for flirting with me." He winked again.

She looked at him defensively and chuckled. “That was not flirting!”

“I’ve heard women say that before; ask a guy if he’s trying to get them drunk. They want him to say yes. It’s a standard line,” he offered.

He was right. She had heard that before as well. It was usually the players wanting the woman drunk so that he could take advantage of her, and the interested, horny woman hoping he would. She kicked herself for even saying it, especially given his reaction.

“Well, the “real me” is telling you that I wasn’t flirting. But thank you for the ego boost,” she said sarcastically.

“Ego boost?” he asked.

“You presumed I was flirting, and you replied firmly that you were “not at all” interested,” she smiled, acting only slightly wounded.

He chuckled and shook his head. “You have a quick mind, Juliette. Very nice! You’re probably one of the lucky ones who’ve seen right through the crap that guys dish out.”

She smiled. “Yeah, that’s me,” she lied.

His eyes flashed warmly at her, catching the lack of truth in the tone of her voice. “Speaking of jerks, why is your friend, Chris, putting up with this guy?”

“Oh, I know the answer to that,” she said, straightening up on her stool. “Because when a woman starts to date a guy, and he’s pumped her up about who he is and what he’s all about, she ends up falling for the idea of him and not necessarily the guy himself. She falls in love with a dream. So, when he turns out to be Prince Asshole and not Prince Charming, she sometimes has a hard time letting go of the dream of him, and the dream of the future she believed she’d have with him.”

“Is that the deal with Chris? Or your own personal experience?” he asked caringly, and she simply smiled in return.

“Men experience that too,” he shared. “I’ve been there. The dream died with my last serious girlfriend within a week, but I refused to see it for a whole year." He chuckled at his own stupidity.

She sighed. “I hate to say it, but without those bad experiences, we’d never figure out what we really want in a relationship; what we’ll accept and what we won’t.”

“I totally agree, but not at the expense of shutting yourself off to the possibility of relationships in general." He nodded toward her.

“What makes you think I’ve shut myself off?” she asked, thinking he was not only gorgeous, but a mind reader as well. She took a longer sip of her vodka.

“Either you’ve shut yourself off, or you’re currently in a relationship,” he predicted. “I’m not an expert, but if you were open to meeting new people, and you weren’t in a relationship, you wouldn’t be facing the bar; you would’ve turned toward me like I’m sitting facing you.”

“That’s absurd. I’m facing my drink,” she countered. “And you’re assuming I find you attractive!” she added, trying to sound aloof but certain she hadn’t been convincing. She didn’t want to give him an upper hand.

“Thank you,” he smiled, tipping his beer toward her again. “It’s not only about attraction; it’s about being open to meeting new people. Try sitting facing me,” he suggested.

She looked at him cautiously, wondering what his game plan was.

“I won’t bite, I promise,” he assured her.

Determined to prove him wrong, she turned on the stool facing him. She crossed her legs and rested her hands in her lap, attempting to appear relaxed.

He laughed. “So, which is it; presently in a relationship or shut off?”

“I’m facing you,” she defended.

“Yeah, but as soon as you turned, you hid behind your crossed legs and your hands on your lap. You’re protecting yourself; keeping yourself separated and hidden. Here, uncross your legs,” he said as he casually tapped her knee.

She took a deep breath and uncrossed her legs, resting both feet on the metal ring that hovered near the base of her stool. He reached forward, taking both of her hands with his, turned them palm up and let them rest on her thighs.

“There, now you’re more receptive. How does that feel?” he asked, smiling.

“I feel like a mannequin. I thought you said you were an editor and not some sort of psychiatrist,” she mused.

“I once edited a manuscript on body language,” he smiled, watching her. “You’re uncomfortable, aren’t you? It’s just like I thought. Okay, as you were,” he said, turning toward the bar and his beer.

“I am not in a relationship, and I am not closed off!” she defended. “Sounds like that manuscript was badly written.”

She continued to sit that way. She wasn’t sure why, but she needed to know that she wasn’t so easily read by him. No one else had ever suggested to her in the past few months that she seemed closed off. Certainly, this guy wasn’t that perceptive. It was a little unsettling that he saw her so clearly. She picked up her drink and took another long sip. If she was going to prove the wonderfully scented, sidewalk shrink wrong about being closed off to the idea of relationships, she would need just a bit more vodka circulating through her veins. He chuckled when she didn’t turn away, turning back to face her.

“You have beautiful eyes,” he said to her rather clinically.

Butterflies started to float around in her tummy despite knowing his words were only an attempt to break her commitment to her charade. He was simply tossing another lame pickup line at her.

“Your hands are very soft,” he said; his tone a bit silkier.

She forced herself not to move.

He lowered his voice and said gently, “Don’t give up on finding love just because you’ve dated some pricks.”

She felt her face flush, but she didn’t move. She simply smiled back at him. She knew he was playing a game and she was determined that he wouldn’t win. She held his shimmering green eyes with hers and felt a little lightheaded, despite her quickened pulse, as she found herself swimming in their warmth. He didn’t look away. He also didn’t look at her with any sort of confidence or false charismatic charm. The depth of his eyes didn’t seem to end in a shallow pool; she could see right into his soul. And she didn’t see any hint that he was hiding a deceptive game behind those long lashes. All she saw looking back at her was gentle warmth.

“I’d like to ask you out on a date,” he whispered seductively; the softness of his voice wafting toward her. “That’s it,” she thought. He won. She sighed and turned back to facing the bar.

He chuckled, leaning closer and whispering in her ear. “I was serious; all of it.”

Sharon, the bartender, stood in front of her. “How are you guys doing over here?” She provided Juliette with a perfectly timed distraction to regroup her mind.

She cleared her throat. “Um, another vodka and seven, and a...” she glanced at Miles’ beer, “and a bottle of Stella Artois, please?”

“Sure thing,” Sharon sang as she scurried about behind the bar filling the order, quickly setting the two drinks down in front of Juliette, then flying to the end of the bar in response to another glass being waved in the air by one of the suits. Juliette slid Miles’ beer across the bar top toward him. She sipped the last of her first drink, plucked the lime off the rim of her fresh one, squeezed some juice into the 7 Up, and plopped the lime into the drink.

“I guess I should take that as a “yes” to the date?” he asked hopefully.

“We’ll see,” she smiled, fully aware that she was blushing. “So, tell me...are you single, married, separated, divorced, living with someone, or dating someone?” she asked while glancing at his ring finger. There had to be something wrong with him.

“Ah, yes; the standard interview process,” Miles chuckled. “Single. I’ve been single for a while now,” he answered, holding his hand up for her to see clearly. “I wouldn’t ask you for a date if I wasn’t entirely available.”

Juliette raised her brow. Now why would he say that when her mind has been sitting here ruminating over the fact that she keeps finding herself attracted to unavailable men?

“I know. You don’t know me. You’ll just have to trust me,” he assured her with a soft smile. “And you? You already said you weren’t involved, but I guess I should ask.”

“Quite content being single, actually,” she answered. She wasn’t about to make it too easy for him.

“That’s the best way,” he smiled. “Being desperate can lead to some very bad decisions.”

She nodded in agreement.

“And your heart is too precious to just throw away without any thought,” he added.

“Agreed! So, in being entirely available, does that include being emotionally available? Or are you on a mission to punish women for the pain one caused you at some point in the past?” She had tried to sound casual in asking.

He looked at her and chuckled. “Wow! There’s a story I’d love to hear at some point. No, I don’t have any hang ups because of past relationships. They happened. They ended. I learned from them. And I moved on,” he answered confidently.

“Good answer,” she smiled.

“Thanks. I’ve been practicing that one, waiting for someone to ask,” he laughed.

“So why are you having a bad day?” she asked. Perhaps that would give her some deeper insight.

He raised his brows. “You were eavesdropping on my phone call?” he teased.

She tried to appear innocent.

He smiled. “I totally forgot that I was grumpy.”

“And what were you grumpy about?” she further probed.

He hesitated and looked at her seriously. “Grape juice!”

She couldn’t help but laugh, especially given the serious tone he had used.

“But I’m all better now, thank you." He affectionately rubbed her shoulder.

She found his touch electrifying even though she knew he wasn’t trying to seduce her. It really wasn’t anything a friend wouldn’t do for another to thank them for their care and concern, yet the moment he touched her that way, she felt lit up like a Christmas tree. She took a deep breath and tried to focus her increasingly foggy mind which was quite happily drowning in the expensive vodka and not interested in being thrown a life preserver.

“Okay, here’s another question. What do you wear when you go into the office every day?” she asked.

He looked at her curiously. “How’s that vodka? Good?” he chuckled, and she couldn’t help but laugh at herself at the sound of her question, but in good sport, he replied. “I always make sure I’m wearing clean underwear, cause, you never know.”

She smiled. “And?” she urged him to continue.

“And? I dunno. Whatever is clean. Jeans, pants, shirt, sweater, shoes, sneakers... Depends on what’s happening that day. Fridays are always a jeans day; but I couldn’t wear my favorite jeans today because...you know...attack of the grape juice.”

She giggled. “Jacket and tie?” she asked.

He held his hands to his throat and pretended to choke himself. “God, no! Only for weddings and funerals.”

“Hmm,” she pretended to be disappointed.

“Alright, I’ll wear a tie on our first date,” he promised.

She pretended to make notes on her palm. “Family—love them, tolerate them, or hate them?”

He smiled. “Now we’re heading into some Freud, are we?" She nodded. “Well, the easy answer is that I love them, but I don’t see them very often,” he shared.

Juliette learned that his twin sister, Melissa, was a chef. In fact, she used to work as a sous chef in that very restaurant and Miles used to come in for lunch all the time. A few years ago, she moved to Angels Camp where she prefers the warmer climate.

“There’s a place called Angels Camp?” Juliette smiled.

“Yes, there is. In California, east of San Francisco. It’s a small, touristy town but it has a world class golf course. Lots of corporate events, tournaments, parties, weddings...”

Miles also had an older brother, Derek; she learned, but he had walked away from the family a few years ago, not keeping in touch with any of them. Miles believed he was in Colorado.

“He was angry about something, but no one knows what,” he shared.

“That’s sad,” Juliette noted. “You’ve never tried to track him down? To find out why?”

“We haven’t been able to get in touch with him,” he shrugged.

Miles also shared that it had been his mother and father who had started the small, family run publishing company, but his parents retired early and moved closer to his sister. He found it tough having them all so far away but visited them every chance that he got. He had always been very close to his parents. He spoke very highly of them and thought they were the best teachers he had ever had about life and living. He pulled up the sleeve on his sweater and unhooked the clasp of his silver watch.

“Here’s an example. My parents gave this to me on my last birthday,” he shared, turning his watch over to show her the inscription engraved on the back; “Time will pass regardless. Fill each second with the best of life.”

“That’s beautiful!” she whispered, admiring the obvious love he had for his family and the wisdom in which he was raised by his parents. 

Her mind sank to a depressing possibility. “So, who’s running the company?” she asked, wondering if Miles was a suit in disguise. But he explained that it was presently being overseen by his uncle; confessing that his life just wouldn’t include that stressful job.

“So, you’ll never be a suit like these guys at the end of the bar?” she asked him.

He shook his head theatrically, “Never!”

“What about when your uncle retires?” she asked.

“A couple of my cousins are interested,” he reported.

When she’d first noticed him sitting at the bar several stools down, she had immediately pegged him for a charming, charismatic bad boy; a player intent on seducing her so he could get her into his bed before then moving on to his next conquest. And while he was beautiful, charming, and charismatic, he just didn’t seem to be an opinionated, uncaring, and manipulative egomaniac. He was sexy and attractive, but in a humble, grounded way. He was casual and relaxed; there wasn’t an uptight bone in his body. And there was just something special about him, about the way he looked at her, understood her, read her mind, and made her feel safe in his company. For what seemed like hours, they shared stories and thoughts and dreams. He listened intently when she shared a few heartbreaking stories from work and offered helpful advice on how to also see the positive side of every situation.

“Whether we want to see it or not, these tragedies sort of force us to see the true beauty around us. We all learn that eventually; some sooner than others.”

When she shared a bit about her past relationship failures, he agreed that she was now better equipped to recognize real love when it landed in front of her.

“Sometimes we just need some distance; a chance to adjust our view and to reflect from a happier place in our existence in order to see things differently,” he winked.

But she did know that, and with each passing minute, she grew increasingly comfortable in his presence and found her attraction to him growing. He was attentive and interesting; he cared about what she had to say, and he didn’t once dismiss one of her opinions, even when different from his. She loved his wicked sense of humor, and he was able to make her laugh uncontrollably. He was also educated and seemed capable of such deep conversation. She found him stimulating and electric, especially when he reached for her hand to stroke her fingers. She was careful about pacing her vodka consumption; she still needed to get herself home, but she started to doubt her mission of going home by herself. She didn’t want her evening in Miles’ company to end. She enjoyed him too much.

Her ears swam in the music that was his voice as he whispered, “I meant it when I said you had beautiful eyes.”

She blushed again and curled her fingers into his. “Thank you. So do you.”

“But I think your nose is my favorite. It’s just too cute,” he said, leaning a bit closer.

She had always been self-conscious of her nose. She scrunched up her face as if she had just inhaled a whiff of rotting garbage, letting him know she wholeheartedly disagreed with his assessment.

He laughed. “Oh, that’s even better. Very cute!” he grinned. “So do I have a shot at asking you out on a proper date?” he asked.

“I think you might,” she smiled.

With his free hand, he picked up his phone from the bar and opened his contact list before handing it to her. “May I have your number?”

She untangled her fingers and held his phone with both hands as she typed, hitting save and handing the phone back to him. “Speaking of phones, what happened to Timbo?” she asked.

“Tim has so much time on his hands, he has trouble keeping track of it all. I would have called him again, but I didn’t want to say goodnight to you yet,” he winked.

He pushed a few buttons on his phone and held it to his ear. She reached into her purse to pull out some cash to leave for Sharon, smiling when her purse started to vibrate. Looking at him, puzzled, she answered her phone.

“Hey Juliette? This is Miles. We met earlier at The White Peacock? I was just wondering if you had plans this evening or if you might like to join me for a coffee?”

“Hey Miles. I don’t know. It’s such short notice. Let me check my schedule." She held her phone against her chest as she finished fishing out enough money to cover both their tabs, ignoring his raised brow at her ruse. After setting the bills down on the bar, she held the phone back to her ear. “You’re in luck. It seems my schedule is clear.”

“Excellent. Pick you up in a few?” he smiled.

“Give me five to make sure I’m decent,” she smiled, returning her phone to her purse. “I’m just going to visit the ladies’ room. Meet you out front?”

“Sounds like a plan,” he agreed as he gathered her money and tucked it back into the opening of her purse. He pulled out his wallet and tossed a few of his own bills onto the bar.

As she opened the door to leave, Juliette waved goodbye to the hostess in response to the curious look being shot her way. She assumed the young woman was judging her. She had only arrived an hour and a half ago looking for two girlfriends and was now leaving with a man, but she didn’t care. He wasn’t just some random guy. He was perfect. She was sure she’d set the bar for what she wanted in a man extremely high, but he just seemed to sail over it effortlessly. Juliette felt like she was floating. She was so happy. It wasn’t every day she met such a gorgeous, grounded man. She couldn’t imagine not leaving with Miles; of not continuing the evening with him. She suddenly felt that her evening alone would have otherwise seemed incredibly empty.

Miles was waiting for her out on the sidewalk; tall and sexy in his black leather jacket under the shower of green and blue lights. She noticed that he had managed to find a tie. The wind hit her as she stepped clear of the building, but she didn’t mind. It felt refreshing.

“Where did you come up with a tie?” she laughed.

“One of the old guys at the end of the bar,” he chuckled. “I told him I really needed to impress a girl and that she only dated guys in ties.”

She shook her head. “You tracked down a tie because you thought I preferred guys in ties?" She was amazed. He was trying to please her.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

She didn’t mind being called ma’am when he said it that way.

“Did you drive?” he asked as he stood close to her.

“No, I walked, actually,” she replied.

“What direction is home? Is there a coffee shop on the way? There’s no point in going in the opposite direction,” he said.

“You know, I can make a pretty good cup of coffee at my place,” she suggested. “Just coffee, of course.”

He was surprised by her offer, according to the look on his face. “I wouldn’t presume otherwise,” he assured her.

“I mean, I can’t whip up a slice of cheesecake or anything to go with that coffee. I might have some Oreos, but that would be about it,” she smirked.

He laughed. “Oreos would be great and just coffee is fine, if you’re comfortable with the idea.”

When she nodded, he wrapped his arm around her shoulder to help keep her warm and suggested that she lead the way. But she didn’t feel chilled at all. Even after walking eight blocks home, she still didn’t feel the cold the way it had clung to her earlier. As they exited the elevator on the third floor of her building, Juliette was relieved that the hallway was empty. It wasn’t a large building, but there was a significant population of older ladies who just loved to gossip about their neighbors; the things they heard and saw. Juliette had two of them on her floor and didn’t want to give them something new to talk about. She fumbled with the keys as she tried to unlock her door, hoping to get inside before someone poked their head out into the hall to snoop. Miles picked up the newspaper lying on the floor near her door.

“Your paper boy delivers in the evening?” he asked her, surprised.

She waited until they were inside behind the closed door before answering him. “No, he delivered it this afternoon. I just didn’t take the time to pick it up when I came home from work.”

Miles set the paper down on the small table near her front door. She tossed her keys and purse on top of it and hung up their coats.

“So, come on in. It isn’t much, but it’s home.”

She left him in the living room while she ducked into the kitchen, setting up her coffee maker to brew a pot of Jamaican Blue Mountain—her favorite. She glanced at him occasionally through the pass-through window, still amazed that she had met him that evening and that he was in her apartment. He wandered around her living room looking at the art on her walls and the books on her shelves and the CDs in her collection.

“You’re a Jeff Buckley fan?” he called out to her.

“Oh, I just love him. He sang with such emotion,” she called back as she dumped some Oreos onto a plate. “It makes me so sad when I think about how he died so young and that the world lost out on all that talent.”

A few moments later, the sound of Buckley’s voice filtered through the air within the small space. As Miles joined her in the kitchen, she leaned back against the counter holding the plate of cookies in front of her.

“I’m a big fan as well. You’re right; incredibly talented and a lot of raw emotion in his voice,” he agreed quietly. “The coffee smells nice.”

“I have the fastest coffee maker there is. It’ll only take a sec. Oreo?” She offered the plate to him.

He chuckled. “Maybe in a few.”

He gently took the plate from her hand and set it down on the counter behind her as he moved closer and stood with his thigh touching the side of her leg, his eyes smiling down at her. She didn’t move.

“May I kiss you?” he whispered.

She felt her insides melt as his unexpected request danced into her mind. She could only nod. He gently cupped the sides of her face and slowly leaned forward, breathing her in before gently placing his lips on hers. She rested her hands on his firm chest, and when she locked her lips with his, she lost all connection to the rest of her body as she floated in his kiss. A moment later, when he pulled his lips away from hers, he lightly kissed the tip of her nose, before startling her serene moment with the sound of his voice.

“Can I help with coffee mugs?”

She opened her eyes to see his beautiful face glowing, his eyes twinkling and shining down toward hers. In that instant, she was flooded not only with raging lust, but an indescribable sense of being wrapped in a warm blanket of love while a fire burned deep inside. She continued to be lost for words, and again, could only nod. She pointed to the cupboard behind her. He leaned in close as he reached to pull down two mugs; her nose filling with his amazing cologne. She realized that her hands were still on his chest, his heart beating strongly beneath her touch, and she awkwardly let them fall to her sides. Breathing deeply, she stepped past him and opened her fridge to grab the milk.

“I don’t have any cream. I hope that’s okay?" Her voice was shaky, and she smiled at the effect this beautiful man was having on her.

“Milk is fine. Does this machine have a drip stop thingy if I pull the pot out before it’s done brewing?” he asked.

“Yup,” she managed as she bent down in front of the open refrigerator door, allowing the cool air to settle upon her heated skin as she worked on regaining her composure.

“Sugar?” he asked.

She stood up with the milk in hand and closed the fridge door. “There on the counter,” she pointed as she fumbled with the drawer that held her spoons.

Juliette was thankful that Miles carried the two mugs into the living room. Her hands were still feeling a bit shaky, and she wouldn’t be as embarrassed when a cookie slid off the plate as she would be dropping an entire mug of coffee. She was relieved when she successfully reached the coffee table without losing a single Oreo. Miles sat down on her couch with his legs crossed in front of him facing Juliette, and so she did the same.

“So, some ground rules...” he began. “I didn’t come here expecting anything from you so when you’re ready to kick me out, just say the word and I’ll go." She nodded.

He blew across the top of his coffee before taking a sip. “Hey, this is really good.”

Juliette smiled. “It’s my favorite blend.”

They sat quietly, sipping their coffee, before Miles’ voice again floated across the air. “I hope my cologne doesn’t bother you. I’ve never worn it before, but when I talked to my sister earlier today, she told me I had to try it. I don’t know if I put on too much.”

She sighed. “It’s perfect,” she said softly. “It’s also my favorite.”

“Really? Then I’m glad I listened to my sister,” he smiled.

Juliette’s home phone rang. Her answering machine, sitting on top of the lamp table beside the couch, quickly picked up.

“Hey, this is Jules. I can’t take your call right now...” her voice echoed loudly into the room from the machine.

“Are you going to grab it?” he asked, holding her gaze.

She shook her head slowly, staring into his deep, green eyes. After the beep, Chris’ voice filled the living room.

“Hey Jules. I tried your cell but I got a weird message, so I didn’t leave a voicemail. I hope you haven’t crashed already, I mean, it’s only ten thirty on a Friday night, and I hope my voice booming through your apartment isn’t disturbing your sleep. If so, I’M SO SOOOORRRRRYYY! Just letting you know that I kicked Captain Dickhead out of my apartment a little while ago. Jeez Jules, the guy is just so fucked. But I’m going to confess to your machine, so I don’t have to see that look on your face tomorrow; I sort of fucked him first. Then I kicked him out. Ha ha ha ha...”

Juliette’s eyes flew open, and she held her hand over her mouth as she listened. Chris wouldn’t be fazed in knowing someone else was listening, but Juliette was embarrassed that Miles was getting an earful of her friend.

“You should have seen the look on his face! Fucking priceless! Anyway, it’s a bit of a tale and your machine won’t let me talk forever, so give me a shout in the morning and let me know what time you’re heading to the hospital. Visiting hours start at one and they’ll be getting a room on the tenth floor. Sweet dreams, chicky!”

Juliette chuckled under her hand as Chris hung up, and the soft sound of Jeff Buckley singing in the background returned to owning the air waves.

“Wow!” Miles mouthed silently, adding, “Chris seems like quite the fireball.”

“Yeah, I’m so sorry. She tends to have a bit of a mouth on her when she’s upset, or excited...or bored...or happy..." Jules smiled apologetically. “I can’t believe she slept with him first,” she added, shaking her head and turning her attention back to her coffee.

“Sounds like the guy deserved it,” Miles shrugged. “He treated her like shit; it only makes sense that he receives some of that back.”

“Ah, so you’re a supporter of the whole revenge concept,” Juliette smiled, holding the warm mug between her hands.

“Not at all. Just fair play,” he mused.

“So, you think she was right to fuck him and then kick him out?” she asked.

“Nice vodka mouth on you!” he laughed. “It isn’t something I would personally do, but I can understand why she was motivated to do it,” he answered, smiling.

He kept his gaze fixed on hers as he took a few more sips of coffee. She tried to match his stare, but his eyes seemed to see right through her. She knew he had won again as she looked away, smiling lightly and focusing instead on his arm resting across his legs; his watch dimly reflecting the little bit of light in the room, and his hand sitting lightly on his shin. She could tell he was still watching her. She could feel him looking at her. And she felt the heat within her beginning to rise again. She glanced up and saw the desire in his eyes, holding them on her own. She liked that he was looking at her that way. She swallowed, hoping to clear her throat.

“I’ve never met anyone like you,” he said softly. “There’s something really special about you.”

“Oh yeah?”

“I mean, besides the fact that you’re beautiful and smart, interesting, caring..." He looked shyly down at his mug. “You have the cutest nose ever. You laugh at my stupid jokes. And you seem to care about who I really am; not the definition of me in terms of the label inside my clothes, or my car, or address, or what I do.”

She shrugged as she smiled. “All those things don’t guarantee that you are a good person...”

He smiled, nodding in agreement as he glanced back at her. “I’m rambling. What I’m trying to say is… I feel like I’ve waited a long time to meet you.”

“Do you want to kiss me again?” she whispered.

“Very much,” he whispered back.

He removed her mug from her fingers and set it down, along with his, on the coffee table in front of the couch, before sliding closer to her until their knees touched. His eyes again met hers, and she quickly fell back into the deep green pools that led to his soul. He slowly traced the side of her face, her skin dancing with fire under his touch. He rested his hand lightly behind her neck, softly tracing a line up and down her skin.

“Juliette, you have really done something to me,” he whispered.

She smiled and slid closer still, resting her crossed knees on top of his. “Likewise,” she whispered in response.

He leaned forward and held his mouth near hers while his fingers slowly traced the line of her neck, across her shoulder, and down along her side. She rested her hands on his hips, hooking her thumbs into the belt loops of his jeans. She closed her eyes and floated in his scent, waiting for his lips to touch her.

“Are you sure?” he whispered. “Because this might be a really good time if you want me to leave...”

“Yes,” she whispered in reply as his fingers traced along her spine.

His lips lightly floated across hers before moving to her neck, tasting her and kissing her. She didn’t think that she could melt any further under his touch, but she did. She turned her head until she found his ear and tugged his lobe briefly into her mouth before whispering that he should follow her. She took his hand, smiling into his eyes, and led him down the short hallway to her bedroom.

Standing next to the bed, she slowly unbuttoned her blouse and allowed it to fall open before gently tugging his borrowed tie loose and sliding it slowly from around his neck. He smiled warmly as she grabbed the hem of his sweater and pulled it over his head. Just as she had suspected, his torso was a spectacular display of perfectly sculpted muscles. As she brushed her hands across his chest, she marveled at the firmness under her fingers. He slipped his hands under her blouse and slowly caressed it off her shoulders, allowing it to fall to the floor at her feet before pulling her in close and pressing his bare skin against hers. With a softness that was electrifying at the same time, he gazed lovingly down into her eyes as he lowered her to the bed, eagerly finding her lips with his own. Their hands quickly traveled over each other’s bodies, releasing the remaining clothing that was keeping them apart, and tossing all of it onto the floor.

“You make me feel so alive, Juliette,” he whispered in her ear as he pulled her in tightly.

For hours, he put her memories of sex with Miguel to shame. Miguel was but a boy compared to Miles. He introduced her to the most beautiful, tender, exciting, and soul shaking sex that she had ever experienced. And it wasn’t just sex. He made love to her. He made her feel beautiful, wanted, desired, and needed. He touched her soul as had never happened before, taking her to such heights of excitement that she thought she might never return to earth. Jeff Buckley sang “Hallelujah” through the speakers in the living room, while she and Miles did the same in the bedroom. When they were finally exhausted, and she drifted off to sleep tucked perfectly and comfortably into his strong yet gentle arms, she found herself blissfully happy and satisfied; never before feeling so at peace and thoroughly loved.

They giggled in the open doorway of her apartment, kissing and hesitating to let go of each other. Twelve hours ago, Juliette would have never imagined that she would be in the arms of the man of her dreams in the morning, and that this man would be just as intoxicated by her as she was by him. She hated that she had things to do, that he had things to do, and that they had to be apart for the day. He was dressed and ready to leave while she still needed to jump in the shower before heading off to the hospital to visit Jen, and hopefully her new baby. She knew that her phone would start ringing any time with Chris tracking her down, wanting to confirm plans. Juliette was excited to share her news but didn’t want to let go of him. She suddenly felt that she would be incomplete on her own.

“You have a long day ahead of you,” he finally said quietly, his tone hesitating. “I really should go so you can focus on what you need to.”

She sighed, knowing he was right, and walked backwards into the hall to pull him out of her apartment; even though that was the last thing she wanted to do. She turned sadly and pressed the elevator call button just as Mrs. Stayner, the elderly busybody who lived next door, stepped out into the hallway. She glanced in Juliette’s direction and then focused on locking her door.

“Good morning,” Juliette smiled toward her neighbor, embarrassed that she was only dressed in her robe.

Mrs. Stayner ignored the greeting. She was likely pissed off at the noise coming through the walls all evening.

“We’re sorry if we disturbed you last night,” Juliette smiled, looking over her shoulder to acknowledge Miles, who had suddenly disappeared back into her apartment.

Mrs. Stayner ignored her.

“Excuse me,” she said to Mrs. Stayner as she, too, stepped back inside her apartment. “Miles?” she called.

“I’ve lost my watch, babe,” he called from the bedroom.

“Did you just call me babe?” she asked in reaching the doorway to see him fluffing the bedding.

He winked and smiled at her. “It must have fallen off, but I can’t find it.”

“I can look for it when I get home,” she offered, grateful for a reason that ensured she would see him again.

“Thanks, babe!” he winked again, pulling her in for a final, warm embrace. “Listen. I’m sorry you were at The White Peacock last night, alone, but I’m glad Jen went into labor and Chris’ jerk showed up at the last minute, and we were able to meet." His voice was sober.

“Me, too!” she smiled, adding, “I just wish you weren’t leaving already.”

He rubbed her back. “Be strong.”

She chuckled. Yeah, strength was not something she had a lot of this morning. She walked him back to the door just in time for the elevator’s arrival in the hall. Miles kissed her quickly on the tip of her nose and jumped inside next to Mrs. Stayner. He waved to her as the doors closed, standing next to the older woman who was doing her best to ignore the strange man she had to share her ride with. Juliette could just imagine the talk that would be going on in the laundry room later that day. “That hussy in three-oh-five had a man spend the night and you should have heard the noise coming through the walls!" Maybe Miles would make friends with Mrs. Stayner on the way down and she wouldn’t be so cold the next time Juliette saw her.

She closed her door and locked it, picking up her purse from the hall table. Chris had said something was wonky with her cell phone; she was curious to check it out. Her eyes glanced over the newspaper that had been sitting under her purse; the one that Miles had carried in from the hallway last night. A small picture of him caught her attention, and she moved her keys out of the way to read the bold headline.

“MacDermott Publishing House Donating $2 Million to Children’s Hospital”

She pulled the paper out from under her keys and looked at the photo, reading the caption that was printed underneath.

“Miles MacDermott is seen in this undated photo.”

Wow, he had not mentioned this at all! She remembered their conversation at the bar; that if people understated who they were when they met someone new, then the truth would be surprisingly so much better. He must have known this article was in the paper when he carried it inside last night. He would have seen it. He set the paper down with his picture staring straight up, yet he didn’t brag about it or draw her attention to it. He just left it there for her to discover on her own. Juliette found herself very impressed. Staring at his picture, she couldn’t help but beam with happiness. She pictured herself introducing him to Jen and Chris.

“Yeah, he’s all that and he’s gorgeous too!” she would say proudly.

She smiled once again at the handsome photo of Miles before tucking her purse under her arm so she could read the whole article.

_____

BOSTON – MacDermott Publishing House CEO Wayne MacDermott says the successful publishing company is donating two million dollars to help fund the expansion and modernization of the Pediatric Transplant Center at Boston Children’s Hospital planned for next spring.

This is MPH’s largest donation to date. The company has also been an active participant in Boston University’s Intergenerational Literacy Program since its inception in 1989.

“We are simply a family run publishing house and have always looked to help the children, and their families, within our community,” said MacDermott during yesterday’s press conference organized by Boston Children’s Hospital. “But this donation is the result of a special project very dear to my nephew’s heart. He spent considerable time encouraging the company to work toward a goal of two million dollars. It took us until now, but we finally achieved that goal.”

The company apparently began their climb toward this goal over five years ago by pledging a percentage of the profit earned from each book sale. “It fills my heart with joy in knowing that we finally fulfilled Miles’ dream on what would have been his thirty-first birthday, but at the same time, I am filled with sadness that he could not be here with us to hand over the check personally,” MacDermott said.

Company founder and former CEO Robert MacDermott, 58, his wife, Cathy MacDermott, 55, along with two of their children, twins Miles and Melissa, 28, were found murdered in their family home over Easter weekend almost three years ago. Their third child, Derek MacDermott, 33, is presently serving a life sentence in Colorado’s ADX Florence prison after being found guilty of all four murders in April of this year. Motivation for murdering his family was never determined by investigators or uncovered during his trial. Robert, Cathy, Derek, and Miles MacDermott had all been employed by MacDermott Publishing House. Melissa MacDermott had been employed by a local restaurant, The White Peacock, at the time of the murders and had no ties to the family-run publishing company.

_____

Juliette felt a pounding in her chest as if an earthquake was building momentum, and she was the epicenter. She was very confused. As the color drained from her face, she read the article again, clutching her purse. She didn’t understand. There had to be some sort of mistake. She looked at the picture of Miles MacDermott. It was definitely her Miles; there was no doubt. He had the same perfectly styled hair, the same warm, welcoming eyes, and that beautiful smile that had looked down on her as they had lain in bed together, making love well into the wee hours of the night. Her emotions slammed into her all at once in a chaotic frenzy, and as the ground beneath her began to feel unsteady, she crumpled to the floor, staring at the newspaper in her hands. She fought for breath as the sound of her heart pounding in her ears became louder and louder, and the muscles in her chest tightened around her lungs. The paper slipped out of her fingers and slid down her knees to the floor in front of her.

She hugged her purse over her heart as if it were a favorite teddy bear; the same way she used to comfort herself as a child. She couldn’t turn away; she couldn’t stop staring at the black and white image of the man she had fallen in love with the night before. Her hands felt clammy as she balled the fabric of the purse tightly with her fingers. Nausea began to build in her stomach. She jumped at the sudden sound of her phone ringing in the living room, but she couldn’t make her body move to answer it. She felt frozen in place staring at the printed picture of Miles. Chris’ voice quickly echoed inside her empty apartment.

“Jules, I need you to call me, please! Call me as soon as you get this!”

She glanced at the article and watched as words seemed to jump off the page toward her; “found murdered in their family home”...“guilty of all four murders”...“at the time of the murders”...“would have been his thirty-first birthday”...“murdered”. Her brain swirled in a vortex of confusion. Miles is dead? It was impossible. He was very alive last night. He sat at the bar beside her. He drank his beer and chatted with Sharon, the bartender. He managed to get a tie from one of the suits. He came home with her. They drank coffee... He just left in the elevator with Mrs. Stayner... The newspaper is lying! It has to be a mistake. It must be a misprint.

Juliette stumbled to her feet and walked carefully into her living room, still clutching her purse. She glanced at the coffee table. Two mugs of partially drunken coffee sat on the low table in front of the couch, along with the untouched plate of Oreo cookies. Her Jeff Buckley case lay open on top of her CD player. She started to shake, tears flooding her vision. I am not going crazy; she told herself firmly as she walked through her memories. She touched him. He put on the music. He drank her coffee. She kissed him. She slept with him, curled up in his arms. Not even an hour ago, she was naked in her bed enjoying the best morning sex she had ever known. But he’s been dead for almost three years; her mind tried to remind her as she felt herself being swallowed by a tidal wave of panic. She raced into the bathroom, threw up into the toilet, and then curled up on the cold bathroom floor, hugging her purse until she was certain the nausea had passed.

After splashing water on her face, she stumbled into her bedroom and glanced around the room. The clothes she had peeled off the night before still lay strewn on the floor. She tossed her purse onto her dresser. She hadn’t imagined it; it had really happened. He had really been there. She was not just waking up from some strange walking dream state. She had been awake at the bar. She talked to Craig and Chris. She had met Miles. They had walked back to her place. They had slept together. He had kissed her goodbye on the nose only a few moments earlier. But he’s been dead for almost three years! Impossible, her heart screamed inside of her chest!

She crawled onto her bed, wrapping her blankets around her. She inhaled the smell of his cologne from her pillow as she clutched it to her chest. The sweet smell flooded her mind with memories of the night before. It had been real. It had been real. It had been real. She felt like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, just wanting to get back home to reality from the nightmare that had suddenly sliced through her peaceful bliss. If it hadn’t been real, her pillow would not still smell of him, she argued with herself. Her phone rang in the living room once again. She could hear Chris’ voice echoing as she left another message.

“Jules, you need to answer the phone right now. You need to talk to me. I need to know you’re okay; that you got home okay last night. Please answer the phone! Jules? C’mon, hun, pick up the phone. Jules! I’m not messing around! Shit Jules, pick up the fucking phone! ...”

But Juliette couldn’t move. She didn’t want to talk to anyone right now. She couldn’t explain this. She didn’t understand any of it. What was she going to say? That she slept with a dead guy last night? That she had fallen for a guy who was murdered by his brother almost three years ago? They’d have an ambulance at her door in seconds, hauling her away to the psych ward at Mass General! And maybe that’s where she needed to go. Maybe she needed help. Maybe she needed to be medicated. The room was spinning, her heart was pounding, and her stomach felt like it had been turned inside out. She covered her ears to block Chris’ voice, booming at her from the other room.

“Jules, call me the instant you get my message. Shit, maybe you’re in the shower. Call me! Now! Right away!”

Unavailable men. Unattainable men. That was her problem. That was the mistake she was destined to make over and over again, it seemed. But Miles was the worst kind of unavailable man there was; he didn’t even exist! He wasn’t even real! He was dead. He was a ghost. She had sex with a ghost. She felt like her mind was going to split open. Less than an hour ago, she had been lying in his arms in her bed, and now, he was a figment of her imagination? She pulled her pillows closer; hugging them tightly, and as she moved her hand under the billowy softness, her fingers traveled over something cold and hard. She grabbed the small object and pulled it out into the open, catching her breath in seeing that it was Miles’ silver watch. She looked at it through her tears, turning it over and reading the inscription. She pulled the pillow even closer and clenched the watch in her hand as she buried her face in her pillow and sobbed. When the sun moved and began to stream in her window onto her face, she pulled the covers over her head to block out the world and continued to drench her pillow with her tears.

When she finally couldn’t cry any more, her mind started to churn, searching desperately for a rational explanation that proved she wasn’t insane. She finally settled on a scenario that seemed to be the most plausible. If Miles MacDermott of MacDermott Publishing was dead, then the guy who was in her bed all night long was not Miles MacDermott. The guy who was spouting rhetoric about being appreciated for who he really was, and about truth and honesty, was actually an asshole throwing out lines to deceive her. He was probably just some guy who realized that he looked a lot like the deceased Miles MacDermott and used the dead guy’s story to pick up women in order to get laid. He was a master player with the perfect cover. He could dazzle women, talking his way into their beds, and then not worry about them tracking him down the next day because the real Miles MacDermott was dead. He was the worst predator out there and she had just been royally duped by the biggest asshole ever! She screamed in shame and anger under her blankets.

But she did have the jerk’s number. He had called her on her cell to ask her out on a proper date. His name and number had flashed on her call display. It had said she was receiving a call from Miles MacDermott, but now she knew that this low life had set up a cell using a dead guy’s name. She felt her skin crawl. The more she thought about it, the more it made sense, and the more she thought about it, the angrier she got. She hadn’t slept with a dead guy after all. It was some jerk playing her for a fool. She tossed his watch onto the bed beside her pillow. She felt like such an idiot. She wasn’t insane at all. She was just incredibly stupid to have fallen for that asshole’s play, and even more stupid for spending the last half hour crying over a dead guy she had never met. He had said to her that people needed to be real! Oh, she would be real all right when she blasted him!

She tossed the covers aside and crawled off the bed, wiping the moisture from her face and pulling her dignity back together. She took several deep breaths as she yanked open her purse and pulled out her cell, navigating to her received call log. The last incoming call was his from last night. For a split second, her mind was distracted in remembering that Chris had said something about getting a weird message. She must have misdialed because her call wasn’t even there. She highlighted his number and listened while her call was sent to his voicemail.

“You are one incredibly sick and twisted fucked up prick!” she yelled into her phone. She was seething with anger. “You are a Class A mother fucking asshole! What kind of sick freak pretends to be a dead guy? Your sister moved to Angels Camp? That’s just sick and twisted and fucked up! Oh, and I found your brother! He’s in fucking prison, which is where dickwads like you belong! Lose my number! I don’t want to ever see you again!”

She wished she could slam the phone down for effect but had to settle for punching her disconnect button with her thumb and tossing her phone onto her bed. She took a deep breath, feeling a bit better now that she had told him off, but she was still full of anger and hurt. She had thought she was perfectly safe in that guy’s company and now she shuddered when she considered how sick that asshole had to be, and she’d invited him into her home. She wanted to jump in the shower and wash the essence of this guy off her skin, and she’d need to throw her sheets in the laundry to get rid of his smell. That was one of the worst parts of all; that asshole had ruined Polo for her!

She turned on the little TV on her dresser for some company in the empty room while she set about to pick her clothes up off the floor and toss them in the hamper at the end of her dresser. The sound of the local morning news program reporting on a recent tragedy that had hit the city wafted into the room, catching her attention.

“...seven hours for fire crews to bring the blaze under control. The Fire Marshall’s office has reported that there were no survivors among the estimated thirty patrons and staff within the restaurant at the time of the explosion. The remains of the victims are expected to be removed by the coroner throughout the day today. Names will not be released to the media until all victims have been identified and next of kin notified.

“Once again, preliminary findings are suggesting that the explosion, which occurred at approximately seven twenty yesterday evening, is thought to have been caused by natural gas involving either appliances in the kitchen area or a fireplace in the restaurant dining room. Damages to the two-story building containing The White Peacock, as well as surrounding buildings, are estimated to be fourteen million dollars...”

She sat down on the edge of her bed, her mind spinning and her heart kick-starting into pounding action once again. She stared in shock, horror, and disbelief at the images flying by on the television of the familiar building in full blaze on a darkened street, fire fighters working tirelessly to put out the flames into the wee hours of the morning, solemn rescue crews poking through smoldering debris in the morning sun, body bags being removed on stretchers, and the destroyed building from various angles. The neon peacock that had cast a kaleidoscope of blue and green light down on the sidewalk last night clung lifelessly to its place on the building’s facade; charred and covered in damp soot. Nausea began to build deep inside of her once again as her mind tried to absorb the images; as the spinning vortex of confusion tried to sort out reality. The bar in which she had spent the evening had blown up.

Her cell phone vibrated on the bed beside her. She slowly glanced down at the call display, and her mind flashed to the newspaper sitting on her hallway floor where she had left it. She looked back to the TV, and as she sat absorbing the news of her own death last night, Miles MacDermott left her a voicemail.








Chapter 2 - There’s No Place Like Home


Juliette reminded herself to breathe. She focused on sucking air in through her open mouth, feeling her chest rise, and then forcing her lungs to slowly deflate. She sucked in again, willing her heart to stop pounding so furiously; afraid she would end up in cardiac arrest. It was deafening. She couldn’t breathe. She forced the breath out and took in another deep lung full. The woman on the television continued to talk, to drone on about this tragedy as images continued to whir by. She felt dizzy. The world around her was spinning, all save for the bed she was sitting on and the television on her dresser. She was thoroughly confused. The television was claiming that she was dead. But she wasn’t entirely sure. It sounded like she was dead. But she was sitting right there.

She needed to go. She didn’t know where she needed to go, but she had an incredible urge to run. She didn’t know where she wanted to go. She just wanted to get away. But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. Her mind was a complete blank; empty, hollow, devoid of activity, numb. Her heart continued its drum solo in her chest. She reminded herself to breathe as she sat motionless, staring into the pixelated screen a few feet away. She sat sucking in air and shooting it back out as the sun slowly moved across her window.

Long shadows began to fill her walls despite the streaking sun. Like the rebooting of a computer, electricity began to run along the pathways and neurons in her brain. Juliette turned off the television and looked around her bedroom, taking in the clock beside her bed. The news program had ended quite some time ago, but for almost two hours, she had only been able to sit and stare at the blur of images on the screen through her tear-soaked eyes. She ran her fingers across them, wiping the wetness off onto her terry robe. Her cell phone vibrated against her comforter again. She had lost count of the number of times he had tried to call her.

She walked over to her window and moved the sheer curtain aside. The street below was busy with activity. Cars and trucks and people moved all about. The leaves on the lone tree in her view had started to turn orange as fall crept in. They danced gently as a small breeze tickled them. A few fluttered loose; slowly floating downward until they connected with the concrete below. A man walked past the tree and stepped on the leaves. They were dead. She began to cry again and pulled her drapes closed tight; blocking out the sun’s spotlight on her grief.

She jumped at the sound of a pounding fist on her apartment door.

“Juliette!” she heard him yell.

She reluctantly walked through her apartment and stood on the other side of the locked door.

“Juliette? Please open the door!”

He seemed…calm. His voice wasn’t angry or threatening. He didn’t sound hurt or rejected. He sounded concerned. His voice was comforting. She had enjoyed being lulled by the sound of his voice the night before. But as it reached her ears, it also reminded her that she hated him.

“Go away, Miles,” she said feebly as she leaned her forehead against the door frame.

“I’m not leaving until we talk." His voice wasn’t loud anymore. He knew she was standing on the other side of the door.

“We have nothing to talk about!” she countered firmly.

“We have a lot to talk about. Please open the door,” he pleaded.

She took a step back and faced the closed door. “You lied to me, you son of a bitch! I have nothing to say to you!” she yelled, wiping fresh tears from her cheek.

“I didn’t lie to you. I didn’t tell you a single lie. Please open the door,” he said gently.

“You’re a fucking ghost! Just walk through the damn door!” she challenged as she prepared to see him step into her apartment.

“I can’t do that,” he sighed. “Please open it." His voice was still calm.

She paused. He couldn’t walk through her door? She stepped closer, held up her hand, and pressed on the wood. It was solid under her touch. She couldn’t walk through it either. She was relieved. She was safe inside her fortress.

“Go away, Miles,” she said as she walked back to her bedroom and crawled back under her covers.

“Juliette?” he hollered again, but she covered her ears.

It was nearly dark in her room when she woke up. She glanced at her alarm clock beside the bed. It was five forty-three p.m. She hated that the sun was disappearing so early these days. It hadn’t yet set, but it had traveled far enough below the distant taller buildings that it no longer reached her windows. She crawled to her feet and slumped into her kitchen, turning on the lights as she went. She absentmindedly dumped the damp coffee grinds from the coffee maker basket into the trash under her sink and plopped in a new filter. While fresh coffee dripped into the pot, she stepped into the hot shower, enjoying the pounding water against the back of her neck as it soaked her long, dark hair. She reached for her shampoo and squirted a generous dollop onto her palm; working it into a frothy lather and waking to the enjoyable scent of honey eucalyptus. She froze.

She slowly brought her hands down into view and stared at the lather covering them. She felt her heart beating inside her chest once again. She placed one of her soapy hands above her breast and felt the not-so-distant movement of her beating heart through her palm. “I’m not dead,” she deduced. She was in the shower, getting wet, working shampoo through her hair.

“Oh my god! I’m not dead!” she giggled as relief floated through her and she beamed with happiness.

“I’m not dead!” she shouted into the steam of the shower before breaking out into a happy dance on top of the vinyl, non-slip flowers dotting the floor of her tub.

She quickly rinsed her hair, and while the conditioner sat for two minutes, she enjoyed the usually tedious task of shaving her legs, singing a chorus of “I’m not dead’ to the tune of Frère Jacques.

Wrapped in her towel, she pattered to the kitchen and prepared a mug of double-double coffee, carrying it back to her bedroom with her where she picked out an outfit to throw on. She was going to go to the hospital to see Jen and the new baby, and hopefully Chris as well. They would get such a laugh out of all of this. She dried her hair and threw on a bit of makeup while sipping her coffee. In examining her reflection in the mirror, she thought she looked quite rested after that long sleep. She tossed her cell into her purse, slipped on her sneakers, and turned off her bedroom lights. In the living room, she grabbed her home phone from the table at the end of the couch and quickly punched in Chris’ number. Busy. So, she was home and not at the hospital. Juliette would try her again from her cell in a little while. She guzzled the last half of her coffee, leaving the rinsed-out mug in the kitchen sink.

Ignoring the newspaper on her floor, she grabbed her coat, scarf, and keys. In the brightly lit building hallway outside her door, she pressed the call button for the elevator and turned to lock her door while she waited. She couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. It felt so good to be alive.

It was a short walk to the bus stop, and while she waited, she tried Chris again from her cell. Still busy, she tossed her phone inside her purse. Maybe she would be off the phone by the time she got closer to the hospital. She continued to hum her tune and smiled at strangers as they walked past her. A young couple stopped and joined her while waiting. She smiled at them as well. “Do I have any tokens or loose change?” she suddenly worried. Balancing her purse on her arm, she rifled through for her wallet and unzipped her change purse.

The man leaned forward. “Do you need a token?”

Juliette smiled as she pulled one out. “Thank you, but I have one.”

She held it up and he nodded while they both smiled at her. Juliette managed to close everything back up just in time for the bus's arrival. She followed the couple onboard and tossed her token into the fare box. As the bus started to pull away, she skidded into a seat near the rear door. “The city had never looked so pretty,” she mused, looking out the window. She tried Chris again when she was a few minutes away from the Brigham. Her line was still busy.

She entered the hospital through the front entrance on Francis Street. She had wanted to stop at the gift shop but they had closed at five, so she focused on following the signs for the Women and Newborns Center until she arrived at the security desk. Jen had explained to her after she and Craig had toured the facility a couple of months ago that she would need to stop there first. They would call her room and make sure she was up for visitors before letting Juliette through. The two security guards on duty were standing in the doorway of a small office behind the desk, deep in conversation. She stood in front of the desk, smiling politely and patiently waiting to be tended to, but their discussion continued on and on. Juliette shuffled; they didn’t turn their heads. “Great security,” she said to herself. She kept on walking, waiting for them to call after her, but they didn’t seem to care that she just passed right on through.

On the tenth floor, she stopped at the empty nurse’s station to ask for directions for Jen’s room and decided to wait for someone to return. She felt a little guilty walking right past the security desk and thought that she should at least wait here and let someone know she was visiting. She glanced up and down the hallway, noticing how nice and comfortable the decor was. It seemed less like a hospital floor and more like one in a hotel. Jen had chatted on and on after their tour about how nice this part of the hospital was; about how much she would enjoy recouping on one of these floors after giving birth. She hadn’t exaggerated.

Juliette saw a nurse pop out of one room and walk down the hall in the opposite direction. She didn’t even glance back at the nurse’s station. There was no opportunity to catch her attention before she disappeared again inside another room. She sighed and surveyed a framed painting on the wall; a pretty landscape. She could hear faint noises coming from some of the nearby rooms. Off in the distance, a baby was crying. When no one appeared within a few minutes, Juliette decided to wander down the hall, glancing into rooms looking for her friend. She finally heard Craig’s voice coming from the next room ahead of her.

“I’m going to find you a nurse,” he said quietly before stepping out in the hall and walking away from her. He didn’t turn to see her either. He was on a mission, apparently, and knew where to go.

Juliette knocked lightly as she stepped cautiously into the room. Jen was lying in the bed, cradling a small pink bundle, and covering her face with her hand. Her shoulder length, medium-brown hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail.

“Hey, you!” she whispered softly as she stepped farther into the room and unbuttoned her coat.

Jen didn’t look up. At first, Juliette thought she was exhausted and resting her head, trying to stay awake, but quickly realized that her friend was desperately trying to control a flood of tears behind her hand. Juliette sat down on the edge of the bed and rubbed her arm. 

“Jenny? You okay? What’s wrong?”

Jen continued to cry into her palm. Juliette moved the pink blanket and peeked down at the sleeping infant in Jen’s arms.

“Oh, Mom. She’s adorable!” she cooed, hoping to lighten Jen’s mood.

She looked back up at Jen and moved a strand of hair off her friend’s forehead.

“What’s wrong?” she asked again softly. She hated seeing her friend that way.

Craig flew back into the room behind a nurse. She was a robust woman, and when she spoke, Juliette caught the remnants of a European accent that she couldn’t quite place.

“Hubby says you won’t stop crying. This is not good for your baby. This little girl wants a happy mommy. Do you want something to help you sleep?" She carefully bent down and picked up the little sleeping bundle.

“I can take her,” Juliette offered, but the nurse handed the bundle to Craig.

“Craig? Why is she crying?” Juliette asked quietly, but he simply stood by the bed holding his daughter, gently bouncing her in his arms, while staring sadly down at his wife. He looked tired. Juliette wondered if either of them had slept since heading to the hospital the evening before.

“Why is she crying?” Juliette asked the nurse.

But she also ignored Juliette’s voice. Juliette looked at Jen, and then the nurse, and then Craig. No one was looking at her. No one was acknowledging that she was even there. She placed her hand on top of her chest and felt her heart beating underneath but the elation that had carried her from home to the hospital was gone. Panic was starting to set in again.

“Jen? Can you see me?” she whispered.

Her friend nodded.

“Oh, thank god...”

“Okay, I’ll get you something so you can sleep. You hang in there, darling,” the nurse patted her shoulder and left the room.

The panic inside Juliette grew. “Yes you can see me or yes you want some drugs?”

Jen didn’t respond.

“Craig? Can you see me?”

He sat down on the end of the bed, across from Juliette, and rubbed Jen’s leg through the nubby yellow hospital blanket.

“Okay, this isn’t funny. Craig! Look at me!”

He continued to stare at Jen, oblivious to the fact that she was there.

“No, no, no, no, no,” Juliette shook her head and stood up. “I’m right here. Jen! God damn it, Jen, look at me!”

The nurse walked back into the room. She picked up the glass of water that was sitting on the table next to the bed and nudged Jen’s hand with the tiny paper cup she held in her other hand.

“Here, darling. Take this,” she urged as she nudged Jen a second time.

Jen lowered her hand away from her face and tried to stop crying. Her eyes were incredibly puffy and lined bright red from all the tears. She took the little paper cup from the nurse and tipped the pill into her mouth, looking sadly at Craig as she accepted the glass of water to wash it down. The nurse set the water glass back on the table and handed Jen a few tissues.

“It is so sad,” she said as she rubbed Jen’s shoulder. “You’ll feel better after you get some sleep, you’ll see.”

She quietly left the room. Juliette stood stunned, staring around the room. 

“Oh my god, I’m not really here." Reality bit down hard and would not let go of her mind. She felt herself starting to spin again and sat on the floor, leaning against the cold wall of the room near the bed. Craig moved and sat beside Jen, sharing her pillow and wrapping his free arm around his wife’s shoulders as he held their daughter with the other.

“I almost died,” Jen whispered; the shock evident in her voice. “If my water hadn’t...”

“Shhh." Craig hugged her closer and kissed the top of her head.

“I picked the bar...” Jen whimpered.

“Shhh. Just sleep,” Craig rubbed the top of her arm.

“Jules....” Jen whispered as the tears started to flow again.

Juliette looked up at her friend. She crawled on her knees and shimmied close to the bed, grabbing hold of Jen’s hand as her own tears meandered down her face.

“I’m right here. I’m right here holding on to your hand. Please see me. Please see that I’m right here. I’m not dead! Jen?” she pleaded.

But there was no reaction.

“Jen? I’m right here...” Juliette whispered. “Please Jen. Please see me,” she pleaded through her tears. “I’m not really gone…”

Jen closed her eyes and leaned against Craig. Juliette buried her face in the nubby yellow blanket and cried.

As she stepped out of the hospital into the night air, she ignored the buttons on her coat, leaving it dangling open. She stood still, just a few feet away from the entrance doors, and waited to feel the cold air nip at her skin. She waited for the icy air to attack her face and her hands, and to swirl inside her open jacket. She waited to feel alive, like she had earlier, standing in the hot shower. The cold didn’t come. It didn’t feel cold, but it didn’t feel warm either. It just felt comfortable. So winter was around the corner last night, and tonight it’s a comfortable night? “Figures,” she muttered to herself.

She watched an elderly man in a wheelchair trying to stop people as they walked away from the entrance. He was looking for spare change and he was being ignored; the typical reaction of most people. Had she really been there and not in this invisible state she found herself in, she might have ignored him too. It made her uncomfortable. She knew that there were destitute people living on the streets, and she would have loved to help, but there was always that niggling little message in the back of her brain suggesting to her that if she donated to them, the money would feed an addiction of some kind and not be spent on food. She wanted to help, but she didn’t want to facilitate a dependence on drugs or alcohol. Someone said to her once, “Who are we to judge how the donation is spent?” and that sort of stayed with her as well.

Juliette watched him as he failed to get three different groups to look his way. His long, scraggly gray hair and beard had not seen a comb for a long time. His dingy clothes had likely not been changed or washed in months. He looked weathered and broken and desperate. And here she was, knowing that she had some change in her change purse that might be of some comfort to him, but that she no longer had a choice of whether to give it to him or not because she wasn’t quite fully dead, but she wasn’t alive either.

A younger couple walked past her and headed inside. They were carrying a small duffle bag; likely bringing some toiletries and clothes to someone staying the night. She watched them through the large window as they walked hand in hand through the lit foyer inside. A security guard was also milling about. Visiting hours were over. He was likely positioned to send people away who were arriving too late. He stopped them to chat and then pointed toward the elevators; letting them through.

She turned back to face the night in front of her. She wasn’t sure what to do now. She wasn’t sure where she was supposed to go. She wanted her mother. She wanted her family. But she didn’t want the company of strangers that the bus would bring. She wasn’t even sure how she rode the bus to get to the hospital in the first place. She didn’t understand anything. But if she was going to get home, her only choices were to walk or to try to ride the bus again, and since it was a long walk across town, she decided to head back to the bus stop. She walked past the elderly man in the wheelchair.

“Got any spare change?” he grumbled up at her.

She stopped and looked around. There was no one else there. They were alone. “Can you see me?” she asked him warily.

“I might be old but I ain’t blind!” he snorted back. “Got any spare change?”

“Why can you see me?” she asked, stunned.

He looked at her blankly. “Cause I ain’t blind!” he tried to enunciate clearly

“Are you dead?” she asked him, still stunned that he was talking to her.

“You on drugs?” he snarled at her and started to wheel away.

She took a few steps to follow after him. “Wait! Why can you see me?”

He cried out as he wheeled faster. “Get away from me! Help! Help!”

She stopped and watched him wheel up toward the entrance. He pushed the button for the automatic door opener and then wheeled inside the hospital. Fresh tears started to flow down her cheeks. She was so confused. She shook her head, turned, and started walking back toward the bus stop. She just wanted to go home.

From the darkness of the sidewalk, she stared at the house. There were a couple of extra cars in the driveway and one on the street; her brothers were here, as was someone else. She didn’t recognize one of the cars. The lights on the main floor of the house were on, but only one dim light was visible from the second floor; her parents’ room. Just staring at the front of the house filled her with warmth. She had loved living here. This was home. She had grown up in this house. She had never lived anywhere else until she’d moved out when she started college. On the weekends or during breaks, whenever she walked back through that front door, it always felt like she had never left. After college, she found her apartment. She was all grown up; starting a new job. It hadn’t seemed right to still live at home. She now regretted that she hadn’t stayed for a while longer. She had been the last to move out. Her mother had been sad to no longer have any of her children at home.

She looked toward the front door, trying to garner the courage to go inside. She had come home from the hospital as a baby and been carried through that front door by her mother. Her brothers, two and three years older than her, had greeted them all at the front door, as had her grandparents. They had all been excited for her to join them, apparently. She had learned to walk on furry green carpet in the living room. Her brothers had walked her the four blocks from this house to school every day, and when they had started high school, she walked to school with her friends.

A couple of years later, they had balked at the instruction from their mother to walk her to high school on her first day. She had been nervous and scared that she would get lost; it was a much longer walk and her friends were being driven by their parents. Her mother wouldn’t drive her, too; not when she had “a perfectly good pair of legs that weren’t painted on”. And so, she had followed behind her brothers; close enough so that she could still see them, and they would hear her shout out if she got into trouble, but far enough behind them so as not to “ruin their reputations” in being seen with a ninth grader. That hadn’t lasted too long. Her brother, Robbie, who was two years older, discovered that he had a crush on one of Juliette’s friends and he’d insisted that he and Joey walk the ninth-grade girls to school every morning.

Juliette smiled at the memory. Hanging with her older brothers introduced them to not only a lot of older boys at school, but older girls as well. They weren’t part of the “geeky and awkward niner group” even though they were niners. They were cool, and some might even say they were popular. Older kids would say hi to them in the halls as they passed by. Their social circle had grown. Friends of her brothers would hit on her, and her brothers would tell them to take a hike. That’s when Juliette first learned to categorize guys. That’s when she first learned about players. Her brothers had known what their friends’ motivations were, and they hadn’t been about to let their friends try to get into their sister’s pants! She learned a lot about how a guy’s mind worked from her brothers. And by the time Robbie discovered that he was over his crush and was moving on to crushing on a girl in tenth grade, they were already all part of the same larger social fabric.

Sometimes they would all ride their bikes to school together. She had learned to ride her bike without the training wheels on this sidewalk when she was six. She had fallen just over there by the tree near the end of the driveway, scraping her knee. She had thought she was dying; she had never seen so much blood. Her father had scooped her up and carried her into the house, setting her down on the edge of the kitchen counter and pulling out an ice cream bar that he had hidden in the back of the freezer. She had nibbled on the cold treat while he had washed away the blood and covered her scraped knee with a bandage. The ice cream had made the pain of her skinned knee feel better. Once she had finished the ice cream sandwich, they had returned to the sidewalk. She had climbed back onto her bike and hadn’t fallen again. It had been the magic of ice cream, or so her father had told her. She remembered thinking that he should have known to give her the ice cream sandwich before taking off her training wheels, but she’d forgiven him because he was her dad.

Her mother had baked a special cake for dessert for supper that night to celebrate her success. She had later told Juliette that she had been so worried that her daughter would end up broken that day that she’d needed something to occupy herself with while her husband was out on the sidewalk with her baby. She had been grateful that they had run out of eggs and she hadn’t been home when her daughter was bleeding. Juliette had teased her mother.

“But you didn’t make him put a helmet on my head!”

Her mother had shrugged. “What did we know about helmets? Nobody was wearing helmets.”

Her mother had been right, and Juliette had tried to make her feel better by sharing that she didn’t remember a lot from that day, but she did remember the special cake for dessert and how wonderful it had tasted.

She wiped a tear from her face, walked up the driveway, and across the front of the house. She avoided stepping on the wobbly stone in the walkway. She had learned to avoid that stone after her very first car date with Richard Mus had ended in embarrassment. After he had kissed her on the driveway while they stood next to his father’s car, she had walked toward her front door. She had been trying to seem calm and cool, knowing he was watching her walk away, but she had been screaming with happiness inside and not really paying attention to her feet. He had kissed her! As she had crossed the walkway, she had looked back at him over her shoulder and smiled and then hit the wobbly stone. It had rocked forward under the weight of her first foot and caught the second by the toe. She wiped out on the walkway right there in front of Richard Mus! She had been mortified. In the end, she had gotten a second kiss from him by her front door after he’d run to her rescue, but she disowned that evil stone and never stepped on it again, even after her father had fixed it.

She paused at the bottom of the short stack of steps leading to the front door and peered through the living room window. She could see her brother, Joey, sitting on the couch next to his wife, Grace. She also saw the back of a woman’s head in the chair by the window but didn’t recognize the graying hair. The mood looked solemn. She took a deep breath and pulled her keys out of her purse just as her cell phone vibrated again. He really needed to stop calling her. Miles had already left a handful of voicemail today. She pulled out her phone and turned it off before tossing it back into her purse. She took a deep breath and put her key into the door, unlocking it and pushing it open. She stepped into the familiar hallway and closed the door behind her. She was home.

She quietly set her purse down on the floor by the door and hung her coat up beside the others on the pegs on the wall while she kicked her shoes off. A familiar tap, tap, tap across the hardwood in the hall caught her attention and before her mind could process anything, Chester bounced around her legs, thrilled to see her. He stood up on his hind paws and rested his front two on her stomach, stretching to get closer for kisses.

“Chester?" She was stunned to see him.

She sank her fingers into his beige fur and bent down to let him lick her chin before pulling him in closer for a hug and several kisses on top of his head. Chester was her family’s Wheaten Terrier.

She sat on the floor by the front door while Chester continued to bounce around her; finally settling down on the floor with his feet in the air waiting for her to rub his tummy. He had been sixteen when he had died about six years ago. It had been a very sad day for all of them. He had been around for so long and had been so much a part of their family; they were all quite sad when he finally left them. But here he was, as bouncy and springy as he had been in his youth. He was soft and warm under her touch. His tongue was wet; she had wiped her chin off with the back of her hand after he finished licking her. She was thrilled to see him, to touch him and kiss him and cuddle with him again.

“Looks like we’re both stuck, huh?” she whispered, stroking his underbelly.

He rolled over and sprang to his feet, collecting a yellow tennis ball from the corner of the hall. Juliette had thought that they had thrown out all of his balls. She was surprised that he had found one. He happily pranced back over to her, hanging his head low. She held out her hand and he dropped the ball onto her palm. He loved to chase yellow tennis balls. He could do that for hours, or for as long as someone was willing to keep throwing them. She lightly threw it down the hall, not wanting to disturb the quiet murmurs of conversation she could hear coming from the living room. Chester started to run, his nails having trouble getting a grip on the hardwood. Juliette smiled as she remembered how often he had wiped out on that floor. He eventually managed to catch up to the ball and snagged it with his mouth. She expected him to run directly back to her so that she could throw it again, but instead, he headed for the stairs and ran with it to the second floor. She was alone again.

Focusing on her breathing, she followed the sound of the quiet voices into the living room. Robbie was lying on the carpet in front of the coffee table; his arms crossed and draped over his face. That carpet was comfortable. She had helped her mother pick it out last year when they had all finally convinced her to get rid of the old green stuff. They had picked the best underlayment they could, and the result was a very soft and comfortable carpet underfoot. Last Christmas, they had all sat on the floor near the tree instead of on chairs despite their mother’s insistence because the floor had been so cozy.

Her father was sitting in his chair in the corner, facing the television. It wasn’t turned on, but he was staring at it as if it were. Juliette would often find her father there when he was home. He would either be watching television, or reading the newspaper, or taking a nap. It was his chair, his spot from which he would survey everything else in the room and from where he would look up when someone walked in. But he didn’t look up this time. He didn’t see her come in. He just sat in his chair, staring at the television. His face was expressionless. She could tell he had been crying; his eyes were puffy, but at that moment, his face said nothing else.

Joey and his wife sat holding hands on the couch. They had gotten married four years ago and the first extra car in the driveway belonged to them. They didn’t yet have kids; both were focused on careers and building wealth and buying pretty things for their pretty house upstate. Juliette’s heart sank even further. If I’m dead, I’ll never have kids of my own. The idea was painful. She had always wanted to have kids. That was probably one of the things that had made her a bit sad about Jen’s pregnancy; that she was having her children and Juliette was not yet ready to do that. And now she might never get the chance. And when Joey did have kids, they would never know her. She would never get the chance to be the fun and crazy Aunt Jules.

Joey was listening to a man who was standing near Robbie’s feet and offering words of comfort. It took a moment for Juliette to recognize him; Reverend Phelps from the church. It was Mrs. Phelps sitting in the chair by the window. That’s who owned the second car in the driveway. She had a pad of paper on her lap and a pen in hand, making notes. As Reverend Phelps’ words reached her, she realized that the words of comfort were actually a bible passage. As she listened, she realized they were talking about a service, or rather Reverend Phelps was talking about a service. She tried to focus on his words as he continued to describe a couple more passages as well as several hymns. She couldn’t stop her tears as they ran down her face and fell toward the floor.

“She’d probably really like that one,” Joey said sadly.

Were they really talking about a funeral service? But she wasn’t entirely dead. She was standing right there. She stomped her feet on the soft carpet.

“I’m right here!” she shouted at them, wiping the moisture off her face onto her fingers and holding it out as evidence that she was still very much alive.

“Daisies. Lots of daisies,” Robbie said through his arms.

Her father spoke. “I don’t like that. I don’t want her pushing up daisies." He held his hand up, albeit not with energy, and formed quotation marks with his fingers as he spoke the words.

Robbie moved his arms out of the way and turned his head toward his father. “They were her favorite flower. You don’t have to plant them. Just fill the church with them,” he said gently.

Juliette shook her head. They were talking about her funeral. Her family was sitting there talking about her funeral. Why would they do that? She sat down on the soft carpet near her brother and hung her face in her hands. How could they be planning her funeral? Were they going to give up on her that easily?

“You don’t need to make any decisions right now. Talk about what she would have wanted. Talk about what you folks want...”

“I want it to be outside, and not in the church,” her father said. “I don’t want to drive through town from the church to the cemetery.”

“The funeral home has drivers. You won’t need to focus on driving,” Reverend Phelps said assuredly.

“I don’t want to parade her through town in a hearse. I don’t want to ride in a car behind that,” her father clarified.

“There’s a chapel at the cemetery. I could look into holding the service there,” the reverend suggested.

Her father nodded his head. “Like they did for Donna; I’d rather do that.”

Juliette didn’t know who Donna was, but it was obviously someone that both he and Reverend Phelps knew. She didn’t care. She didn’t like that they truly believed that she was dead and that they were talking about a funeral.

“Mom would probably be okay with that. We can talk to her about it when she wakes up,” Joey said.

Mom is sleeping? Is that where she is? Juliette stood to her feet and walked quietly toward the stairs. She heard Joey mention something about a sedative as she walked away. The sound of dishes clinking together in the kitchen at the end of the hall had her curious if perhaps her mother was in there instead. Maybe she wasn’t sleeping after all. But as Juliette stood in the doorway, she recognized the woman from behind. It was their next-door neighbor, Mrs. Podlewski. She was about a decade older than her mother, but she and her mother had always been friendly and had always helped each other. Mrs. Podlewski was standing at the sink, clearing away some dirty dishes.

She walked back toward the base of the stairs and heard the quiet voices in the living room. Reverend Phelps thought it was wonderful that Howard had helped out today. The name meant nothing to her; probably another person from the church that her parents knew. She heard her father’s voice as he asked, “How do you explain a day like today?”

Juliette wished that she knew. She wished that she knew what was going on.

Reverend Phelps replied, “An angel has been sent to Heaven to watch over you...”

But she hadn’t been sent to Heaven. She was just invisible and alone and rejected by the world around her.

Her parents’ bedroom door was open when she reached their room. She found her mother asleep under a blanket on top of the still-made bed. A glass of water sat beside the dimly lit lamp on her father’s bedside table. Chester was curled up at her feet with his ball and lifted his head, tail wagging, as Juliette walked into the room. She stroked the fur on the top of his head before crawling onto the bed and curling up behind her mother, draping her arm across her mother’s chest and holding her close.

“Mom? I need you..." She buried her face in her mother’s back and cried.

When she woke up in the morning, her parents’ bed was empty. Not since she was a child had she spent the night sleeping between her parents, having been awoken in the middle of the night back then by the sound of a thunderstorm raging outside or a bad dream. It had felt good to sleep in their bed again; it had felt comforting. But it didn’t take long for her mind to remember that she was still stuck in some sort of an undead dead state. After all, she had spent the entire night sleeping between her parents and neither of them had said anything to her about it. Neither of them had sent her back to her own room. Her parents just didn’t seem to know she was there. She dragged herself to her feet and followed the smell of freshly brewed coffee.

As she passed her old bedroom door, she opened it and looked inside. It hadn’t been her bedroom for several years. Her old bed and some of her old furniture were still in the room, but all her prized possessions had moved with her to her apartment. The stuff that she hadn’t cared to keep had long ago been sent out with the trash. Her mother had rearranged some things, redecorated, and purchased some “more adult” bedding. They now used it as a guest room when family visited from out of town. Even so, the familiarity of the walls made her smile.

She made her way downstairs, entering the kitchen to the sound of her mother’s voice.

“I will not have her pushing up daisies,” her mother was arguing.

Her brothers replied in unison. “In the chapel! You aren’t going to plant them!”

“I love daisies,” Juliette smiled sleepily as she made her way to the coffee. “Plant them, too,” she waved her hand in the air as if conducting an orchestra. She didn’t truly believe things would get that far.

“Please don’t yell at me,” her mother pleaded, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue.

“Oh, Mom,” Juliette soothed; putting her arms around her mother and kissing her cheek. Her brothers read her mind; all three of them simultaneously said, “No one is yelling at you.”

Juliette couldn’t help but smile. It was good to be home. She prepared her double-double mug of coffee and carried it toward the table, passing Chester as he begged to go outside. In opening the kitchen door for him, she wondered how long it had been since he had played out in the yard. A glance at the faces sitting around the table confirmed that no one seemed to notice the door swing open and closed. She sat down on the floor in the corner of the kitchen with her mug of coffee where she’d be out of the way. There wasn’t a chair for her at the table; Grace was sitting in her usual spot, but Juliette didn’t mind. The floor was fine with her. She would caffeinate her brain and then try to figure out what to do next.

“I don’t know about the chapel,” her mother said as she stood at the counter, finishing the task of buttering slices of toast and stacking them on a plate.

Juliette looked over toward her. They weren’t seriously still talking about this whole funeral business, were they? Her mother carried the plate to the table, setting it down in the middle. She had already made bacon and eggs for everyone. Her father’s seat was empty, and his breakfast was getting cold.

“Did you hear me?” she asked the three sitting at the table as she sat down.

“Dad doesn’t want to drive between the church and the cemetery,” Joey noted as he reached for a piece of toast.

Juliette shook her head as she sipped her coffee.

“He doesn’t have to drive. They have drivers and limos,” Robbie noted.

“He knows that. He doesn’t want a parade of cars through town to the cemetery for some reason,” Joey clarified.

Juliette’s mother sighed and sipped her coffee. She looked around to make sure her husband wasn’t in earshot before sharing, “When your dad’s father died, he rode in the family car behind the hearse with his mother and sisters from the church to the cemetery. The hearse went through one of the intersections and was hit rather hard by another car; a drunk driver maybe. This is before they tied the coffins down somehow, and, well, it had tipped on its side. The funeral home didn’t have another hearse, apparently. They had sat in traffic waiting until this guy walked back and got his truck. Or maybe someone had driven him back; I don’t remember what your father told me. Then, of course, they had all watched while they’d pulled the coffin out of the hearse to put on the back of the pickup truck. Apparently, they had just flipped it back so it was flat and jiggled it until it had felt balanced. Your dad’s mother was traumatized. Your dad was traumatized.”

Juliette covered her mouth with her hand. That was awful. At least she didn’t have to worry about being in a tipped over coffin. She wasn’t about to just crawl inside one and let them bury her.

“God, Mom, that’s horrible." Robbie was just as shocked as she was.

“So let’s just use the chapel then,” Joey added.

Her mother set her cup of coffee down and argued quietly, “But Jules doesn’t have any connection to the chapel. She knows the church.”

“Mom, Jules is dead. I doubt she cares either way,” Joey noted gently.

Juliette stared at her brother. Why were people so insistent on believing that she was truly dead? She wasn’t really dead. She was sitting right there.

Her mother dabbed her eyes again with her tissue. “Please don’t say that,” she said quietly.

Joey looked at his mother and nodded.

“Thank you, Mom,” Juliette whispered.

Her father walked into the room and sat down at the table. He seemed to gather his words before speaking. “Reverend Phelps managed to get a hold of someone at the cemetery. The chapel is available Tuesday, and not again until Friday. And he’s available any day but Wednesday.”

Juliette rolled her eyes. She wasn’t really in need of a funeral venue.

“Reverend Phelps or that someone at the cemetery?” her mother asked. She sounded tired.

“Phelps, dear,” he clarified, picking up his fork. “I told him we were meeting with the funeral home later today; that they won’t get her from the coroner till Monday morning at the earliest. He wonders if Tuesday will be too soon.”

Juliette looked at her father. They won’t get her from the coroner? What did that mean? “What’s at the coroner?” she asked, but no one answered.

Her stomach felt unsettled and that tightness in her chest started to creep in again. She remembered the news broadcast. There were no survivors, apparently. There had been an explosion. Something was at the coroner’s. The news had said they would be removing bodies. Howard. Someone mentioned Howard last night. Dr. Howard? Their dentist? She took a deep breath as the nausea swirled and crept up her throat. Dental records… Her body had blown up and died and they needed dental records. But…but she was here! She hadn’t really died. She was sitting right here, her body intact, drinking coffee and listening to them!

“Maybe just an evening viewing on Monday night is enough,” Grace offered.

“I don’t know. There are so many who will have a long drive. Shouldn’t we give people two days?” her mother asked.

“If the obituary isn’t in the papers until Monday, that doesn’t give people much notice of a viewing on Monday night,” Joey noted.

Obituary? She focused on breathing once again. They were putting an obituary in the paper to announce to the world that she had died?

“Friday at the chapel is too late,” her mother noted.

“I don’t want to drive from the church to the cemetery,” her father said again.

“Mom, Friday at the chapel would probably be fine. Do viewings on Wednesday and Thursday and the funeral on Friday,” Joey suggested.

She was a ghost? She was really just a ghost sitting in the corner of the kitchen drinking coffee? No one seemed to notice the floating coffee mug either.

“It just seems too late, that’s all,” her mother shrugged.

“Why, Mom? She’s not going anywhere,” Robbie noted.

Her mother stared at him; her voice shaky. “She won’t get to rest until she’s laid to rest.”

Juliette looked up at her mother. Her body had died, but was her spirit wandering the earth in some sort of purgatory? Is that what was going on? She was waiting until she was laid to rest during a funeral service? If she was “wandering the earth” until she was laid to rest, is that when she would leave and go to Heaven? When she would be greeted by everyone who had already died? When she would meet God and see the angels? After she was laid to rest? She didn’t want to leave her family and her friends. She didn’t want to go anywhere.

“Don’t lay me to rest!” she shouted. “Let me stay here with you.”

“Mom. She’s resting now. She’s already at peace,” Robbie countered gently.

“No, I’m not. I’m sitting right here! I’m not resting. I’m drinking coffee! Look...floating coffee mug!” She waved her mug in the air in front of her, cursing as some slopped over the sides and landed on her jeans. “Don’t lay me to rest!”

Robbie continued. “The funeral service is for us. It’s for her family and her friends. It isn’t for Jules. It’s our chance to say goodbye. She’s already twirling through the daisy fields in Heaven.”

Juliette leaned her head back against the wall behind her with a thud. “Yeah, I’m twirling through daisy fields,” she sneered. “When have you ever seen me twirl?”

She contemplated this whole “laid to rest” business. She assumed that Miles had been “laid to rest” almost three years ago. He wasn’t twirling through daisy fields in Heaven. He was picking up women in bars. And Chester? They had buried him as well and given him a little funeral. So maybe the whole “laid to rest” thing didn’t mean anything.

“Yeah, what about all those people who talk about dying on the operating table and seeing the white light? She’s already there, Mom. The funeral can wait till Friday,” Joey offered.

“I haven’t seen a white light,” she muttered. “There’s proof in itself that I’m not really dead!”

“She needs to be laid to rest,” her mother replied firmly.

She sat quietly, trying to rid herself of the panic that had settled within her. How could she be dead and still feel anything? She just didn’t understand what was going on, and she had no idea how she was going to be able to fight against the common understanding that she had died. She listened to her family toss ideas around in terms of plans for her funeral. She had never given it much thought; her own funeral. She had never really thought about it at all. She knew they had a family plot, but she never assumed she’d be buried there. She always figured that she’d be old and married with grandchildren; that she and her husband would have a family plot of their own. She had thought about her wedding, about the sorts of traditions that she liked, but she’d never thought about her funeral. She didn’t want to think about her own funeral.

“Why don’t we wait until we meet with the funeral director this afternoon to make any final decisions,” her father suggested.

“We have to go to her apartment and get her some clothes,” her mother said to no one in particular.

“Are they really going to attempt to dress her?” Robbie asked innocently.

The table grew silent. Juliette cringed and scanned the awkward looks on the faces of her family as they sat quietly, focusing on their breakfast. No one answered Robbie.

When Grandpa Wally died, her mother and Grandma Jean had asked the funeral home to dress him in his best suit. It was the first time Juliette had seen him so dressed up. She had only been seven, but she remembered seeing him lying in the casket looking all rubbery and fake, wearing that dark navy suit. Five years later when Grandma Jean died, her mother had asked the funeral home to dress her in her favorite seafoam green dress and then it had been pretty much the same. But since she had died in an explosion, no one was going to want to see her body. She didn’t even want to think about how much of her was left to even put in the casket if they had needed dental records.

She closed her eyes. This was getting to be too much. She stood to her feet and carried her cup of coffee out of the room. Upstairs, she crawled on top of her old bed and stared at the ceiling as she had done a thousand times before when she had wanted to get away from everyone else. Her bedroom had been her sanctuary, where she had been surrounded by all those little things that she had accumulated along the way that defined who she was. Her walls used to be decorated with posters and awards, and her shelves had been lined with books and stuffed animals. Now it all seemed bare and empty; an inviting room for overnight guests but no longer filled with Juliette. She hadn’t noticed that it felt empty when she had slept there the last few Christmases, but now she felt erased from the house.

She crawled off the bed and opened the closet door. It had become extra storage for her mother’s things, some clothes along with shoe boxes and blanket bags. She peeked around the corner inside, just past the door trim. It was still there; the closet had not yet been repainted. When she had been in tenth grade, she had fallen for Mike; a twelfth grader who was sort of friends with her brother. She hadn’t wanted Robbie to know about her crush, and she hadn’t wanted to leave any evidence lying around her room in case he had snooped. He’d known that she had a crush on someone, but he hadn’t known who her crush was and he had really wanted that information. One afternoon, she had been daydreaming and hadn’t been able to stand not being able to write his name down on a piece of paper somewhere. She’d pushed her clothes aside to make room and had stood between them in her closet while she’d written “Jules + Mike” on the wall with black marker. She laughed at herself now. She had thought that they’d begin dating and be together forever and so had written it in permanent marker.

They never did date, as it turned out, and now she couldn’t even remember his last name. But she did feel a tiny bit better knowing that there was still at least one piece of her remaining in the room. She closed the closet door and curled up in the chair that her mother had placed next to the window. She was really dead, apparently. That was a depressing thought. A squirrel was jumping from branch to branch in the tree in front of the house, knocking down leaves as it went and scaring away a bird who thought he might share the view. A car drove by on its way up the street. A man walked a dog in the opposite direction on the sidewalk across the road. He was smiling and enjoying the exercise with his canine friend. Life was continuing. It seems that hers had ended, but for everyone else, it was business as usual. She found it a little sad knowing that the entire world had not gone into mourning the moment news of her death reached everyone’s ears. There were still people smiling out there.

A short while later, she heard the front door close and watched as Robbie walked to his car. She heard the front door open again and her mother’s voice calling to him. “Just bring as much as you can carry. Don’t worry if you can’t find the pink one." Robbie nodded back toward her and solemnly crawled in behind the wheel. As he pulled away, the front door closed again. It seemed that Robbie was being sent to her apartment to retrieve her burial dress. Juliette cringed at the thought of being buried in that pink dress, and she wracked her memory, trying to remember what she had done with it. She couldn’t picture it still hanging in her closet but also couldn’t remember throwing it out or giving it away.

She had bought that pink dress to wear for New Year’s Eve, the first year that she and Colin were together. She and her mother had been shopping for other things when they had walked past the store window. The dress had draped and clung to the mannequin in all the right ways, and Juliette had fallen in love with it instantly. She hadn’t worn pink since she had been a lot younger, but this wasn’t a youthful, bubblegum pink; it was mature and sexy. And she had just read an article in some magazine that suggested that guys were very attracted to women wearing pink for some reason. She had already figured out that Colin needed a bit of help.

On Christmas Day, when she had called Colin on his cell at his parents’, he had mentioned that his buddies were talking about going to Mexico the day after Boxing Day. She had fond memories of Mexico and would have loved to spend a week in the sun with him. She mentally started packing.

“Darren’s got a lead on a four-bedroom house on the beach near Cabo San Lucas that’s available all week until the second,” he had said.

“Wow, New Year’s Eve in Mexico. That sounds exciting!” she had cheered, mentally adding the pink dress to her suitcase.

“It’s quite a deal. I’ll give you a call when I get back.”

She had been stunned. When he got back? He was going to go without her? He was going to head off to a four-bedroom house, in Mexico, with a group of friends for New Year’s Eve without his girlfriend? He wasn’t even going to ask her if she would mind or if she wanted to come along? Was Darren’s girlfriend going? She had been instantly deflated and had to fight to maintain her composure on the phone. She hadn’t asked questions; she had just wanted to hang up so that she could cry.

“Yeah, okay. Listen, I gotta go. Mom needs help in the kitchen,” she had managed to lie.

She shook her head as she relived her humiliation. Who doesn’t plan on spending New Year’s Eve with their girlfriend or boyfriend? Colin had been a total dick. She had wasted two years with him. If she hadn’t dated him, she might have met someone else. And if she had met someone else, she might not have been available on Friday night to meet Jen and Chris for drinks at The White Peacock. And if she hadn’t been available, she wouldn’t be dead now. It was all Colin’s fault that she was dead. “Asshole,” she cursed.

She hoped her brother wouldn’t find that pink dress. She had never worn it; she just couldn’t bring herself to put it on after that. It had always been a reminder of rejection and a broken heart. She didn’t want to be buried with that. Mind you, her dating life had seemed to be all about rejection and a broken heart lately. Brian had rejected her by proposing to someone else. And while Miles hadn’t rejected her, he was a reject for having been dishonest with her; for not telling her the reality of his situation, or hers, and for leaving her alone at the moment she realized that she no longer had a pulse. Well, she had a pulse, but apparently her body was elsewhere without one. To be dressed, or draped, in that pink dress in her casket seemed to be a summation of her life, and she just didn’t want that to be the last projection of herself that she left on the world.

Lost in thought while staring out the window, she watched an elderly woman dressed in a sage green trench coat and sensible beige heels walk along the sidewalk in front of the house. Her arthritic gait seemed familiar, as did her hair; a loosely twisted gray bun at the back of her head. She stopped in front of the tree and turned, looking up at Juliette in the window and smiling. Grandma Jean! Juliette raced downstairs and threw on her shoes and her jacket. She flung the door open with a bang and raced out, running across the front lawn and into her grandmother’s arms.

“There, there, sweetheart. I’ve got you. It’s okay. It’s going to be okay. It’s going to be just fine,” she cooed as she stroked her granddaughter’s hair.

Juliette’s ears pricked up. She hadn’t heard that voice in about fifteen years, yet her mind didn’t hesitate at all and swam in the familiar and comforting sound. Her grandmother smelled the same as well, of soap, and baked sweets, and spearmint gum. She was instantly taken back to warm and fuzzy memories of her childhood. She buried her face in her grandmother’s shoulder and cried.

“I thought I was all alone,” she sobbed as she clung to the older woman.

“No, kiddo. You aren’t alone. It’s going to be just fine,” her grandmother continued to soothe. 

When Juliette finally released her hold, Grandma Jean reached into her coat pocket and pulled out a small package of tissues, handing them to her weepy granddaughter.

“So, I’m really dead?” Juliette whispered, dabbing her eyes.

Her grandmother nodded; her gentle wrinkles deepened as she smiled. “And you decided to go out with a bang, did you?”

It was so typical of her grandmother; trying to be silly and upbeat when those around her were sad. “I didn’t decide anything,” she said as she wiped her nose.

Grandma Jean shrugged. “Well, you’re here now. Would you like to go for a walk?”

Juliette shook her head. “I want to stay here as long as I can.”

Her grandmother looked at her cautiously. “Sweetheart, dying and mourning is the business of those on the mortal plane. Why don’t you come with me,” she suggested, holding out her hand.

“To Heaven?” Juliette asked fearfully. “I’m not ready to go yet, Grandma. I need to stay with Mom and Dad. It’s too soon. Please don’t take me yet.”

Grandma Jean chuckled. “It’s okay, sweetheart. I’m not going to drag you off anywhere. But why is it too soon?” she asked.

“They only just found out yesterday that I died. They need me. I need to be with them. They’re planning my funeral, and I need to be here.”

“Are you helping to write the obituary or something?” Grandma Jean smiled.

Juliette looked sadly at her grandmother; tears on the verge of flowing again.

“Sweetheart; they don’t need you. They have each other,” her grandmother said, gently rubbing Juliette’s arm.

“I need them, Grandma. I’m not ready to leave them. I’m not ready to leave,” she said quietly.

“We’re supposed to talk. You have questions, I know you do,” her grandmother looked at her, waiting for her to agree.

“Of course. I have tons of questions, but please don’t make me leave yet.”

Grandma Jean took a moment to ponder her granddaughter’s words and Juliette worried that she would be left with no choice; that she would be forced to ascend to Heaven with her grandmother and be ripped away from all she knew once again.

“Well, I have been wanting to make some cheese.”

Juliette looked at her, confused. “Pardon me?” she asked.

The older woman smiled, her blue eyes twinkling. “Cheese, kiddo. I’ve been wanting to make some. I can do that while you’re here saying goodbye. Drink lots. It’ll help to feed your soul. And when you’re ready, then we’ll talk about moving forward.”

“Drink lots?” Juliette asked.

Her grandmother nodded, continuing to smile.

“So, I can stay here?” Juliette asked.

“I suppose. But be careful about wanting to stay too long. This whole funeral business can be really draining and sticky.”

Juliette looked toward the house, relieved. This is really where she felt she needed to be right now. She needed the comfort of being at home with her mother and father close by. She knew that they didn’t know she was there, but she knew that she was there. And she needed to be there. She turned back to her grandmother but the sidewalk was empty. She was standing alone in front of her parents’ home. Did Grandma Jean not want to come inside, too? Even for a moment? Juliette didn’t understand. She took a deep breath and headed back toward the front door.








Chapter 3 - Pushing Up Daisies


The week that followed was a blur. The obituary ran in the paper on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday which resulted in a constant stream of activity; people stopping by to offer support, people leaving, family calling, Reverend Phelps stopping in, her brothers coming and going, and her parents running around making preparations. The house just didn’t seem very calm and quiet, or not for any duration of time anyways. Fresh flowers were delivered and set out in the living room and in the center of the kitchen table. They made the house smell nice. A small pile of containers holding cookies, squares, and pieces of cake started to grow on the kitchen counter, and casserole dishes were constantly being shoved into the refrigerator and freezer.

Juliette went along to all the appointments as the arrangements were made. If she wasn’t going to have a wedding, she was going to be involved in planning her funeral. It was set for Friday at the chapel at the cemetery. Her parents had selected a very nice casket. Juliette was thrilled to hear that it was air- and water-tight. She didn’t like the idea of things seeping in. The chapel would be decorated with fresh flowers, including an ample supply of daisies. Her mother didn’t want the daisies to overpower the rest of the floral arrangements. She didn’t want to offend anyone by seeming to draw attention to them. Juliette had rolled her eyes and shaken her head, cursing whomever it was who had coined the phrase, “pushing up daisies”. It didn’t seem right that one phrase was causing a limit to be placed on the number of them that were allowed at her funeral.

Her brother had retrieved a few dresses from her apartment, and her mother had selected one that she felt was appropriate. The pink dress hadn’t made the trip, thankfully, and Juliette was fine with the simple, pale yellow one that her mother had chosen. She had expected the funeral director to refuse to receive it, but he didn’t. He promised to dress her in that outfit. Juliette really doubted the dress would be inside the casket. Or maybe it would, but it would only lie on top of her remains. She had to force her mind to not picture what her body looked like. Popular images of those poor souls caught frozen in time in ancient Pompeii kept trying to sneak in, and once, when her mind had not been able to keep those sorts of images out, she had laughed at the thought of her charred body frozen in place as she’d been sitting on that bar stool holding a melted glass that had contained her drink.

“Try putting a dress on that,” she had chuckled, and then cringed at her own distasteful humor.

Her parents also gave him some photos. He had some nice, matching frames, he told them. The casket would be closed, and they’d line the top with photos of her. She had cringed when her parents selected her college graduation photo. She’d just started to try a new hairstyle a couple of weeks before that picture was taken; a shorter, layered cut as opposed to her usual long, uniform lengths. She hated that hair. She never wore her hair the same again. Yes, she graduated from college; she guessed that was what her parents were trying to say by sharing that photo, but she’d only looked like that for three months, tops. It didn’t even really look like her. The other photos were alright; one of her as a child playing with her brothers, and one from this past Christmas. It wasn’t until later that she realized that since she’d been out of school, she no longer had an annual mugshot taken.

On Tuesday evening, they had all played cards. It was the first time she’d seen them smile again, and she enjoyed being there to watch the friendly joking and teasing around the table. Of course, she wasn’t dealt her own hand, but she had walked around the table checking out the cards that everyone held and then had tried to encourage her mother to play the right cards to ensure that she won the pot in the middle of the table. It hadn’t worked. Robbie had been the big winner of the night. But she had enjoyed the time with her family as they all took a break from grieving.

Juliette went shopping with her mother and sister-in-law as they picked out conservative dark dresses to wear during the viewings and the funeral. Her mother had muttered that she couldn’t believe she didn’t have anything appropriate in her closet. Juliette could believe it. Her mother was always dressed in bright and cheery colors. She had a bright and cheery personality. It made perfect sense that she didn’t have anything dark and depressing in her wardrobe. Her mother had also shared with Grace that she had no intention of keeping these dresses afterwards; that they’d always remind her of her daughter’s funeral, and she didn’t want to see them every time she looked inside her closet. She planned to give them away and kept that in mind when considering their cost. Juliette thought that was a smart mindset to keep from spending way too much during an emotional time when they were otherwise driven to provide their daughter with the best that they could afford. She wished they weren’t spending a ton of money on burying her when she was standing right beside them.

When her family left for the viewing on Wednesday and Thursday evening, Juliette stayed home with Chester. She didn’t want to mill about in the background, listening to people talking about her. She didn’t want to witness all the tears and grief. It was hard enough to watch her parents and her brothers when they had a moment. She found herself leaving the room when they started to cry. She couldn’t bear to watch the grief that she’d caused them. She had first tried to wrap her arms around them and offer some comfort, to share that she was actually right there, but it hadn’t seemed to provide them with any relief or assurance and so it was easier for her to just leave the room.

When Friday arrived, Juliette was nervous. What if she were ripped away from her family after being laid to rest? What if her grandmother suddenly appeared and offered her hand again? She wasn’t ready to leave them yet. She didn’t want to be forced away from home. She spent the morning wandering the house, breathing in memories of every room. She also walked the four blocks to the elementary school with Chester, wandering around the empty playground, sitting on the swing set, and pumping her legs to force herself to swing higher and higher. She loved the little flutter that she felt in her stomach as she swung back down toward the ground and then up again. And she threw the ball for Chester over and over. She’d made sure to bring it along. When she got home, she wandered about the backyard, remembering how she and her brothers had run through the sprinklers in the summer, and built snowmen and snow forts in the winter.

Her father stepped out the back door for some fresh air while he waited for it to be time to leave for the chapel. He was dressed in his dark suit, again, and Juliette couldn’t help but smile. He used to always wear a suit. He had gone off to work every day in his suit of armor and battled the corporate climate, bringing home a hefty paycheck every other week that had paid for that bicycle that she had ridden when he had taught her to ride without her training wheels, for her braces in high school that gave her that pretty smile, and for her college education. Yes, she wished he had been home more. She used to have fun with him. And yes, she wished he hadn’t spent so many nights at the bar with his buddies, causing her mother so much heartache. As she watched him, she smiled and forgave him.

He had been living his life the best way he had known how. He had been learning to be the corporate suit, and the husband, and the father to three children. It was no different than when she had to learn to fit in at high school, or college, or work, and maintain her friendships, and search for her life partner. She wasn’t given a manual for how best to live, and neither was he. She had made mistakes along the way in terms of dating, and he had made mistakes, too. And just as she’d learned from her mistakes and had planned on being more selective, she knew that he had also figured it out and had eventually found a way to be a better husband and a better father.

And now he seemed so sad. He had been looking tired and depressed all week, but now a heavy cloud of grief hung around him as he faced the ordeal that they’d been working toward all week. Juliette knew he was struggling inside as he thought about having to bury his little girl. She’d heard his words all week. His strength was crumbling knowing that he was saying goodbye to the little girl he had bounced on his knee when she was small, and read stories to when she couldn’t fall asleep, and protected from monsters under her bed and inside her closet. He had to say goodbye to the little girl who scared him when she fell off her bike, and the one who launched a protective beast within him when she started dating boys. He had been so proud of her when she graduated from college, and so nervous about her moving into her own apartment. But mostly, he had been sad that she had grown up and no longer needed him the same way.

“It’s okay, Daddy. I’m okay. I love you, Daddy,” she whispered, wiping a tear from her cheek.

Her father left her standing there in the yard as he walked around the side of the house. Juliette took a deep breath and headed inside. In the kitchen, her mother was dressed and sitting in her chair beside the table staring off into nothingness. Juliette knelt on the floor at her feet and rested her head on her mother’s lap.

“I love you, Mom. I don’t want to go. I don’t want to leave you.”

She knew that her tears were dripping down onto her mother’s dress, but she also knew that her mother would never see that damp stain. She wished that her mother would see it; would know that she was there with her. She wished that someone would see her; would tell them that she was alright and there in the room. But she had quickly given up on being noticed. No one ever saw her. She looked up into her mother’s eyes and held on to her hands.

“Can you feel me holding you?” she asked and waited, but her mother didn’t move. She continued to sit in the chair, staring blankly across the kitchen.

“I’m here right now and I really need you to know that I’ve always loved you,” she urged. “Don’t ever doubt that for one second. I know I haven’t told you that often enough. I know I should’ve told you every time I saw you, but I do. I love you so much. You’re an amazing mother. You’re the best mother any child could ever hope for. I know you sometimes thought you weren’t doing enough, but you always did and then some.”

Juliette paused as she reflected on her memories, and smiled through her tears as she shared her favorites. “You were always there for us when we got home from school. You baked us the best cakes and cookies. And birthday parties were always so much fun. My friends were always jealous that I had such a wonderful Mom. You always had the best advice. You always listened when I needed to talk. I know that if you could hear me now, you would have the perfect advice for me.”

She looked at her mother, holding her hands a bit tighter. “I could really use some of your wisdom right now, Mom,” she whispered desperately.

Juliette looked out the window at the sunny blue sky, taking a deep breath and trying to reign in her own grief. She looked back at her mother. “I don’t know what I’m going to do without you. I don’t want to go. I don’t want to leave you. I want to stay here, with you, forever.”

Juliette rested her forehead on her mother’s knee while continuing to hold her hands. She never wanted to let go.

The inside of the chapel at the cemetery was beautifully adorned with large arrangements of flowers and flickering candles. Juliette smiled when she saw the daisies peeking out from among the various bouquets. The bright sunshine that had warmed the day softly filtered through the stained-glass windows, casting a gentle rainbow of colors across everything it touched. Juliette was overwhelmed to see the pews slowly fill to capacity with familiar faces, along with many that she didn’t recognize. She stayed with her parents as they lingered at the front of the church. In the respectful quiet of the room, whispered voices floated toward her.

“It just hasn’t registered yet that we’ll never see her beautiful face again.”

“It’s so tragic.”

“Her family looks pale.”

“The last time I saw her, she was quite happy.”

“No, she wasn’t dating anyone, I don’t think.”

“She’s with the angels now.”

“She was too young.”

She wanted to scream into the pulpit microphone, “I’m right here!" But she didn’t. She sat down beside her mother in the front pew and felt the quiet hush that settled on the room. Straight ahead, covered in some beautifully draped floral arrangements and the pictures of herself, was her casket. She looked to the floor, avoiding that view. As Reverend Phelps addressed the congregation, she tried to focus on his words, but she mostly heard the quiet tears and sniffles around her.

“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still waters; he restores my soul...”

Juliette tried to pay attention but her mind was distracted by Joey’s crying a few seats down. She glanced down the pew at him and watched as Grace took his hand and tried to comfort him. She wanted to hug him as well but felt torn between reaching out to him, and ensuring she was sitting properly and not fidgeting in church. Reverend Phelps’ voice continued to fill the room.

“...goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long.”

She turned back to look at him standing behind the pulpit, comfortably speaking into the small microphone, as he explained that she was now dwelling in the house of the Lord, sitting at a great banquet with Him, and that she was enveloped in the warmth of His love. She looked at him and shook her head respectfully, the same way she used to do when one of her college professors had offered something during a lecture that she disagreed with or knew to be untrue. But that was alright. She had told Grandma Jean that she wasn’t ready yet. And she hadn’t been hungry all week. Certainly, the reference to a banquet wasn’t to be taken literally; and maybe the intention was to make everyone else in the room feel better about her death.

The congregation stood to sing a hymn. Juliette held on to her mother’s arm to help steady her, even though her father had wrapped his arm around her waist. As the room filled with music, Juliette discreetly looked over her shoulders at those standing behind her; at those who had come to say goodbye to the body in the casket. Her aunt, uncle, and cousins were standing in the pew directly behind them. He was her mother’s brother, and they’d driven from South Carolina. Across the aisle, another aunt and uncle, and more cousins, held hymnals in front of them and sang along. Her aunt was her father’s sister. They had driven in from Springfield. Behind them was her father’s other sister and her family. They lived in Boston. She looked back toward the front, avoiding the casket.

Bible passages continued to be read by either Reverend Phelps or one of her cousins, and she paid particular attention, hoping for some hints of what was to come after she was laid to rest. She had attended funerals before. She had heard many of these same passages in the past. But she had never really given them much thought before now.

Pastor Phelps raised the volume of his voice. “Then Jesus said, “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest”.”

She was feeling tired; drained even. It had been a long week. Perhaps she was carrying the heavy burden of her death and needed rest even though she had really enjoyed her nights sleeping in her old room all week. When Grandma Jean came to fetch her later, she’d be taken to Heaven where she’d find that rest. She just hoped that Grandma Jean wouldn’t come too soon. She still wasn’t ready to leave her family. Maybe it could wait until tonight, or tomorrow, or the day after that.

“For we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens,” the minister quoted from II Corinthians.

Juliette nodded in agreement. That was true; she could attest to that. Her destroyed body was inside that casket, yet she was still standing there in one piece. Her hair was styled, and she’d managed to borrow some makeup from her mother and Grace that morning. And she’d even managed to throw on a dress from the small pile that Robbie had grabbed from her apartment. Mind you, she was wearing her sneakers because he hadn’t also brought a selection of shoes, but the point was, she was still living in her body, even though her body was in that box.

Reverend Phelps continued with a passage from Revelation that discussed a holy city coming down from Heaven; a meeting with God himself when he would wipe away all her tears, and she’d no longer be sad. “When Juliette left us, she was invited to this holy city, this new Jerusalem, and the pain of her passing was no more.”

Juliette again shook her head. She had put that trip on hold but did feel a moment of excitement at the idea of seeing such a sight; wondering if she, too, would witness a glorious city floating down from the clouds to meet her.

Her daydreaming was halted when Chris approached the pulpit and hesitated as she worked to adjust the microphone. She had bought a new dress for the occasion, too, Juliette noticed. She’d always looked stunning in black. It really set off her perky, frosted-blonde hair and bright blue eyes. Chris nervously smoothed her dress. Her hands were shaking. She smiled embarrassingly toward the crowd as she tried to stop her tears. Juliette couldn’t help but begin to cry at the sight of her friend in such pain, and she felt guilty and responsible for placing her in that situation. Chris hated speaking publicly, yet somehow she had agreed to this. Juliette wasn’t sure how she had missed that in the funeral planning meetings.

“Juliette, Jennifer, and I met in college and immediately became best friends. We lived in the same residence together; in the same room, and when we hadn’t killed each other by the end of our first year, we rented an apartment together.”

Juliette could feel some smiling faces looking toward Chris. Her friend summoned some confidence. They hadn’t “booed her off the stage”; that was Chris’ big fear in addressing a crowd. Juliette smiled fondly at her as well, whispering, “You can do it.”

“Jules was always the studious type, and I learned a lot from her as I watched her make a point of attending classes and studying for exams.”

There was some quiet laughter from the congregation, especially from those who’d known Chris at that time. Juliette smiled. Chris had arrived at college ready to exert her independence from her parents. She’d been thrilled to no longer be facing a curfew or worrying about the trouble she’d face from her parents if she stumbled in drunk at three in the morning. And she no longer had her parents pulling her out of bed in the morning in time for school. But she had Jen and Juliette; neither of whom landed at college feeling the same need to squander their newfound freedom. Even though Jen had shared the room with them, in the first couple of months, she’d spent far more time in the quiet stacks of the library than in their room and so it had been Jules who had tamed Chris’ early wild spirit.

“And Jen, who was an even greater bookworm than Jules, learned from Jules to set studying aside from time to time and to experience the world around her. Jules showed both of us a different approach to life, and we’re forever grateful for that. And together, the three of us learned some new things. We discovered that you can use your meal plan to buy nothing but chocolate, that close friends are a true gift, and that there is a time to dance. Jules loved to dance, and her favorite saying, “Now is the time to dance” comes from her favorite passage. I’d like to read it to you now.”

Juliette grinned. She hadn’t thought about how appropriate it would be to have this passage read at her funeral and loved that Chris had thought of including it. It wasn’t really her favorite passage. She didn’t have a favorite. But she had loved how Kevin Bacon had stood up and argued for the right to be able to dance in the movie Footloose; using this passage to counter the general belief that dancing was inappropriate.

“From Ecclesiastes: For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven: a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted; a time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up; a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance...”

Chris finished reading there and cleared her throat.

“On the night that she was taken from us, Jen and I were to have met her at the restaurant for a girls’ night out. Jules had really been looking forward to that evening as we hadn’t seen each other for a while." Chris paused as she fought against the emotions that were threatening to interfere with her ability to talk.

“Jules was on time, as usual. But Jen had gone into labor, and I was delayed. I spoke to her on her cell just moments before she died." Chris started to cry; quickly trying to wipe away her tears as soon as they escaped her eyes. Her lip quivered and she pressed it tightly against the other while squeezing a ball of tissue in her hand.

“She suggested that she and I go dancing." Chris wiped her nose with the damp wad of tissue.

“We’ll probably never understand why things like this happen the way that they do, but we do know, in our hearts, that wherever Jules is right now, she’s dancing. It’s her time to heal and to laugh and to dance.”

She looked down at her notes while taking a deep breath. “Jules loved her job. She loved helping struggling families to build a stronger foundation; helping parents to be the best that they could be and helping children to be strong and to heal. She always said that she valued family very much. She’d put so much of herself into her work because she’d had such a wonderful family of her own. She loved her family. She had also hated seeing anyone hurt or struggling and always did whatever she could to help them feel better. If she were here right now…I know that she would tell all of us that she was fine and happy, that she loved us, and that she’ll continue to live on in our hearts every day. She would tell us that now is also our time to heal, and to laugh, and to dance.”

Chris glanced over at the casket. “Now is the time to dance, Jules.”

She quietly stepped down from the pulpit and Jules wiped the tears from her own face. She watched Chris walk back to her seat, forgetting her church manners and turning right around in her seat. Chris sat down beside her brother. Beside him were Jen and Craig. Jen was crying. Chris reached across her brother and took Jen’s hand. They held on to each other tightly. Juliette could see that Chris was shaking. She had survived her public speaking torture.

Juliette turned back in her seat and looked down the row at her family sitting beside her. Her brothers were crying, as was her sister-in-law. Her father stared straight ahead at her casket. Her mother looked so broken; so tired and drained and sad. She was crying quietly and wringing her own wad of tissue in her hands. Juliette’s heart broke, again, to see her mother so sad. She reached for her mother’s hands.

“Mom?” she whispered. “Mom, I’m here. Please don’t cry. Oh, Mom, please don’t cry. I’m right here." She wiped a tear off her mother’s cheek.

When the service in the chapel ended, she braced herself for the pull to Heaven, but it didn’t come. She glanced around for her grandparents, but they weren’t there. Her brothers joined her Boston uncle and three of her cousins beside the casket. They slowly and carefully lifted the box and shuffled into the aisle. Everyone stood to their feet as she was carried past. Juliette followed immediately behind them with her parents and sister-in-law as the troop of pall bearers led everyone toward the doors leading outside. She focused on holding on to her mother, looking down at the carpet at their feet as she walked along with them. She didn’t want to stare into the faces of grief that lined their path.

On reaching the back of the church, she glanced up before stepping outside into the sunshine and caught sight of Miles leaning up against the wall near the doors. He was looking down toward the floor and didn’t look up as she walked by. She muttered to herself. Why was he here? She didn’t stop walking though. As if part of a slow-moving river cutting through the landscape, she followed her casket along with the others. The pews emptied one by one behind them and joined the line of mourners as they meandered across the soft, manicured grass from the chapel to their family's plot. Juliette glanced over her shoulder a couple of times before they reached her final resting place to see if she could see Miles following behind, but she didn’t.

Her casket was gently placed on a set of braces, ready to be lowered into the ground later. Flowers from the chapel were set down on the green grass carpet that had been laid on the ground; covering any sign of dirt around the freshly dug grave. A small grouping of chairs had been arranged facing the casket, and her family sat down in the front row. Others filled in the seats behind; close family members and friends, while the rest of the crowd circled around; standing room only. Someone handed out red roses. Juliette stood beside her mother and rubbed her shoulders, trying to comfort her. She scanned the crowd of faces but still didn’t see any sign of Miles. Maybe she hadn’t seen him. Maybe that wasn’t him. Maybe that was someone else. She did notice Colin in the crowd; his arms around a woman Juliette didn’t know. She shook her head. He shouldn’t have come either.

After everyone had arrived across the lawn and settled into place, Reverend Phelps spoke on for another ten minutes, encouraging her family to find peace and comfort during this difficult time, and wishing Juliette’s spirit well in her Heavenly travels. He then motioned to the family. This was the last goodbye. This was the time for each of them to say their final words and place a rose on her casket before walking away, leaving her to “rest in peace”. Juliette had not wanted this time to arrive yet. She urged Reverend Phelps to keep talking, to quote more scriptures, to read the whole darn Bible and keep everyone there with her. But he didn’t. Instead, he helped her mother to her feet as her family stood.

Her mother walked across the soft lawn toward the casket. Juliette stayed where she was and watched; frozen in place. Her chest felt so tight with grief in watching the anguished faces of those she loved most of all, and she felt a wave of fear and panic. She refused to look at the sky. It wasn’t time yet. She wasn’t ready. As her mother leaned forward, she stumbled and braced herself with both hands, gripping the edge of the box. She didn’t seem to want to let go. Her father stepped forward to help her, but her mother vehemently shook her head.

“This is my baby,” she cried in anguish.

Juliette’s father tried to hold her under her arm; to help her stand as he struggled with his own tears and his own grief. She shook her head again.

“I can’t let her go. I’m not ready to let her go…” she cried.

She was frozen, leaning forward and clinging to her baby daughter and just couldn’t find the strength to let go. Juliette rushed to her side, tears streaming down her face.

“Mom? I know you’re hurting. I know you didn’t want to be here, burying one of your kids. But I’m okay. I’m here. And I love you. I love you more than you know. I wish I wasn’t in that box. I’m not really in that box. I’m right here. I’m standing right here. I know you can’t see me, and I know you can’t hear me, but I hope you can feel that I’m right here. I’m not really gone. Let go of the box, Mom. I’m not there. It’s only a box. I don’t know what’s inside the box, but it’s not me. I’m right here. I’m here. Please Mom. I’m here. I love you.”

Her mother took a deep breath, calming herself, and accepted her father’s help in standing to her feet. She kissed her fingers and lightly rested them for a moment on top of the casket before being escorted away from the crowd by men Juliette didn’t know. Her father paused and quietly prayed before gently laying his rose on top of her casket.

“I love you, Daddy,” Juliette whispered.

Joey, followed by Grace, walked up and set a rose on top of the others. Juliette could only mouth “I love you” to each of them; her voice unable to make it out from under the burden of her heavy chest. As Robbie walked to her casket, he reached inside his jacket pocket and pulled out a daisy. He held on to the rose while he gently set the daisy down on top of the casket over what might have been where her heart lay inside. Juliette’s vision blurred from tears.

“Thank you, Robbie. I love you,” she forced out of her mouth.

Juliette stood by as each and every relative and friend filed past that box with their flowers. Jen and Craig had not brought the baby, but Jen’s parents were with them. Chris and her brother set roses down as well. Most of her coworkers filed past, some with roses and some without. She saw a few of her neighbors, too. Everyone was so sad, grieving their loss of her. And after each one had walked by, they headed toward the cemetery roadway where they held hands, hugged, and offered their care and support to each other. And while Juliette saw the beauty in their communal grieving, it dawned on her that they had all walked away from her and left her standing beside her casket, alone.

As a group, they had only lost her, but she had lost all of them. She could see them, she could touch them, and she could even talk to them, but to every single one of them, she was dead. She sat down on one of the folding chairs facing her casket and just stared at the display of roses and the single daisy that they had left behind for her. She turned and looked at the darkly clothed people slowly walking toward the line of parked cars.

“I’m still right here!” she said loudly after them. “I’m right here!" She bent over and sobbed.

She felt a hand on her shoulder as a pair of men’s dress shoes walked into view. She looked up into the shadowed face of a man standing directly in front of the sun. Has God arrived to take her to Heaven? Was it time to go? Did she have to go? She didn’t want to leave yet. She felt the panic start to grow in her chest once more. She didn’t want to leave her family. She squinted, and then she heard his voice.

“Why did you come here, Juliette?" Miles' voice was gentle and empathetic.

She shrugged his hand away and stood to her feet, crossing her arms in front of her. “Why did you come here?” she replied angrily. Who was he to question her decisions? Who was he to crash her funeral? She wiped her cheeks.

“We should talk,” he shared quietly.

“No, we shouldn’t,” she said as she followed the others toward the line of parked cars.

“Jules,” he called after her.

She stopped in her tracks and wheeled around. “You don’t get to call me that." She turned and continued walking.

“Please give me just five minutes,” he pleaded.

“That would be five minutes too long,” she said over her shoulder.

She found her parents and stood next to them within the group of well-wishers who had gathered around. She scanned the manicured landscape in the direction from which she had walked but didn’t see him. She glanced around the people milling about but couldn’t spot Miles there either. She focused on her family, on her mother and her father, who seemed to be having the most difficult time dealing with her death. She wrapped her arms around them, trying to protect them from the pain.

Reverend Phelps circulated through the gathered crowd inviting people to make their way to the chapel basement for refreshments. Some walked to their cars; they wouldn’t be staying, while most quietly made their way toward the reception. As she followed her parents, Juliette glanced around and finally saw him. He was leaning against the driver’s door of a very old, blue pickup truck, watching her; that same wounded look on his face that she had seen that night in the bar. She sighed, clutching her purse across her chest. Fine. She’d give him five minutes. Perhaps he would then understand that she wanted him to leave her alone; that she wasn’t interested in continuing anything with him. She watched her parents make their way inside the chapel before she walked toward him.

As she approached, he smiled. It was the same charismatic and charming movie star smile that she had fought against a week ago. Only now, she knew better, and she wouldn’t be drawn in so easily.

“Thank you for talking to me,” he said.

“You have five minutes,” she stated quietly as she looked at her watch.

“You’ll have to tell me when my time is up. I’ve lost my watch,” he smiled gently, but she let his comment fly by and waited for him to say what he wanted to say.

“This isn’t the best place for you to be right now. I know you don’t understand, but would you please let me take you home?”

She shook her head. “I am home,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Yes, but this isn’t where you live, Juliette. Please let me take you home to where you live,” he urged her gently.

“This is where my family is, and they need me,” she replied coolly.

“They don’t need you. They need each other. You can’t do anything for them, and they can’t do anything for you. It’s only harming you,” he suggested.

“Oh no. You mean I might die?” she sneered.

He looked at her with gentle eyes. He didn’t respond to her words.

“I don’t want you to get lost,” he finally said and she saw a glimmer of sadness cross his face.

“I know how to get home,” she assured him.

“Let me take you home,” he offered again.

“I’m not ready to go. Oh, and look, your time is up,” she smiled.

“That wasn’t five minutes,” he challenged softly.

“I’m the one with the watch,” she called over her shoulder as she made her way toward the chapel basement.

“You can’t heal and laugh and dance while you’re living in the past and focusing on mortals,” he called to her before jumping into his truck and pulling the door shut.

Juliette cursed that she hadn’t found the words to simply say, “Please leave me alone." She felt bad for coming off rudely, but the guy did show up, uninvited, to her funeral.

She found her parents standing near the entrance of the reception room in the basement. They were talking with another couple who seemed vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t quite peg who they were. Perhaps it was someone that her father used to work with? She wasn’t quite sure. It didn’t really matter, though. She was more interested in being there for her parents. As she looked at her mother, she saw a sense of relief on her face. The viewings and the funeral were over; the stress of it all was behind her. She seemed a bit more relaxed and even seemed to smile a little bit while chatting with these other people. Her father was the same.

Chris and Jen were standing in the crowd about a dozen feet away. They were laughing. Something was funny and they were laughing. They were standing with Craig, Chris’ brother, and Jen’s parents. She wove through those standing around talking over coffee and made her way to them. She caught their conversation as she got closer. Jen and Craig were sharing what the first week of parenthood had been like for them; the sleep deprivation, the middle of the night feedings, the laundry, and how quickly they had become comfortable in handling fluids that leaked from another person. They laughed about how such a small person could create so much extra laundry. The others smiled as they listened, and Juliette thought that the pride of being a mother was evident in Jen’s face. When Craig took over sharing the next little story about the baby, she gave Jen a hug and kissed her on the cheek.

“You’re going to be such a good Mommy to that beautiful little girl,” she whispered.

Jen smiled happily as she listened to her husband. When he got to the punch line of the story; about how the entire feeding that Anna had just swallowed had shot down his back the instant he held her on his shoulder to burp her, everyone started laughing again. Juliette’s mind focused on the baby’s name. They had decided to go with Anna; Jen’s grandmother’s name. It was beautiful. That was the name that Juliette had been rooting for from their short list of girl names. She looked like an Anna, Juliette mused. It suited that little girl. She was glad they hadn’t gotten sentimental and named her Juliette, despite her teasing. There were just too many Romeo jokes and Shakespeare conversations to contend with in life.

Juliette walked over to Chris and hugged her as well. “Thank you for the beautiful eulogy,” she whispered, and then kissed the side of her face.

Chris immediately wiped her cheek, as if she’d been bothered or tickled by something. Juliette caught her breath. Had Chris felt her kiss? She immediately planted another kiss on Chris’ cheek to see if she’d react again. Sadly, her friend seemed to ignore her touch the second time. Perhaps the fact that she’d wiped her cheek the first time was merely coincidental.

She reflected on Miles’ words; that she could do nothing for them. He was right; she couldn’t. They were all truly oblivious to the fact that she was there with them. Her being there had no effect at all on them. But it did have an effect on her. He’d said they could do nothing for her, but that wasn’t true. It gave her comfort in having her family and friends with her. She could stay in her old bedroom and hang out with them while they sat around the table, or watched television, or played cards, like they had the other night to take their minds off things. Sure, she wouldn’t be dealt her own hand to play, but she could look over her mother’s shoulder. And yes, they wouldn’t hear her throw comments at the television during the news when she disagreed with something that she saw, but at least she’d be with them. They gave her comfort.

She looked at the faces standing around her. Chris, Jen, and Craig were all smiling. Across the room, her brother Robbie smiled as he chatted with a couple of his friends who’d come out to support him. She looked over to Joey and caught him leaning forward to kiss his wife. Grace smiled back at him, leaning forward and catching his lips for a longer kiss. Maybe they’d start a family soon. Maybe her death had given them the motivation to not wait until they had stashed away so much money in the bank or pretty things in their pretty house. Maybe they’d start living now. Juliette smiled. They were all going to be alright. They would all move on from this. Just like the day she had looked out her bedroom window and realized that the world was continuing on without her, so would her family and friends. They had cried, and they would probably still miss her, but they were going to be okay.

And her? Juliette wondered what was in store for her. She could hang out in her parents’ house with Chester like a ghost, comforted by their presence, but then what? What do ghosts do all day? Read books? Watch television? Drink coffee? Would she get bored? Did it matter if she were bored if it meant that she was at home with her family? Would it matter that no one ever saw her? That no one ever talked to her? That she never had a conversation with anyone? Could she live that way?

Maybe Miles was right. Maybe watching them live was actually keeping her from doing whatever it was that she was supposed to do. Maybe that’s why she hadn’t yet been pulled to Heaven; because she was clinging to her family here on earth. Maybe hanging around, being ignored, wasn’t the best place for her. And maybe she was stronger than she thought she was. Maybe she could leave them, just for now, while she ascended to Heaven and earned her angel wings. Certainly she would be of more use to them there than trudging around among them as an empty and bored ghost.

She couldn’t believe she was doing this, but she kissed her father and her mother goodbye on their cheeks, told them that she loved them, and headed back outside to see if Miles was still there. She paused just outside the chapel doors and stared at the old, blue pickup truck. She jiggled her purse and listened to the sound of her keys, just to make sure she hadn’t left them at her parents’ house, before walking to his truck, opening the passenger door, and staring into his gentle green eyes.

“You can drive me home, but it doesn’t mean anything,” she said.

He nodded and smiled, relieved that she had agreed. She sat down beside him. After closing the door, she reached for the seatbelt and noticed that he was staring at her with a curious smirk on his face. She didn’t care; she did up the belt anyway. She would have felt naked riding in a vehicle without a seatbelt. And as they pulled away from behind the other parked cars on the roadway beside the chapel, she wondered how it was that he was even driving, but she’d really had enough thinking for the day. She settled back against the seat and leaned her head against the window, watching the city fly past, and grateful for the silence around her. When he turned down Newbury, she sat up, and when he stopped in front of her building, she thanked him for the ride and opened the door.

“We really should talk,” he said again.

She shook her head and paused, one foot already on the ground, before turning to face him. “I don’t think we have anything to talk about.”

“How could you feel the way you felt about me last Friday night and then just walk away?” he asked her sadly.

Quietly, she replied. “How could you feel the way you felt about me last Friday night and not have been honest with me?”

He looked at the steering wheel. She slid out of the truck and closed the door.








Chapter 4 - Have You Met My Horse?


It was the fifth day since her funeral and Juliette was still waiting to be called to Heaven. Grandma Jean hadn’t shown herself again, and there had yet to be a beautiful kingdom floating down from the sky to greet her. She hadn’t left her apartment since she came home, and she was wondering how this solitude was any different from what she could have been doing while hanging out with her parents at home. She tried to reason that since this was her permanent address, if God or her grandmother were going to find her anywhere, it would be here. But logic always squashed her best efforts. God would certainly find her wherever she was, just as her grandmother had first found her with her parents.

She was missing her family and regretting her decision to allow Miles to bring her home. Yes, she was feeling a little better in not focusing on their grief, but at the same time, given the choice of being a ghost in her own apartment versus a ghost at home with her family, she’d rather be at home where she’d have some company. Certainly Chester would love to have her come back as well. The day before yesterday, she had told herself that if she’d heard nothing, she would head back home the next day. Yesterday, she said the same thing. And today she found herself, once again, making a plan that if the day passed without anything happening, she’d go back home tomorrow. If it didn’t matter where she was, then she wanted to be with her parents. Her only hesitation was the sadness she knew she’d see once again in their faces, knowing that she was causing their pain.

Her ride home from the cemetery with Miles had entered her mind a couple of times during those first few days as well, especially their brief exchange when they’d arrived at her building. How could she just walk away after their night together? Did he truly not understand what he’d done? He had known that she had died, and instead of mentioning it to her and offering some consolation to her over the fact that she’d just been killed, he had overlooked that rather important fact and let her continue to believe nothing was wrong. He’d let her continue to hope and dream about a future when he’d known she didn’t have one, all while leading her to believe that he valued truth. He’d known that she’d been planning to go to the hospital to visit Jen; that she’d been planning to meet up with Chris, and he hadn’t said a word. He’d just left in the morning so that she could get on with her day knowing that it would crash and burn.

She believed her reasons for walking away from him were pretty obvious, and she’d been surprised that he’d had the nerve to ask her why. He’d even left the paper with his picture sitting face up on her hall table that night knowing she would see it the next day. He could’ve mentioned it to her when he’d brought the paper in for her, but he had just slipped it inside quietly and left it to sit there under her purse that entire time. He’d let her fall into bed with him, even though she had just died, and he’d run away in the morning like a coward so he wouldn’t have to be the one to tell her the truth. Now he wanted to swoop back in, and what? Rescue her? Take advantage of her vulnerable emotional state? Thinking about it only renewed the anger she felt toward him, and she didn’t think he was worth that much energy, so when he did pop into her mind, she did her best to quickly whisk him away.

In the meantime, she’d spent a lot of time sleeping, painting her nails, showering, washing her hair, watching television, painting her nails, watching some of her favorite movie DVDs, drinking coffee, water, and juice, painting her nails, reading a few books, and painting her nails. She wasn’t yet feeling stir crazy. She had everything she needed right here at home. It was curious how she never ran out of fresh coffee grounds, or juice, and how her apartment had not yet been visited by anyone. No one had come by to pack up her things and move her out. The super had not yet shown her place to any prospective tenants. And the cable and utility companies had not yet disconnected her service. But she wasn’t complaining. It was like she was on holiday, and while she waited, she was doing all the things she usually did when she had some extra time on her hands.

That afternoon, when she was finding herself bored by what was on daytime television, she decided that she’d give yoga another try. She had bought a yoga mat and beginner’s DVD for herself shortly after Brian. After feeling rejected by two men in a row, she’d been thinking that she might need to address her physical appearance. Jen had told her that she was being silly. Juliette had always had a slender and athletic physique and Jen didn’t see a need for her to try to change anything.

At the same time, Jen had also supported her interest in being healthy and thought yoga would be useful to Juliette during her break from dating. Juliette had given it her best try at the time, but soon found herself too rushed in the mornings, and too tired in the evenings, and too busy on the weekends to stick with it. Eventually, the yoga mat went from its spot rolled up in the corner of her living room to a spot in her bedroom closet where it would no longer remind her of her failed attempt, and the DVD was filed in the cupboard under her television. It hadn’t even earned a spot on her shelf with the rest of her small movie collection, even though there was plenty of room.

But she was feeling a little more energetic this afternoon, and while the young woman on the television made every pose seem effortless, Juliette struggled a bit as she tried to copy what she saw and hold the pose for as long as she was instructed. Stretching her muscles felt good; she just didn’t usually bend and twist that way. And when she was only ten minutes into the twenty-minute program, she started to wonder if she’d make it to the end. She began negotiating with herself; promising herself a reward of a hot bubble bath when she was done, if she could finish the entire workout. She only needed to get through the next nine minutes...eight minutes…seven minutes... She was proud of herself for pushing to finish.

When she heard someone knocking at her door, an odd noise given the silence she’d been enjoying, Juliette paused the DVD to avoid having any sound coming from inside her apartment. She waited to see if she heard another knock, or someone’s voice in the hall, but she didn’t hear anything else. She tiptoed in her bare feet toward her hallway and bent down; looking at the line of light that shone in under her door to see if it was broken by the shadow of someone’s feet, but no one appeared to be standing there. She quietly snuck down the hall to her door and peered through her peep hole, lightly bracing herself against the wooden door so as not to stumble or make a sound. She saw the elevator door close, but she hadn’t been quick enough to see who’d gotten on. She stepped back and looked down at a folded piece of stiff paper that had stuck to her foot. Obviously, whoever had knocked had slid something under the door. She sighed and shook her head. Miles needed to get the hint that she wasn’t interested.

She bent down and peeled the folded paper from the sole of her foot, carrying it back to the living room and tossing it onto her coffee table. She grabbed her water bottle off the floor and took a swig before pressing the play button again. She planted her hands and feet on her mat and stuck her bottom in the air to match the young woman on the television screen. While her head was upside down, she turned toward the coffee table and the folded piece of paper. “He really, really needed to take the hint," she thought as she stretched farther. She squinted as she stared at the paper. It was only folded in half. She could see markings on the inside. It didn’t look handwritten. It looked like a flyer. Since when did the paperboy knock when he delivered, and since when did he deliver only one flyer at a time? And since when were flyers printed on nice paper and not newsprint?

She switched positions at the instruction of her yoga master and continued to look at the paper while upside down. Was that gold printing inside? “It kind of looks like a golden ticket,” she giggled to herself. Maybe she had won a chance to visit the chocolate factory. Chris would have found that funny. They had just watched that old movie a couple of months ago. The yoga girl on the television told her to change positions again. She started to and then gave up. Her curiosity had grown to such a point that she could no longer ignore it, or that’s what she told herself anyway as she pressed the stop button on her DVD player.

She carefully picked up the folded piece of paper and sat down on her mat. When she opened it, her eyes grew wide. It was a small invitation, printed in gold ink, addressed to her. She glanced at the clock on her DVR above her TV.

“Shit!" She scrambled to her feet. “Shit, shit, shit,” she sang as she raced off to the bathroom to shower. She had a meeting with God in the park in forty-five minutes!

Juliette walked up Arlington Street as fast as she could. She didn’t want to be late for a meeting with God. After all, this was it. This is what she’d been waiting for. She had showered quickly and had picked out her most conservative outfit; a navy dress with stockings and shoes to match. Her mother would be proud that she was wearing her “Sunday best” when she met Him for the first time. But she was nervous and scared. She tucked her hands into the pockets of her trench coat. Over the past year, she’d accumulated tissues and slips of paper inside those dark recesses; never finding the time to throw them out, and she was thankful now that her pockets weren’t empty. Her fingers fiddled nervously with whatever they could grasp as she worried about being late, what would happen, what he would be like, and if her grandparents and others would be there as well. She wasn’t entirely sure she was ready for this, but who declines such an invitation?

The sinking sun sparkled on building windows as she scurried by, and the air was fresh with the smell of fall. People hustled and bustled around her, but she made sure to dodge every single one of them. Traffic whizzed along the street. She wondered if all these people would stop and take notice if they knew that God was about to appear in the park. She glanced at her watch but didn’t register the time; it seemed to slow her down to try to stop her arm from bouncing around so that she could read the face. She didn’t want to be late. After all, who is late for a meeting with God? What does someone say to God when they meet him for the first time? How does one behave? What did he look like? Certainly she would know it was him when she saw him. He’d likely be glowing and hovering on a cloud or something magical like that.

She took a deep breath as she reached the park entrance. The bronze statue of George Washington sitting proudly astride a horse in mid gallop was just inside; she could see it. She was to meet him there. She paused to glance around, to see if she could see any bright lights ahead, but she saw nothing out of the ordinary. She followed the path into the park and stopped beside the fenced-in lawn that housed the statue on a large stone pedestal. She glanced around. Nothing unusual caught her eye.

This was always a busy entrance into the park, and she made a point of stepping clear of anyone walking toward her so she wouldn’t bump into them. She crept as close to the edge of the fencing as she could to be sure she was out of the way and looked around again. There were a lot of people walking by, but she saw no one glowing or levitating or dressed in robes. She didn’t see her grandparents either. She shielded the sun from her eyes with her hand as she glanced up toward the sky. There was also no sign of him up there. She looked at her watch now that she was standing still. She was five minutes early; it was not yet five-thirty.

She had come here many times before and had stood admiring the horse’s details; its flaring nostrils, its thick tail, and its rippling muscles underneath Washington’s saddle, as well as the exacting lines of the man straddling the great beast. When she looked up and realized that she’d stopped right under Washington’s gaze, she put her feet back into motion. She never liked to stand where he could see her. She always found it creepy that he was looking down at her. She didn’t like to be watched, even by a bronze statue, and especially one who appeared focused on a battle.

She slowly walked around the path that encircled the statue, looking at everyone she passed, glancing toward the sky, and straining to see any sign of him. When she still didn’t see him, she sighed and checked her watch again. She was definitely on time. She moved out of the way of a couple walking toward her; they were oblivious to anyone else around them, but before her mind fully chastised them, she remembered. She was invisible. She continued walking. It was easier to walk around the circular path than it was to just stand in one place. She was too nervous to just stand still. Around her, the tall bushes and trees were preparing for winter’s arrival. The grass on the lawn was still a vibrant green. Fall mums dotted the flower beds.

After her first slow lap around, she started to count them while continuing to scan around her and skyward waiting for the great appearance. At quarter to six, and after six laps, she started to curse that she hadn’t brought the golden ticket invitation with her. Maybe she had read the time wrong. She knew she hadn’t read the date wrong; it had only said “today”. Surely God wouldn’t be less than perfect and miss a meeting time that he’d scheduled. She must have misread the time and wondered, if she’d been late and he’d left, what must he think of her?

A young man stopped on the path on the other side of the statue and seemed to stare straight at her through the horse’s legs. When she continued walking and his eyes did not follow, she realized he was staring at the statue. Her eyes darted across the lawn beside her when she saw someone walking there; off the marked path. A middle-aged woman was chasing her young son who seemed to just want to run free. He was giggling and laughing and enjoying the game of chase while she seemed frustrated. The young man across from her started walking again, and an older, white-haired man in a purple jogging suit and sneakers casually wandered around the statue inside the metal chain fence that kept people at a distance. Even though his back was turned, she could tell that he was staring up at it, considering its height. When he started to try to jump high enough to high five the horse’s raised hoof, she was shocked.

People weren’t supposed to cross the metal chain fencing and actually touch the pedestal holding the statue! And, he wasn’t tall enough to reach the hoof. No one was tall enough to reach the hoof. People could be so disrespectful. She wondered who he was trying to impress. She looked around and didn’t see anyone else with him; laughing at his antics or trying to snap a picture of him while he broke the rules. She shook her head; ignoring him as she continued to walk another slow lap. “Once more around,” she told herself, “And then I’ll leave." Hopefully God would forgive her for messing up the time and would reschedule. She looked at her watch again. It was five forty-eight p.m.

A voice called out. “Hey Juliette! Have you met my horse?" She turned in the direction from which it came and stared at the older man in the purple jogging suit. He smiled and loudly asked, “You are Juliette, aren’t you?”

Really? This was God? She took a few stunned steps toward him and stopped at the metal chain fence; her heart sinking with disappointment as she surveyed him more closely. Cautiously.

He nodded. “Yes, I sent you the invitation,” he assured her, encouraging her to join him on the grass beside the statue. “Come and meet my horse.”

This was God? She was still stunned and shocked. He wasn’t at all like she’d imagined. He didn’t seem to be commanding or authoritative, or fatherly and proper. He didn’t seem like he was from another place; a mystical place. And he definitely wasn’t glowing or levitating. She looked around; she wasn’t entirely sure for what. Maybe she was hoping to see the real God approaching? Maybe she was checking to see if anyone was nearby who would chastise her for breaking the rules? Even if there were any police or park staff around, they wouldn’t see her. But it was the rule that people weren’t supposed to cross over the chains. She’d never even considered stepping over the chains before.

“Come on; don’t be shy!” he urged.

She considered it for a moment longer, rationalizing that if he were truly God, and if he wanted her to cross the metal chain intended to keep people out, then it wasn’t really breaking the park rules. He trumped human laws, she figured. She carefully stepped over and walked across the grass to where he was standing.

“God?” she asked in a whisper when she was close enough. She was certain there was some mistake.

He chuckled, his gray eyes smiling at her.

He was slightly taller than her five-foot-nine frame, and when she looked more closely, she realized that he wasn’t as old as she’d first thought. He was appearing to her in the form of a man in his late twenties or early thirties. The short and wavy white hair she’d seen from the distance was just a very pale blond. His youthful face was rounder than it was rectangular. He appeared almost cherubic; she mused, in a handsome way that was ruined only by the fact that he also sported a pale blond mustache and goatee. She quickly knelt in front of him and bowed her head.

He shifted with embarrassment. “Oh no. Don’t do that. Please. Here, stand up.”

She let him help her up and looked at him shyly. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” she whispered.

He smiled. “Say hello to my horse, of course. I call him Nelson,” he said by way of introduction, pointing up at the bronze statue.

She smiled curiously. She didn’t know what to say or how to react and just stood there like a gawky teenager. He didn't seriously want her to talk to a bronze horse. He smiled at her and motioned again toward the horse, but she just couldn’t do it.

“Okay...well...then…how about we walk,” he suggested, leading her back across the grass and over the metal chains.

On the opposite side of the circular path from the entrance was another path that led farther into the park. He led her in that direction. As they walked in silence past the expansive lawn dotted with trees and flower gardens, she stole glances of him beside her. He wasn’t glowing. He wasn’t floating. He wasn’t holding on to a string that was attached to a kite containing the Kingdom of Heaven floating in the sky. And the shoelaces on his white sneakers matched his dark purple jogging suit. He was just not what she’d expected.

“I’m sorry if I was late for our appointment,” she finally offered.

“You weren’t late. I was late. I sometimes lose track of time,” he chuckled.

“You weren’t what I was expecting,” she smiled shyly. “Oh, I’m sorry I said that.”

“It’s alright,” he smiled warmly. “I usually wear my hair a bit darker, but I thought I’d give this a try for a while. I’m not sure what I think about it yet. Do you like it?”

Juliette tried to wrap her mind around his words. God had dyed his hair and was asking for her opinion? She swallowed and shrugged. What does someone say to that?

They continued to walk quietly for a few more minutes. Juliette thought that he seemed very casual and relaxed for a supreme being, and not someone who would ordinarily render another speechless, yet that was exactly how she was feeling. She was confused and a little disappointed. She flashed to a moment from her funeral, something Reverend Phelps had read, and thought about the fact that she was here, walking through the valley of death with God, and he was dressed in a purple jogging suit and had dyed his hair nearly white. Chris would likely just die if she could see this.

He smiled warmly at her again. She smiled back at him and wondered if he was waiting for her to speak. She had assumed he would greet her and explain what he wanted from her; that he’d direct her. But he simply smiled at her.

“I don’t know why I’m here,” she finally said.

He looked at her with concern. “Because your body died,” he said matter-of-factly.

She nodded. “Yes, I understand that. But I don’t know why I’m here,” she said again, motioning around her with her arms.

“Where else did you want to be?” he asked.

She wasn’t expecting such a question. “I don’t understand,” she replied.

“Where did you think you would be after your body died?” He raised a brow, smiling gently at her.

“Heaven, sir,” she answered innocently.

He chuckled again. “Which one?”

“Pardon?" She didn’t know what he was asking.

“Which one? The Kingdom of Heaven? Fluffy clouds? Angels and harps and things that sparkle? Shamayim? Jannah? Devaloka? Nirvana? Summerland? Asgard? Omeyocan?" His eyes twinkled as he looked at her.

She didn’t know what all those things were. Didn’t Asgard have something to do with Vikings? And Nirvana? That was familiar, but probably because she knew of the rock band by that name and not because it meant anything else to her.

She shrugged. “I guess I thought you’d tell me.”

“I see,” he smiled. “Mortals have been trying for thousands of years to explain the relationship.”

She looked at Him.

“No one has ever managed to get it entirely right,” he winked.

“Oh." She didn’t know what else to say.

“So how about we push all that mortal stuff right off the table. Just shove it right off and onto the floor,” he said, theatrically motioning his arms as if he were pushing books and scrolls and papers off a table. “Clear it right off. Then I want you to search your soul and tell me what Heaven looks like.”

She felt panic rising in her chest. She didn’t know how to respond. Was this a test? Search her soul? Under duress, she pondered as best she could, trying to come up with her own picture, but all she could see was the image of Heaven she’d been taught.

“C’mon, Juliette. Search your soul. What do you see?” he urged.

She shook her head. “I don’t know,” she shared honestly.

“Exactly!" He raised both his brows and wagged his finger at her to emphasize his point. “If you don’t know what Home looks like, then how can you question why you’re here, in this place?”

She tried to let his words sink in for a moment; to allow them to travel along the pathways of her brain, past all her previously assimilated logic, and find a new understanding. She couldn’t.

“I don’t understand,” she confessed. “This is earth.”

He nodded.

Heaven was on earth? Boston was Heaven? She was already in Heaven, and it was Boston? And God wears a purple jogging suit?

He shrugged. “I’m not sure what happened to your Catcher.”

“My Catcher? What is my Catcher?” she asked.

“The person who meets you when you first arrive; usually someone you were close to who died before you,” he explained.

“My grandmother came to see me last week when I was with my parents,” Juliette offered.

“And did you not talk with her?” he asked.

Juliette looked at him, afraid that she was going to get in trouble, or worse, afraid that she’d get her grandmother in trouble. “I’m so sorry. I told her I didn’t want to leave my family yet. She said it would be alright. I really didn’t give her a choice but to leave me there, and she said she wanted to make some cheese anyway…”

“I’ve always wanted to learn to make cheese,” he smiled. He sounded jealous. “Good for her!”

Juliette relaxed a little. It didn’t sound like Grandma Jean was in trouble, but Juliette found his reaction…odd.

“So did you two talk at all?” he asked.

Juliette nodded. “She told me to drink lots, that everything would be alright, and that was about it, I guess. I’ve been waiting for her to find me again. She just disappeared and I don’t know how to reach her.”

“And that’s all you discussed?” he further asked.

“I think so,” she shrugged.

They walked for another minute or two in silence. Juliette looked around at the park passing by them and wondered why God would not know how to make cheese. God made everything; surely, he knew how to make cheese. And was she really discussing making cheese with God?

“This isn’t what I was expecting when I died,” she confessed.

“It never is,” God assured her. “But everyone adjusts.”

“I didn’t know I’d died,” Juliette shared quietly. “I thought that when someone died; when I died, that right at that moment, someone would meet me and tell me I was dead...”

“You weren’t expected,” He sighed. “The restaurant exploding was entirely unexpected.”

She looked down to the ground. What did he mean she wasn’t expected? Wouldn’t he know that she’d died? Wouldn’t he have seen that coming? Couldn’t he have sent someone to tell her that evening?

“But I understand you made a new friend.”

She continued to watch their feet as they walked. Of course he knew about Miles. She didn’t want to talk about him, though. She shrugged. “It’s nothing.”

After a moment of silence, he asked, “And you went to your funeral?”

She nodded, but she didn’t want to talk about her funeral either. She wanted to find out why he hadn't sent someone that night. She wanted to know why someone hadn’t told her right then and there that she had died.

“It’s just that… It was really hard to learn the next day from the news on television that I’d died. I thought someone would meet me and tell me." Juliette looked at him, hoping she wasn’t crossing a line or that he would think she was telling him there was a problem with how he ran his business.

“Listen, it’ll take some time for all this to make sense to you, and a lot of it you have to learn slowly, on your own. Do you know about butterflies?” he asked her.

“A little, I guess,” she answered.

“A butterfly must squeeze and fight its way out of its cocoon to be able to fly. If you help the butterfly to escape the cocoon, it’ll never fly.”

“So, if you tell me everything right away, I won’t get my wings?” she asked.

He shook his head. “You won’t be getting any angel wings; let’s just clear that up right off the bat. Nobody is flying around with angel wings.”

“What about the angels?” she asked.

He looked at her. “Have you seen angels?” he asked her sarcastically, even though his face was smiling.

She again eyed him curiously and shook her head.

“See?” He smirked. “No angels.”

After a brief pause, he continued. “So back to the butterfly; at the moment you died, your spirit was placed in something like a cocoon. The restaurant blew up, but you didn’t see it because you were instantly placed into your cocoon. Right?”

She shrugged. “I guess so.”

“The cocoon is meant to protect you for a while; to give you some cushioning while you slowly learn to adjust and make your way around here at Home. It helps to prevent information overload. You must slowly squeeze yourself out of your cocoon. We can’t pull you out,” he said.

He was losing her. She didn’t know what he was talking about. She had died and now she was a chrysalis? They couldn’t pull her out of a cocoon? Who the heck was “they”? She was walking around in the same body she’d had before she died. She wasn’t wearing an extra layer.

“So, you went to your funeral; some recommend it and some don’t, but it’s typical for an unexpected death. I personally find it very depressing and draining, but you went and that’s fine. You said some things to the mortals you left behind. Cool. But what have you done since to nourish your soul?” he asked.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she replied. She became more and more confused the more he spoke. And did God just say “cool”?

“Live? What have you done to live?” He asked.

She shook her head. She still didn’t understand. “To live?”

She felt the tears starting to form behind her eyes when his response was to simply nod. He was asking her what she was doing to live when she had just died? Forget Kansas! She was now feeling like she’d fallen down the rabbit hole!

“I don’t know why I’m here, or even where here is. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” she said with a hint of desperation.

They walked quietly along the path winding next to the small duck pond for a short while.

“When you were a baby,” he said, “you squeezed out into a strange world and lived.”

“Well, I didn’t just start running around living. I had a mother. I had parents. I don’t have parents anymore and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do." She wiped away a tear that had trickled down her cheek.

“Just live, Juliette! Just live,” he said gently, wrapping his arm around her shoulder. “Put one foot in front of the other and join the rest of us. Just live.”

They walked quietly until they looped around, and the statue of Washington was visible again in the distance, peeking out over the shorter trees.

“So, this is Heaven?” she motioned sadly around her.

He nodded.

She took a deep breath and wiped another tear from her cheek. “I really don’t understand, sir. The only thing that’s different is that I’m now separated from my family and my friends. I can stand beside them, but I can’t have a conversation with them. And they can’t feel me touching them. There are living people all over the place and I’m invisible. What would have happened if I’d answered my phone before I knew I’d died?”

“You would have disconnected the mortal call and likely blamed your phone for the bad connection,” he said quietly.

She looked up at the sky and inhaled deeply. The air felt fresh with the scent of autumn floating around her. “I’m living in my apartment...”

He smiled. “I’m so glad you said you were living there.”

“But I’m not really living. I’m just there no differently than before!”

“You’re still witnessing the mortal world around you,” he nodded.

“But that’s my point. I’m still here but I’m separated from everyone that I care about." She wrapped her arms across her front, holding on to her shoulders, as they stepped slowly along the path.

“That will become easier to understand as time passes,” he tried to assure her.

She looked at him, waiting for more, but he didn't seem to have anything further to say. She hated feeling confused and disjointed.

“So, why is this Heaven?” she whispered.

“Why build something else when the mortals have already gone through all this work to build us such a wonderful place to live?” he smirked.

Juliette was a bit stunned. Wasn’t Heaven supposed to be an entirely different experience built by God? Or was that still thinking in terms of what she had been taught? And, having just recently been one of those “mortals”, was she wrong to feel slightly offended by God’s explanation?

“Are you suggesting that people are born so that they can build Heaven?" She couldn’t believe her brain hadn’t stopped the words that escaped her mouth and flew directly into God’s ears.

He laughed. “Not at all, Juliette; not at all. There’s a much bigger purpose than that. But think of it this way. Heaven, as you like to call it, exists on earth in the same time and space. Think of the radio in your car. It’s one radio, but there are different programs on different channels. You simply changed the channel. The mortals are all listening to the rock station, but you’re now listening to the one playing classical music. Why build an entirely different radio when you can just change the channel?”

It was more like she was listening to the blues. She looked at him in disbelief. “There isn’t anything more?”

“Oh, sure there is. We’ve built some things on this channel, too, but for the most part, we tend to just go with the mortal flow.”

God was including himself in the collective “we” of things? He truly lived among the people?

“The mortal flow?” she asked.

He shrugged. “We try to exist in the mortal world as opposed to trying to live in some sort of futuristic science fiction fantasy. It makes it easier to transition Home.”

She still didn’t understand. Why was this so difficult? After all these years, you would think there would be some sort of a formal process to help new arrivals adjust. You would think that there would be some sort of manual or information pamphlet for new arrivals. What was God thinking; running around in a purple jogging suit and arriving late for appointments? No wonder the world was such a mess. She wanted to have all her questions answered, even the questions that she hadn’t yet thought of, but she found herself just as confused as when she’d arrived. God must have read her mind.

“Listen, I invited you out today because I wanted to make sure you weren’t getting stuck. Your Catcher, your grandmother, is the one who’ll walk you through all the details of what life will be like over the next little while. She obviously wasn’t too worried about you or she wouldn’t have left you to your own devices for so long. So why don’t we let her do her thing and in the meantime, we’ll just focus on getting you to feed your soul and brighten up a bit?”

“Yes, sir." She wasn’t really being handed a choice. She wasn’t sure what he was saying, but if she’d been assigned to her grandmother; if that was his process, she didn’t want to piss him off any further within the first hour of meeting him. “How do I find her again?”

“I usually just call Information,” he offered casually. “So let’s go and grab some dinner; feed your soul. I know a great place. And it would be good for you to meet some new people; make some new friends...” He squeezed her shoulder affectionately.

“I don’t have any money, and I sort of lost my job...” she sighed. And she hadn’t brought her purse. She hadn’t seen the point.

He chuckled and shook his head. “Just live, Juliette!”

They left the park and walked along the city streets. Juliette dodged people to avoid bumping into them, while God continued on a straight path, oblivious to anyone in his way. He walked straight through them. As they passed a small bakery, God told her they made the best fresh bagels and croissants of any other place in the area. Juliette smiled. She wasn’t sure what she would do with fresh bagels and croissants, or how she’d even buy them anyway; existing on a different radio station and all. When they passed a small deli, God pointed out that they served a shaved Philly steak sandwich that absolutely melted in your mouth. Juliette continued to smile politely at the somewhat deranged God walking beside her in his purple jogging suit.

After about ten minutes, they arrived at a fair-sized pub not too far from her neighborhood. She knew that it was there but had never ventured inside. Standing within another unfamiliar bar made her uneasy. What if this one blew up while she was sitting inside as well? She’d be double dead, if there were such a thing. A robust dinner crowd had started to gather, and a wide demographic of characters milled about in front of the bar. A stage off to the far side sat empty of musicians, but microphones, a drum set, and several amps and other electrical gadgets offered a promise of a show later. She hadn’t heard that there was live music in this place. It seemed to have a fun atmosphere. Too bad she, Jen, and Chris hadn’t discovered it before she’d died. It looked like there was a dance floor in front of the stage. It might have been a really fun time.

God led her to an occupied table up against a wall. It was hexagonal in shape. A long bench matched the shape of the table along five sides while the sixth was left empty; obviously meant to permit traffic to flow past while everyone at the table had a view of the stage. There were several people sitting around the table on the bench and it was all a little confusing. A trio of young guys dressed in T-shirts and ball caps appeared to be enjoying a heaping platter of chicken wings and a couple pitchers of beer, while two stylishly dressed women and a clean-cut man sat among them; each enjoying a glass of white wine. The wing guys were talking with each other but not with the pretty people, while the pretty people were chatting among themselves and ignoring the wing guys. There appeared to be two different parties at one table. God motioned for her to take a seat. She had no idea where he wanted her to sit, or with whom.

“Juliette, this is Mel, Jo, and Sam,” he said by way of introduction.

Juliette looked at the wing guys, but they didn’t pay any attention to God. The pretty people looked up and smiled. 

“Hi, Juliette,” they sang in near unison.

“Oh,” she said, surprised. She’d assumed he had introduced three men. So, who was who? Was the man Mel, Joe, or Sam? It wasn’t clear. If God were introducing her to people, you would think he would be clear about it and not leave her further confused, trying to match names and genders.

“Go ahead and sit while I flag down a server,” God suggested.

A server? God was going to flag down a server? Juliette looked at the already full seating around the table and then back at him and whispered, “Um, I’m not sure how to do that.”

“How to sit? Have you never sat down before in your life?” He looked at her a little bewildered, even though his eyes were smiling.

Juliette blushed in embarrassment and whispered her defense. “Of course, but there’s no room.”

“Mel, scooch over a little for Juliette,” He chuckled and motioned to the woman at the end. Mel was one of the women, Juliette noted.

The beautiful brunette with welcoming green eyes waved Juliette over toward her while God made his way through the crowd. “Come and sit here, Juliette,” she smiled while squishing in closer to one of the beer drinking wing guys who didn’t seem to notice.

Juliette smiled bashfully and sat down beside her. “Thank you.”

“So, you’re new, Juliette?” the clean-cut man asked as he absently ran his fingers through his sandy-blond hair before leaning forward and resting his elbows on the table.

Juliette offered a small smile and nodded.

“Don’t worry. It won’t take long,” he laughed.

“Won’t take long for what?” she asked.

“For learning to make your way around,” the redhead beside him smiled; her wild, long curls bouncing as she moved.

Juliette nodded. “Everyone is so full of answers,” she thought sarcastically to herself. God returned and sat down opposite Juliette and occupied the same space as one of the beer drinking guys. He suddenly appeared to be nearly twice as wide with four arms and two heads. It was hard for Juliette to watch. God laughed at her; he’d seen that look of shock and alarm before.

“Juliette. Focus only on me and the other guy will disappear.” He turned to the others. “Juliette is a BD, newly arrived.”

“What’s a BD?” she asked him.

“Blind death,” he shared.

Juliette shook her head. She needed a further explanation.

The sandy-blond-haired guy jumped in. “You didn’t see it coming,” he explained.

She nodded. That was true. She tried staring at God, and only God, but she still saw two heads and four arms. She shook her head and looked away. A young woman; a waitress, approached their table with a tray.

“What do you want to drink? To eat?” God asked Juliette.

“Uh, I’d love a vodka and seven with a lime if that’s possible,” she answered quietly, not really expecting that it would be even though she had ordered one after she had died; after The White Peacock had blown up.

The waitress nodded and scribbled on a note pad on her tray.

“Eat something, too, Juliette. It’ll be good for you,” the curly redhead encouraged.

“Eat?” she asked. Why did she need to eat? “I’m not hungry,” she shrugged, looking at the woman and smiling politely.

“Of course not,” God chuckled. “But eating is living and it’s good for your soul.”

“I thought that was chicken soup?” Juliette smiled.

“Hey, if chicken soup is your thing then order chicken soup,” God chuckled.

Mel tried to help. “What do you love to eat, Juliette? What taste always makes you feel incredibly happy? What is good, comfortable food for you?”

Juliette pondered for a moment. “A greasy bacon cheeseburger and onion rings,” she confessed.

“Oh, that sounds good,” the redhead squealed.

“Make it five,” God winked to the waitress. “And whatever you have on draft.”

The waitress nodded and walked away.

“Yay! Good job, Juliette,” Mel nudged Juliette’s side.

Juliette didn’t see that a food order was cause for celebration. Juliette didn’t see how they were ordering drinks and food to begin with. A moment later, a tall vodka and seven was placed in front of her and a pudgy draft ale in front of God. She didn’t understand it, but she wasn’t going to complain. She plucked the lime off the rim, squeezed some juice into the pop, dropped it into the drink, and pushed it down past the ice cubes to the bottom of the glass with the straw. Stirring the drink, she thought of Miles. The last time she’d had a vodka and seven, Miles had teased her about playing with her lime. She took a long sip of her drink, enjoying the taste of the vodka swirling within its bubbly citrus soup.

The attractive redhead beside Mel continued a story she’d been telling before she and God had arrived and interrupted their conversation; generously adding in a few of the back details so that God and Juliette could follow along, although much of it didn’t make a lot of sense to Juliette. Apparently, the woman had run into a mutual friend yesterday and he’d explained to her that he couldn’t join them tonight because he’d promised to help a friend move in some new furniture that was scheduled to be delivered tonight. The friend absolutely refused to paint his house, and Rick, a name that made her snicker for some reason, was tempted to do it for him, but figured if he tried, his friend would just make him move the knockoffs out of the house. And it wasn’t because the guy was stuck on image or anything; he just refused to paint anything. God offered some comment about the frustration faced by Shepherds, and the clean-cut man nodded in agreement, adding that he hoped their friend might manage to arrive later.

Juliette focused on her vodka as she tried to follow along as Mel and the other two pretty people chatted with God. She felt like she was visiting a foreign land where the locals spoke English, but had so many different uses for common words, or so much slang, that they might as well have been speaking in a different language altogether. The fact that there were three other people sitting at the table with them made it even more difficult to follow the conversation, especially when the wing guys started a loud debate over something to do with NASCAR.

She came to understand that the redhead was Joanie; who also answered to Jo, and the clean-cut guy was Sam. She watched as they all teased God, and as he teased them back, as if they were all old friends. It was all very odd. God was in a purple jogging suit sitting in a pub sipping on a draft beer and joking around with three, young, dead ones instead of dealing with poverty and illness and wars. It was quite an education. With the familiar sensation of the warmth offered by the vodka flowing through her, along with the acceptance she felt from the others at the table, she began to relax just a tiny bit.

“So how long have you been here?” Joanie asked her.

“I’ve lived in Boston my whole life,” Juliette shared.

Joanie smiled. “No, how long have you been Home? Dead?”

“Um, this is my twelfth day,” she replied.

Sam chuckled. “Quite new, then, if you’re still thinking in terms of days,” he smiled.

“I’ve been here for almost a year now,” Joanie offered. “I guess I’m no longer the baby at the table!”

As the others offered Joanie theatrical sighs of empathy, the food arrived and gave Juliette a distraction from the people around her. Before she’d ordered food, she’d had no desire to eat. In fact, she hadn’t eaten anything since she died. She had consumed a lot of water and coffee and juice; it was what she had on hand, but that was about it, and she only looked for something to drink because she had occasionally felt a little dry. She knew she wasn’t dehydrated in a living tissue sort of way; it was just another one of those things she didn’t understand. But when she’d thought about how much she had enjoyed eating a bacon cheeseburger before she died, and that gluttonous indulgence she would experience as she sank her teeth into a greasy patty of meat, it had tickled a memory of the anticipation of a good meal. By the time she was holding it in her hands, she was starving. And when she bit into it and felt the juices threaten to leak out beyond her lips, she decided it was absolutely the best bacon cheeseburger she’d ever tasted.

“How is it?” God asked her; two of his hands holding his own while his other two hands stuffed chicken wings into his other mouth.

“Mmm,” she smiled.

She couldn’t talk. She was too busy stuffing her own mouth, but she must’ve had a look of sheer pleasure on her face because she caused the others to laugh.

“Feed your soul, Juliette. Just go ahead and feed your soul,” God smiled.

She liked God, even though he was a bit odd and not the glowing creature she’d expected. She had thought he would be some fearsome apparition that would have her trembling in front of him, but he was actually just a comfortable, relaxed, everyday guy enjoying a burger and a beer. She still didn’t understand the purple jogging suit, especially when everyone else at the table was dressed so well, but it seemed to suit his personality. For a moment, she felt a tiny spark of happiness deep inside of her, and as she focused on just God, she was amazed when she managed to cause his other body to fade a little. His extra limbs and head became an out-of-focus, slow moving whir of colorless shadows. The beer guy started to fade away.

She looked over at Sam and focused on him; his sandy-blond hair, his pale blue eyes and matching shirt. She took another bite and watched the wing guy next to him fade into the fabric that covered the back of the bench. He’d been talking, arguing his point, but was suddenly mute. She wasn’t sure how she was doing it, but it started to connect in her brain. She looked toward Joanie and watched the wing guy between her and Mel fade to a silent shadow as well. She was now sitting at a table with four other people, and not seven. She glanced around the room; the volume decreased slightly, and the crowd thinned. A mist of shadows hung about; those who were alive and oblivious that anyone else was there, but all she clearly saw were those who were dead, sitting at tables and mingling near the bar, sipping on drinks, nibbling on food, waiting on customers, and laughing and talking with those around them. It looked like a regular pub, full of regular people having a good time. The confusion was gone and it was spectacular.

“It looks like Juliette just got her vision,” Sam remarked to the rest of the table.

Juliette looked at her table companions. “It’s beautiful,” she said, awestruck.

“Soon that cocoon will be but a memory,” God nodded.

“You do beautiful work,” Joanie complimented him with a slight sarcastic tone.

Juliette waited for God to throw a lightning bolt or something toward Joanie, but he didn’t. He absorbed her sarcasm with a chuckle.

“What do you see, Juliette?” Mel asked her.

Juliette searched for words that were adequate as she scanned the room. “It’s like there are two different layers, superimposed on the same building, the same tables, the same floor... The one that we’re in, or on, or part of, is vivid and clear, while the other one...the people who are alive are only faint shadows.”

“Good for you,” Mel smiled.

“See? It won’t take long,” Sam noted.

Juliette smiled proudly and took another bite of her burger, enjoying the simplicity around her; relieved to have shaken the noisy confusion. She preferred looking at God and seeing only two arms protruding from his body. The waitress stopped by and God ordered another round of drinks. Juliette had only finished half of her first one but didn’t complain about having another one lined up. She was feeling a little celebratory, and so were the others; it seemed. Juliette learned that another one of their friends was making a debut performance tonight on the pub’s stage as part of an amateur night, and they’d gathered for moral support.

“He’s been practicing for quite some time,” Mel shared. “But he’s still really nervous.”

“He’s going to be just fine, Mel,” Sam waved her off.

“I love live music,” Juliette smiled. “Is it a whole band?”

“I think there are several acts tonight, aren’t there?” Joanie looked to God.

He nodded. “Yeah, I believe so.”

Juliette wondered what dead music would be like. Did the dead musicians play music written by living people, or did they compose their own? She was excited to find out.

“Do you dance, Juliette?” Joanie asked with a hopeful glimmer in her eyes.

She smiled. “I love to dance.”

“Wooooo!” Joanie squealed, her red curls bouncing about. “We have ourselves a party girl!”

Juliette laughed and shook her head. She didn’t quite fit that description.

“What’s your favorite music?” Joanie further asked.

Juliette shrugged, still holding the remains of her burger in her hands, and wondered if there were different kinds of music here than she’d been listening to when she was alive. “I like most music.”

Joanie poised to ask her another question, but God interrupted her. “Alright, let’s let Juliette eat; we’ve got all night,” He smiled.

By the time she’d finished her burger and all her onion rings, and her first vodka and seven, she relaxed further into this comfortable new group of friends, and God, and was enjoying herself. She only felt out of the loop on a few of the discussions, since she hadn’t been dead for as long and so hadn’t been around to have followed along with some things, but otherwise, they welcomed her in and made her feel like she had belonged with them for some time. And they were all getting giddy as the effects of the alcohol played with their minds. Who would have thought that she could still enjoy the warm and fuzzy effects of vodka after she was dead!

“So how did you die?” Joanie asked her.

Juliette smiled and mused that it was as if Joanie had been watching for her to swallow her last bite before launching into her questions again. “I blew up...in a bar...while drinking vodka,” she said quite seriously, and then found herself laughing uncontrollably at not only the idea of being asked the question, but her answer as well, given her surroundings.

Her giddiness was infectious; the entire table enjoyed the ironic tragedy of it as well. Or perhaps it seemed funnier because they were all slightly inebriated. Once Juliette regained her composure, she asked Joanie the same question.

“I fell out of a plane,” Joanie giggled. “I had a parachute on at the time, and I made the decision to fall out of the plane, but I forgot to pull something, or I pulled it and it didn’t work, or I pulled it too late, I can’t remember. Next thing I knew....splat,” she laughed and slapped the table to emphasize landing on the ground.

The noise caused everyone at the table to jump, including God who spilled a bit of his beer on his purple jogging suit, which only started the laughter all over again.

“God, you are a sloppy drunk!” Joanie teased him.

“Mind your manners, Red. That’s no way to speak to your elders,” he teased through his laughter while wiping himself off with a paper napkin. He scrunched the damp napkin up into a ball and tossed it at Joanie’s head. It was much friendlier than a lightning bolt. The makeshift ball bounced off Joanie’s head and landed in Sam’s glass of wine. God shot his arms up into the air and shouted that it was a hole-in-one; impressed with himself. As the table erupted in laughter again at the silliness that had overtaken them all, Juliette found it all a bit bewildering, but she tried not to focus on the surreal nature of being out in a pub drinking with God.

The waitress popped around again, and once again, God ordered another round of drinks. She momentarily thought about the size of their tab, and how such things were handled in the afterlife. She hadn’t brought her purse with her, not that she had that much money sitting in her wallet. She hadn’t wanted to spend it for fear that she’d need some money at some point and would have none. She’d already tried to access her bank account using her debit card at the machine in the 7-Eleven one day when she’d been following her mother around, but it hadn’t worked; not that she had thought it would. She hated the idea of someone else needing to take care of her expenses, especially if drinks were going to continue to be placed in front of her. She’d already mentioned that to God earlier; that she didn’t have any money, and he’d just waved the worry away, but Juliette thought she’d better confirm with someone else that God was picking up the tab before she accepted any more drinks. She leaned closer to Mel.

“I don’t have any money with me,” she confessed.

Mel smiled at her. “No worries; you’re covered,” she assured her.

“What are you two whispering about over there?” God asked.

“Juliette is wondering about money,” Mel shared warmly, without judgment.

“Oh, I used to love money,” Sam reminisced. “I used to love the way it felt. I used to love collecting a lot of it. I used to try to hoard it, actually.”

“Now you hoard other things,” God mused.

“Alright, let’s not get off track here,” Sam replied, hiding behind a smile that clearly spoke to embarrassment.

“Sam used to be some sort of a financial advisor in New York, when he was mortal, before he jumped off a building without a parachute, and so now he likes to hoard parachutes,” Joanie explained with a chuckle.

“See? Now that’s going off track,” he said, avoiding Juliette’s concerned glance by focusing on fishing the soaked napkin out of his wine.

Juliette felt the sobering effects of the moment. “You committed suicide?” she asked him quietly.

“Oh no, don’t get him started,” Mel chuckled. “He has an inferiority complex, and he’ll spend the next hour arguing that he isn’t any less dead than the rest of us.”

“Well, I’m not!” he chuckled.

God laughed, as did Mel and Joanie. Juliette smiled. Suicide was such a sad happening. Sam looked at her.

“It’s okay. It doesn’t matter now,” he assured her with his smile. He looked confidently at his friends. “And I’m not hoarding parachutes. I’ve only bought seventeen!”

“Well, it might matter if that’s what’s behind your desire to decorate your place in parachutes. Seventeen in two years? C’mon,” God teased.

“But you’re assuming they’re for me and not just my way of making my place comfortable should someone else sitting at this table ever visit!” Sam replied with a laugh and received a punch in the arm from Joanie as the waitress arrived with their next round of drinks.

“Oh good,” Sam smiled as he accepted a fresh glass of wine. “My last one became sort of furry." He glanced accusingly at God.

“Hey, it was just in the wrong place at the wrong time; or the right place at the right time, however you want to look at it,” God laughed. He glanced up at the waitress. “When is the music going to start, Kath?”

“Soon, hun. Maybe fifteen or twenty minutes? I think I heard that the first group is almost ready,” she smiled before leaving them.

Juliette sucked the last of the vodka from her second glass and addressed the lime on her third, but not without noticing that their waitress had called God “hun”. It was a very strange rabbit hole that she’d found herself in.

“Speaking of people with complexes,” Sam began. “What’s up with this fascination you have with limes?”

Juliette smiled at him. “I’ll tell you, as soon as you explain the money thing.”

She glanced at God to make sure he didn’t disapprove of her tactic. He smiled back at her, enjoying his beer. She noticed that the shadow of the wing guy that had been floating next to his body was entirely gone. She wasn’t sure when he’d left the table, or if he’d even left the table and she just couldn’t see him anymore, but there were no more shadows sitting with them.

“Oh, let’s not get him started on the economics of life either,” Joanie pleaded. “I’ll explain what you need to know in a fraction of the time.”

“The floor is yours,” Sam smiled at her.

Juliette focused on Joanie as she sipped her new drink.

“So, first thing is; don’t get bogged down with how life used to work because you’ll only set yourself up for frustration,” Joanie began.

“That’s a good point,” Mel nodded, smiling at Juliette.

“The second thing is to never ask Sam a big question because he’ll give you a big answer,” she said seriously.

Sam dipped his fingers into his glass and flicked them at Joanie to spray droplets of white wine in her direction. She casually wiped them off her face, smiling at him.

“And the third thing is to just live. Feed your soul. If it makes you happy to drink vodka and sevens and eat cheeseburgers, then do that. If it makes you happy to paint, then paint. If it makes you happy to travel; then travel. If it makes you happy to work in a bar as a waitress or a bartender or a cook, then do that. If you live and experience and grow and socialize and do good things, you won’t want for anything. You’ll always have enough in your wallet.”

Juliette continued to look toward Joanie, waiting for more, but realized that she was done. She still didn’t understand.

“I saw a man in a wheelchair at the hospital. He was dead, I think, because he saw me and talked to me, but he asked me if I was on drugs when I asked him if he were dead. He seemed homeless and destitute.”

The group looked at her while she shared. They all nodded and seemed to understand what she was saying, but no one spoke a word. She looked at them, begging for an explanation.

“He could’ve been a Tuner,” Mel shrugged.

Sam jumped in before Juliette could ask for an explanation. “No, I think I know the guy you’re talking about. He seems really old, and when you start talking to him, he wheels away screaming for help?”

“Yeah. He was looking for a handout. Obviously, he felt he needed some coins in his pocket...”

“Lost soul,” they all said in unison.

“Lost soul? What’s that?” she asked, looking around the table.

God soberly answered her question. “Sometimes, someone arrives without noticing that their world has changed, or they refuse to notice; like a blind death. They dismiss their Catcher as a bad trip, or a bad drunk, or a bad dream, or just something they didn’t want to acknowledge. They’re in denial, and they just continue on, stuck to the mortal plane.”

“Can’t you unstick them?” she asked him.

After all, he was God. He was omnipotent. Or maybe he was omnipotent when he wasn't sitting in a bar drinking with a group of young dead people. If anyone could show these lost souls the way, it would be God. He may need to work on his entrance, mind you. Perhaps the floating and glowing body would have a better impact than the purple jogging suit, but shouldn’t God be able to embrace these lost souls and show them something better?

“Sometimes. But when they keep running away from reality... You should understand that psychology. Weren’t you a social worker?” he asked.

She nodded and shrugged again. Why was God not making sure that those who had died were welcomed and made comfortable? Before she could ask him, Joanie stepped in to change the subject.

“I have to pee, and this is getting depressing,” she stated. “Come with me to the bathroom, Juliette.”

“I haven’t had to pee since I died,” Juliette noted; confused.

“Alright, I don’t have to pee, but I like to pee when I’m out drinking in a club,” she confessed.

Sam and God shook their heads.

“I’ll come, too,” Mel announced happily. “I haven’t peed for ages.”

“Yeah, okay,” Juliette agreed reluctantly and slid out the end of the bench.

She stood beside the table to wait for Mel and Joanie before following them off to the ladies’ restroom. She was feeling self-conscious, dressed in her Sunday best in a pub next to her two new friends who had obviously dressed for a night of dancing. In the bathroom, she chose a stall; smiling while sitting on the toilet listening to the two of them peeing. She contemplated it and then found herself doing the same thing. She had never considered that she would have missed peeing, but it was a nice, familiar sensation.

“Are you having fun, Juliette?” Mel asked as she stepped out of her stall and headed for the sinks.

“I am. Thank you. I wish I wasn’t wearing what I’m wearing, though,” she spoke through the metal door of the stall. “It isn’t what I’d usually wear out dancing.”

“What do you want to be wearing?” Joanie sang out over the flush of her toilet.

“It seems like more of a jeans and cute top kind of place,” Juliette noted.

As she stood and found a weird pleasure in flushing her toilet, Mel tossed a pair of jeans over the top of the door.

“Try these,” she suggested.

“Where did you get these?” she asked as she pulled them down and checked the size.

“Thin air, sweetie. Try ‘em,” Mel replied.

Juliette looked down at the floor to gauge its cleanliness, hesitating to remove her shoes. What the hell. It wasn’t like anything was living on that floor that could kill her now. She kicked off her shoes and pulled off her stockings, using them as carpeting under her feet just in case.

“And here’s a shirt,” Mel’s voice said as a cute top landed across the top of the stall door.

Neither of her friends had carried a purse into the bathroom. She wondered where the heck they were finding these things.

“I really don’t understand this place,” she giggled as she slipped the jeans on.

They fit perfectly. They fit better than perfectly. She’d never seen this brand before. In fact, she couldn’t even tell what brand they were; she couldn’t find a label of any kind. All those years of trying to find the perfect fitting jeans; ones that would nicely accentuate her small bum without making her legs look like pipe cleaners; she finally comes across them after she dies!

“These are great,” she said to the girls on the other side of the door. “I love them!”

She pulled her dress off over her head and dropped it on the floor, pulling the shirt over her head and adjusting it across her shoulders. Very cute. She opened the stall door.

“Just perfect,” she smiled as she slipped on her shoes and gathered up her dress and stockings.

“Boots. You need boots,” Joanie said as she smiled at Juliette, handing her a pair of black, high heeled dress boots in her size.

“They’re so cute,” Juliette gushed. She kicked off a shoe and tugged on a boot, zipping it up over the leg of her jeans. “Where did you guys get this stuff?” she asked again as she repeated the process.

“It’s a complicated answer...” Mel noted.

“Just enjoy the evening, Juliette,” Joanie smiled.

It was another one of those confusing things that she just did not understand, but as she enjoyed the vodka swirling around inside of her, she decided she didn’t care enough in the moment to push for an explanation.

“So, what do I do with these?” she asked, motioning to her small pile of clothes and shoes.

“Just leave them. They’ll be around when you want them again,” Mel replied.

Juliette set her things down on the counter beside a sink. “I feel much better. Thank you,” she smiled in the mirror at her two friends as she turned on the water to wash her hands.

An increased volume of music wafted through the walls. The first band had made their way onto the stage.

“Oh, they’re starting. Let’s go dance!” Joanie squealed.

“Wait for me,” Juliette giggled as she pulled some paper towel from the dispenser to dry her hands. “Now is the time to dance,” she said quietly to herself.

The dance floor was already alive when they reached it and wove their way closer to the stage. Sam and God joined them as soon as she started to move, and Joanie didn’t waste any time before she started flaunting and showing off her stuff. She reminded Juliette of Chris in that way. It felt great to be on the dance floor. It felt great to be listening to and watching a live band while the beat resonated within her, and she flowed with the music. She just could not believe this evening. She was swimming in vodka and dancing with God and three new friends in a pub to the fresh tunes of some unknown dead rock band. Mel clapped her hands toward the stage and whistled.

“Is your friend up there?” she yelled toward Sam. He shook his head.

Juliette truly loved dancing. She loved the feeling of the music as it overtook her; as the muscles in her arms and her legs moved to a rhythm that consumed her soul. She felt so alive. And she felt so connected to life, which was strange since she was dead. This was the best she had felt since she had died. She was wearing a great pair of jeans and a spectacularly cute top. She had eaten the best bacon cheeseburger ever. Her brain was swimming in vodka. She was dancing and having a great time with new friends. She felt awesome. She felt relaxed and loose. There was no better feeling.

After three songs, she needed to rest. She excused herself, making her way back to the table, and to her vodka. She was feeling warm and electric, but not overly heated or parched. She was just accustomed to guzzling while she danced to keep from feeling too dehydrated. The rest of the group followed.

“Oh, you guys. You didn’t need to stop dancing, too.”

Sam rolled his eyes. “Well, you left and the girls followed you. I wasn’t going to stick around out there with just this guy!” he laughed as he patted God on the back.

“I’m not sure why not; I make a perfectly respectable dance partner,” God teased as he reached for his glass of beer.

Juliette gave up trying to understand why God was hanging out and dancing with this small group of young dead ones. There was just no way that her mind was going to wrap around all of this. It was easier to just surrender and absorb what she saw, and then maybe she would find a way to sort it out later. She stood with her new friends beside their table watching the band. Joanie would have made a great groupie. She stood up on the bench surrounding their table and clucked and shouted and wiggled her appreciation for the talent on the stage, her red curls bouncing wildly. Occasionally she would look at Sam, and he would smile at her, which left Juliette wondering if they were a couple, or if they wanted to be a couple. Love on the other side. That was another interesting concept that swirled through her mind along with the vodka and the thumping of the music.

“God?” she asked him, trying to get his attention.

He shook his head as he leaned closer to listen.

“I have a question for you. Does sex with strangers count as feeding your soul? I mean, I’m guessing there are no diseases and pregnancies...”

He looked at her. “You want to have sex with a bunch of strangers?”

She laughed. She was drunk, standing next to God, watching a live band, and asking him about sinful premarital sex.

“It’s just a question,” she assured him. “It seems like this could be a rather hedonistic place...”

He smiled at her, even though she saw some concern in his eyes. “Random sex is empty. It won’t feed your soul. Love is always the answer, Juliette.”

She nodded and smiled. Yeah, Chris had always said it felt empty. And maybe that random sex with Miguel had been empty, too, although she always thought of it fondly. And sex with Miles...she erased the thought from her head.

“We should talk,” he said, leaning closer.

She couldn’t respond. The song had ended and Mel pulled her away; leading her by the hand back toward the dance floor. Juliette looked apologetically over her shoulder at God, but he signed his approval with a wave. She wondered if she was in trouble, having raised the sex thing. He didn’t look like he was upset with her, and he hadn't sounded upset when he had answered her question. And maybe he had simply waved because he wasn't going to stay. Maybe he needed to head back to wherever he usually hung out to check up on how the world was doing, and he had wanted to leave her with a bit of his wisdom before he left. When she and Mel hit the floor, she started to move with the music but watched the others back at the table, hoping that God wouldn’t just disappear.

She saw Sam take Joanie’s hand and lead her toward the dance floor. Joanie was giggling and bouncy as she followed Sam through the crowd, leaving God standing alone. A moment later, a young woman stopped to speak with him. He smiled at her and nodded his head, and then walked with her, following the same route that Sam and Joanie had taken. Someone asked God to dance? She watched as he and the woman walked through the crowd and stopped short of reaching their group on the floor. The beat had a sexy pulse, and as she glanced over at God dancing; as she watched his moves, she couldn’t help but shake her head. This was just too wild.

The next song had a similar sexy beat, and Joanie didn’t hesitate to get into the groove. Sam tried to copy some of her moves which Mel and Juliette found hilarious as he was about as coordinated as a drunken puppy with big feet. Somehow, that started a competition between the four of them; showing off seductive dance moves timed to the music. Joanie won hands down, but Juliette had fun trying to keep up, and Mel was a close second. She glanced over to see if God was still there and spotted him in the crowd, now dancing with two women and grinning from ear to ear. She turned back to her friends, trying to mask her disbelief. Sam continued trying to be sexy; directing his efforts toward Joanie. She and Mel gave him a bit more room.

Mel was absolutely gorgeous, Juliette decided. Her long, brown hair fell in soft waves just below her shoulder, and her warm, green eyes sparkled, set against a flawless canvas of lightly bronzed skin. They were almost the same height, about five foot nine, and shared a similar slender, athletic build. If Juliette’s hair had not been perfectly straight, and maybe a little lighter in color, and if her eyes were green instead of blue like her grandmother’s, and if her nose were as perfect as Mel’s, and if her skin hadn’t paled since the summer, people might mistake them for sisters, she mused through her fuzzy brain.

And Joanie was just as stunning. A couple of inches shorter than her and Mel, her slender frame was perfectly curved and proportioned. Her bouncy, shoulder-length red curls matched the wild spirit that twinkled behind her pretty green eyes. Juliette was surprised that her face wasn’t freckled; she seemed to also enjoy a flawless, porcelain complexion. They were both doing something right, that’s for sure, and she’d have to remember to ask them what that was. As they danced, Sam seemed to tower over Joanie, although Juliette guessed he was only about six foot one, but it didn’t look awkward at all, and he seemed to really enjoy the attention she was sprinkling on him.

When the song ended and the band walked off the stage to the cheers of the crowd on the dance floor, they were told not to go anywhere as the next act was ready to go. They decided to stay where they were instead of heading back to their drinks at the table. God was still talking to the two women. Sam and Joanie were huddled close together; talking about something and smiling and laughing together. Juliette turned to Mel, leaning close to her ear.

“Are Sam and Jo together?” she asked as discreetly as she could.

Mel smiled and held up her hands, showing her that she had crossed her fingers. “They would be so cute together, wouldn’t they?” she said into Juliette’s ear.

Juliette nodded as she watched them. “They do seem to be good together,” she agreed.

The crowd around her cheered as the next act walked onto the stage behind her. Juliette turned and felt her stomach twist as her eyes settled on Miles walking to the center of the stage carrying a guitar over his shoulder. He was wearing a pair of faded jeans, cowboy boots, and a simple white T-shirt that hugged him like a second skin, showing off the muscular curves of his chest and abdomen under the bright lights of the stage. He smiled nervously as he scanned the crowd, and when his surprised eyes landed on hers, she quickly looked away.

“Wooooo!” Mel cheered next to her ear. “Tim!” she then shouted and waved toward God, who was preoccupied with his lady friends and not paying attention.

Mel’s voice resonated in Juliette’s ears as she turned to look at God. His name was Tim? God’s name was Tim? It only took a second to register in her mind. Tim was Timbo. Tim was Miles’ friend. God was not God; he was Tim, Miles’ friend. Tim turned and looked at the stage and started shouting and clapping. In a fog, Juliette looked at Joanie and Sam. Sam was smiling and clapping while Joanie was jumping up and down in excitement and whistling toward the stage. She looked at Mel who had turned and was shouting toward Joanie.

“That’s my brother!” she cried out proudly.

Mel was Miles’ sister. Mel was Melissa, Miles’ twin sister; the twin sister who lived in Angels Camp with their parents. Juliette tried to reign in her mind; tried to find some sobriety, as she looked back up to the stage and stared right into Miles’ eyes. He was still looking down at her; staring right through her soul with those beautiful green eyes. He winked and then looked at the whole crowd in front of him.

“How y’all doing tonight?” he said nervously into the mic.

The crowd around her cheered and jumped up and down. There were several other guys on stage with him; someone sitting at the drum kit, another two guys with guitars, and one standing at an electric keyboard, but it seemed that Miles was the guy standing out in front. He settled onto a tall stool in front of the microphone, adjusted the guitar strap on his shoulder, and placed his left hand on some strings on the guitar’s neck. Juliette watched as a small wave of young women made their way closer to the stage where they could bask in his beautiful glow.

Mel slid closer to her and wrapped her arm around Juliette’s shoulder. “That’s my brother,” she explained; a huge grin across her face. “I’ll introduce you later,” she promised, turning her attention back to the stage.

Juliette smiled politely as Miles began to pluck a simple melody on his guitar.

“This song goes out to someone very special who has decided to join the living tonight,” he said warmly.

While the crowd cheered, she glanced up again to see if he was talking about her. He was looking directly at her. His face was shining. He was sparkling and smiling while she felt like a deer in the headlights. She peeled her eyes from his and looked down toward his feet. It would have been so easy for her to fall back into him, especially watching him on a stage with a guitar in hand exuding sexiness. But he was a cowardly asshole. She knew better. She was angry with him. And somehow she had come to find herself standing on a dance floor surrounded by his friends and his sister.

The band began to play a ballad, and Mel automatically began swaying to the music, her arm still around Juliette. She looked at Juliette, smiling, but quickly read the shocked look on her face when Juliette returned her gaze.

While Miles crooned about love found, then lost, and then found again, Juliette felt trapped; trapped within Mel’s embrace, trapped on the dance floor, and trapped inside this club. She hadn’t noticed that Mel had stopped moving with the music, but she did notice that Miles had the voice of an angel, even if such things didn’t exist. Memories of making love to him in her bed swarmed back into her mind. He had stared into her eyes with such desire, with such love; she had melted. And he was looking at her that way again from his perch on the stage; emotionally vulnerable in sharing his anguish with the world through a song, but she couldn’t let him in again. She knew he was singing directly to her; he was staring at her and no one else, but she couldn’t let him break down her walls again.

He had worn Polo cologne that night, and he’d ruined the smell for her. He had talked about truth and then had lied to her. He had been dishonest. And now he’d been dishonest again. She had just been duped into believing that she was hanging out with God. What a farce. Miles couldn’t get her to talk to him and so he’d sent his friend, pretending to be God, to lure her out to a pub where he could try to win her back by singing like a god damn freaking angel about love while sitting up on the stage, under the lights, in his tight white T-shirt and faded jeans, looking absolutely delicious. She was pissed at him all over again and that gave her the strength to pull away and leave.

Juliette slipped out from under Mel’s arm and walked away from the crowd. She heard Miles temporarily falter on stage as he watched her leave the dance floor. “Serves him right,” she growled. She reached the table, grabbed her drink, pulled out the straw, and guzzled the rest directly from the glass. Tim walked up behind her and gently placed his hand on her shoulder.

“Juliette?”

She wheeled around, shrugging his hand away. Her eyes were filled with anger; her mind was sober. “Don’t!”

“Juliette, I’m so sorry. I…”

She held up her hand, asking him to stop. “It’s alright Tim. Miles and dishonesty seem to go hand in hand. Thanks for the evening." She didn’t care that her sarcasm was blatantly obvious.

She turned and headed for the doors of the pub, setting her drink down on an empty table as she walked by. As soon as she cleared the doors and stepped out into the fresh night air, she leaned against the front wall of the building, catching her breath. How dare he? How dare he manipulate her like that? She heard the music come to an end. She didn’t hear the next song start. Had she forced him off the stage? She worried about it for only a moment; shaking off her guilt as she focused on the anger. As her trench coat floated into view in front of her, she remembered that she’d left it inside, and that her keys were in her pocket. She looked up to see Miles holding it out to her.

“I’m sorry,” he said. His face seemed so worried.

She took her coat from him and wrapped it around herself, punching her arms down the sleeves and ramming her hands into her pockets. She glared at him, too.

“For which part? For lying to me that night? For tonight?” she asked, not really caring about his answer.

“I didn’t lie to you that night,” he said softly, shaking his head.

“You didn’t tell me the truth,” she countered.

“I couldn’t,” he whispered; his eyes glimmering under the lights of the pub sign as tears seemed to threaten to escape his eyes.

“As far as I can tell, there aren’t any rules around here so I’m thinking you could have,” she snapped.

He shook his head. “I couldn’t,” he whispered again.

Juliette looked away, worried that she would melt if he started to cry. “You had Tim pretend to be God!”

“I had to make sure you were okay,” he whispered.

She closed her eyes and swallowed. “I’m fine. Goodbye, Miles,” she said as soberly as she could and started down the sidewalk toward home.

He followed her. “Let me at least walk you home.”

She stopped and turned around, staring directly into his sad eyes. “I’m fine. Goodnight!" She turned and continued to walk, leaving Miles standing alone on the sidewalk.








Chapter 5 - Everything Dead Bulletin Board


Juliette stared at her phone as she sipped on her second cup of morning coffee. She was growing increasingly frustrated with this whole dead thing. Why wouldn’t anyone just give her a straight answer when she asked a question? Did no one remember what it was like to suddenly find yourself dead with no idea how anything worked? She picked up the handset and tried, once again, to dial information and, once again, her call just wouldn’t go through. She set it down, frustrated.

How the hell do you “just call information”? Tim, while playing out his role as God last night, said that he usually just called information when he was trying to track someone down. How did he “just call information”? She was baffled by his casual statement. Every time she tried to make a call from her landline, she got a busy signal at the other end. No matter who she tried to call; the line was busy. And it wasn’t just her phone in her apartment. She had the same problem with her parents’ when she’d tried from there as well; just to see what would happen.

She’d sort of already figured out that there was a disconnection between the objects that she interacted with in the dead world and what the living saw. After all, no one had noticed the doors opening and closing, or the coffee cup floating around the kitchen at her parents’ house. And after seeing the dead world layered on top of the living world in the pub last night, it was a bit clearer for her; that what she did with objects in the dead world didn’t translate to what objects did in the living world. So, she understood that perhaps the phone numbers she knew for people still in the living world might not actually connect to anything at the other end in the dead world, but how the hell do you “just call information”?

She pattered into her kitchen to refill her coffee mug; her furry slippers slapping the linoleum as she walked. It was a sound that had annoyed her when she first wore them following Christmas last year. She’d received them as a gift from Santa under her parents’ tree.

“Your floors are always so cold,” her mother had said to her.

She’d never noticed. She had teased her mother that the floors weren’t cold; it was just her aging circulatory system that made them seem that way. But after Juliette died, she started wearing them again. The slapping sound now reminded her of her mother and it was no longer an annoyance. She refilled her mug and stirred in her milk and sugar. As she leaned against her counter, “feeding her soul” with the delicious brew, she racked her brain for how she was to “just call information”. Maybe she needed to track down a public pay phone out there somewhere, she wondered. Or maybe there was some other “system” in place that she didn’t know about; that her eyes had not yet seen but that Tim had assumed she knew about.

Her mind thought of her cell phone. She’d forgotten about it sitting in the bottom of her purse after that day she arrived at her parents’. With no one to call, and no text messages to receive, she hadn’t thought of pulling it out. She wasn’t sure why it hadn’t dawned on her earlier. Miles had been leaving her so many messages that she had turned it off when she had arrived at her parents that first night. He was able to call her cell. She’d been able to call his when she left that nasty message telling him off that morning. Her cell could make outgoing calls of some kind. Maybe she needed to call information on her cell to track down her grandparents.

She found her purse on her dresser in her bedroom and pulled out her cell, turning it on. As it powered up, she walked back to the living room and plopped down on her couch with her mug of coffee. She looked at the display screen. “Searching for service,” it read. Her heart sank. Maybe she shouldn’t have turned it off. Maybe turning it off had disconnected her. The message changed. It said it was connecting to service. She stared at the screen, urging it on, and then watched as it found a connection and told her that she had full coverage. It immediately vibrated. She had sixteen voicemail messages. She rolled her eyes. Miles! Really? Sixteen?

She felt a pang of...sadness? She thought of the look on his face last night as he fought to hold back tears. She shook herself back to reality. She hated him. She didn’t really care what he had to say. She just wished that he’d leave her alone. She started to type in the number for information and stopped. “I need a pen...and something to write on,” she said, racing to her desk.

With a slip of paper and pen in hand, she punched in the number for information and waited. Nothing happened. It was dead air. There was no ringing on the other end, and no busy signal. She hung up and rubbed her forehead, staring off into the distant sky through her living room window. How the hell does someone “just call information”? She looked at her phone. Sixteen messages. She opened her incoming call log and scrolled through those she had missed. Most were from Miles, but there were a few numbers that she didn’t recognize. She sighed. He hadn’t been the only one calling her, and with any luck, one of those unknown numbers would be her grandparents, but to find out, she had to listen to all the damn messages.

The first one was from Miles. According to the computerized voice that introduced it, he’d left it for her that Saturday morning; the day she’d found out about her death and not long after she’d left that angry message for him. She remembered how her phone had vibrated next to her on the bed when she’d been watching the news broadcast; when she was learning that she was also dead; also a ghost. It had made absolute sense to her at that moment; watching the television, seeing his name on her call display, and thinking of the newspaper article that said he’d been dead for close to three years.

His voice played in her ear. “Juliette? It’s Miles. Um, I just got your message. I...I...sorry, I don’t know what to say. Wow...um. I’m not sure what you heard, or thought you heard, or who said something, but...but I’m not that person, Juliette; I’m not some sort of twisted, weird, freakish guy...”

“Yeah, but you weren’t honest either,” she replied. She doodled on the slip of paper on the table, holding it in place with the heel of her hand while she made a series of overlapping circles with the pen.

His voice continued, “Um...I don’t know what to say. I hope you’re okay. Can you call me so we can sort this out? I had a really good time last night...I’m really glad we met and...and I was really looking forward to seeing you again later. I’m just a little blown away by your message. Call me? Please?”

When his message finished, she selected delete from the options and listened to his next one.

“Call received Saturday at eleven forty-four a.m.—Juliette, it’s Miles. I’ll try you again in a while.”

She deleted the message. She had sat on her bed for quite some time that morning, staring at her television and ignoring his calls. She remembered that he had left several.

“Call received Saturday at twelve-oh-three p.m.—Hey, Juliette. Just Miles, again. I hope you’re okay. Call me?”

Delete.

“Call received Saturday at twelve twenty-seven p.m.—I’ll try again later.”

“I know you will,” she said, sarcastically, hitting delete again.

“Call received Saturday at one-oh-seven p.m.—Hi, me again. Listen, I really think we should talk. Please call me back. I’m here and I probably have answers for you. I’m guessing you have a million questions. I understand. Just please call me so I can help.”

“Obviously you don’t understand,” she muttered quietly as she deleted the message.

“Call received Saturday at one thirty-five p.m.—Me again. Sorry for leaving so many messages. I’m getting worried about you now. If I don’t hear from you...I guess I’m going to swing by and make sure you’re okay.”

“Ah,” she nodded. That’s what had motivated him to stop by that afternoon, even though she’d told him in her message that she didn’t want to see him again. She had yelled at him through the door when he’d shown up, when he’d denied that he had lied. That was the moment when she’d learned that ghosts couldn’t walk through walls and locked doors. She sighed as she deleted this one, too. His next message wasn’t left until later that evening, apparently. She had turned off her phone when she’d arrived at her parents’ house; a call had come in from him. She knew it had been dark, and that visiting hours had ended at the hospital, but she hadn’t realized it had been nine forty-three p.m. At least he’d taken some time to think about her reaction from when he had just shown up at her door.

“Geez, you’re really pissed off with me...”

“Yes, I am,” she sang into her phone, scratching her pen around on the slip of paper.

“I didn’t lie to you, Juliette. I didn’t lie. I wouldn’t lie to you. My feelings for you...shit...Juliette, I want to help you...”

“You should’ve been telling me I was dead and not that I had a cute nose,” she remarked.

“I know you’re swimming in a whole pile of confusion right now...”

“Like how to call information,” she mused.

“And you’re probably overwhelmed. I’ve been there. I can help. Just know that it’s going to be okay. I know you can’t see that and probably don’t want to hear that either. I might have already said that to you. But it’s true. Please let me help you. I want to help you. Please don’t shut me out. Please call me back.”

She shook her head as she hit delete and poised her pen on the paper as the first message from that unknown number played.

“Call received Saturday at nine forty-eight p.m.—”

She sighed. At that time, she had just turned off her phone. She hoped that he hadn’t called right back from another number to try to get her to answer her phone.

“Hey, Jules. It’s Grandma. I heard you were in town!”

Juliette’s ears perked up again at the sound of the familiar voice.

“I’m sorry, I’m guessing you don’t want to hear me making light of your arrival. Not right now, anyway. Listen up, kiddo; this is what you do. First, stop crying and breathe; then call me back at this number. Second, drink lots. And third, smile as much as you can. That’s all you need to worry about for now. Remember, call me back. And don’t you worry; everything will be just fine. Tootles for now, sweetheart!”

So, Grandma Jean had tried to catch her that day. If Miles hadn’t been leaving so many messages, she wouldn’t have turned off her phone and missed this call from her grandmother. Mind you, she probably wouldn’t have answered a call from a number she didn’t recognize anyway, or maybe she would’ve; desperate to speak with someone. In any event, she might have checked her voicemail earlier, knowing a call had come in. She still would’ve told her grandmother that she wanted to stay with her family for the week; that wouldn’t have changed. But she wouldn’t have spent the last five or six days wallowing in confusion about what was going on around her. She saved the message. It had been her grandmother’s number that had shown up a few times in her received call log. She pressed on; eager to get past Miles’ messages and listen to her grandmother’s.

He had called again the next afternoon while she was hanging out with her family. “Call received Sunday at one thirty-four p.m.—Juliette? I really wish you’d take my call. Please don’t be angry with me. I’m pretty sure I can fix this for you if you’d just talk to me. I’m getting worried about you. I wish you’d answer your door. I wish you’d answer your phone. I want to help. I wish I could convince you that you can trust me. Please, Juliette. Please let me fix this between us and let me help you. Please call me back.”

She paused before she deleted the message as she considered his words. It sounded like he had come back to her apartment at some point after she’d left; maybe Saturday night or Sunday morning. She momentarily cringed at the idea of Miles creating a commotion outside of her door in the hallway; the nosy neighbors eating it all up. Then she remembered that it didn’t matter. They wouldn’t have heard anything. And maybe he had been referring to coming by Saturday afternoon when she’d told him to go away. She deleted the message and moved on to his next one.

“Call received Sunday at nine twenty-two p.m.—So, I think I’ve figured out that you’ve gone home to your parents. I wish you’d let me help you. I wish I could convince you to trust me. It doesn’t have to be this hard. It doesn’t have to be this depressing. I’m not going to give up on you. I’m not going to give up.”

She rolled her eyes. She wished he would give up. She didn’t plan on forgiving him anytime soon. And how did he have any clue about where she’d gone? How had Grandma Jean known where to find her? Was there an “everything dead bulletin board” somewhere that she didn’t know about? Is that how he knew when and where to find her at her funeral?

His message continued. “I’m not usually a guy who doesn’t take no for an answer, but...shit Juliette! I know you aren’t thinking rationally or clearly or with your happiness in mind right now. I know you need some time to adjust. I get that...”

What would he know of her happiness? And was he really so arrogant as to assume she needed him to be happy? As far as she was concerned, she was thinking rationally and clearly. And he needed to take no for an answer.

“If you’re listening to my messages, please know that I totally understand what you’re going through. I understand it with every ounce of my being. Please trust me; I had a rough arrival. I’ll tell you about it some time, but right now, I’m worried about you. I’m going to...”

The message was cut off. Going to what, she wondered? Her thumb danced between saving the message, in case she ended up “dead” somewhere and “the police” wanted to know who had “killed” her, or deleting it. She ended up saving the message.

“Call received Wednesday at nine eleven a.m.—Hi, Jules. It’s Grandma. I thought I had better check in with you to see how you’re doing at home with your family. Please call me soon. I’d really love to see you when you’re ready. I understand wanting to be home, but please don’t stick around all those sad people for too long. It’s such a depressing business. And funerals have a nasty way of really zapping your energy; there isn’t any point in hanging around and dealing with all of that. I’d much rather see you laughing and having fun. Call me back and we’ll get together and sort some stuff out. I love you. Keep smiling.”

Juliette wondered why she hadn’t just come to see her at her parents’ again, or why she and Grandpa hadn’t been around at all during the funeral process. Did they not even consider being around when their own daughter was grieving the loss of a child? She remembered Joanie’s words from last night, about not assuming anything worked the way it did before. This had to be one of those things, although Juliette couldn’t quite think of a reason why her grandparents wouldn’t want to be there.

“Call received Saturday at two thirty-two p.m.”

Hmm. Miles hung up on her voicemail. It was easy to delete that one.

“Call received Saturday at four twenty-seven p.m.—Hi, kiddo. It’s Grandma. I guess the funeral business was wrapped up yesterday, according to the paper. Are you home now? Are you not getting my messages? Call me.”

Juliette wondered if she meant the local newspaper, or the “everything dead bulletin board” she was imagining. She had read the local newspaper when she read about Miles being murdered almost three years earlier. Was that how Miles knew where to find her; where her funeral was taking place? It was in the local paper. And why hadn’t her grandmother just known where she was? She still had three more messages to go. She was eager to call her grandmother back, but there were still two numbers she didn’t recognize and dead relatives that could’ve been trying to track her down. If Grandma Jean had found her number, they could’ve as well.

“Call received Monday at three fifty-one p.m.”

It seems Miles had gotten tired of leaving messages. She was happy to see him stop. Of course, that fact was sort of negated by showing up uninvited to her funeral and pulling yesterday’s stunt.

“Call received today at nine forty-two a.m.—Hi, Juliette. It’s Melissa...”

So, he’s not calling and leaving messages, but now his sister is? Juliette shook her head and then listened as Mel began talking.

“I’m so sorry about last night. When you came in with Tim, I didn’t know. Me and Jo and Sam, we didn’t know that you’d already met Miles; that something had happened between you two. We thought you were just someone new that Tim was helping. That’s what he does. That’s how we all got together in the first place. I wanted to apologize. That’s why I’m calling. Oh, Miles doesn’t know I have your number. I snuck it from his phone; he doesn’t know I’m calling. I hope you don’t mind. Geez, I must sound like a total scatterbrain. I’m all over the place. I hate leaving messages, but that’s why I’m calling; to apologize. I really enjoyed meeting you last night. I’m sorry things ended like that, and now I know you’re angry with Miles, and that’s okay. I’m not about to get in the middle of anything. I just wanted to apologize. That’s it. And to let you know that if you ever need anything, you can call me or text me. I’m usually in California; I came out yesterday to hear Miles play, but you can call me anytime you need to talk; or send me a text. And if you want to get together, just let me know and we can meet somewhere, and I won’t tell Miles. And if you’d rather talk to Jo, just let me know and I’ll send you her number or give her yours. She’s feeling really bad as well. So is Sam. We all enjoyed meeting you. We didn’t know. Be strong. Hope to hear from you.”

Juliette paused for a moment as Mel’s apology settled within her mind. She hadn’t expected that. She’d enjoyed meeting everyone as well, and it really did suck that the evening turned out the way that it had. And even though she’d really enjoyed hanging out with them, she didn’t think she’d ever call Mel; she was Miles’ sister, and Joanie and Sam were his friends. It’s hard to “break up” with a guy, and convince him to leave you alone, if you’re hanging out with his friends and family. But it was nice to hear that they hadn’t been involved in Miles’ plan to get her to the bar. She’d been sad when she’d realized they were all connected to him. It would have been nice to have some dead friends. She deleted the message and played the last one.

“Call received today at ten sixteen a.m.—Hi, there. It’s Tim, or God, whichever you prefer. I'm sorry for yesterday. I owe you an explanation.”

Juliette shook her head. She was so angry with Tim for what he’d done. He knew that she believed he was God and he ran with it. She had decided that she liked him. She had put her trust in him. She had even knelt before him when they first met, and had called him God at least once. And it had all been a deception. No wonder he and Miles were friends!

“I didn’t really want to have to mislead you. I help Newcomers; that’s what I do. That’s how I met Miles in the first place, and sometimes we...people like me...we have to resort to some...well, strange tactics in order to reach people. The lost soul thing is very real and we hate to see someone get lost or stuck. Miles mentioned that he thought you might be getting stuck. He was concerned about you. He’s been...um, never mind that; his story to tell.”

“He’s been stalking me?" She already knew that.

“Anyway, think of us as something like the Ghostbusters; you know, “who you gonna call?" Well, that would be someone like me; Miles called me. I’m sorry I disappointed you, but I’m glad I got you moving, at least a little. And honestly, you looked like shit when I first saw you, and you hadn’t learned shit yet, so I don’t think he was too far off base.”

She’d looked like shit? Nice. That’s a great way to apologize and win his way into her life, or her death, or whatever it was she had going on.

“But I think you’re going to be okay. I wanted you to know that. I’m sure you don’t give a damn about my opinion, but I thought I’d toss it out anyway in case it meant anything to you. Oh, and don’t be pissed off with Mel. I asked her to try to find your number for me so I could explain.”

Juliette sighed. Hopefully Mel wasn’t going to be handing out her number to everyone.

“If you ever want to meet up and talk, just you and me, let me know. I’d really like that, and I know an awesome place to grab some greasy tacos. Save my number in your phone for now so you can find me. It’s what I do, Juliette, and I promise that I won’t betray you to another friend. And if you still want to call me God, I’m okay with that.”

Juliette rolled her eyes.

“Call me if you ever want to connect. Oh yeah, and you dial “0” for information. I think I forgot to mention that.”

She looked at all the circles she had doodled on the piece of paper while she was playing messages; nothing but zeros. “You dial “0” for information." She shook her head and saved Tim’s message. Maybe she’d talk to him at some point, if he were really some sort of a professional, although it was doubtful. She knew he was also Miles’ friend. She scrolled down through the call list again and highlighted the number, praying the call would go through like it had when she’d called Miles’ cell and left that angry message. She held the phone to her ear and was relieved to hear the call ringing through.

“Hello?” her grandmother’s familiar voice sang.

“Grandma? It’s me, Juliette,” she said shakily. Tears flooded her eyes as a sense of relief coursed through her.








Chapter 6 - How Cheese Is Made


Juliette stood on the sidewalk in front of her grandparents’ red brick home. She hadn’t visited this house since she was a child. When she was around ten years of age, her widowed grandmother had sold the house and moved into a condo complex for seniors. Taking care of all the maintenance, not to mention cutting the lawn when it wasn’t buried under snow and finding the driveway when it was, became too much for her. She had sold the house to a young family, who sold the house to another young family several years later, who had sold the house... Juliette no longer knew who actually lived there. Her mother hadn’t mentioned it lately, or if she had, it hadn’t stuck in Juliette’s mind. After hearing it had changed hands several times, it no longer seemed important.

When her grandmother had told her on the phone that this is where she had been while waiting for Juliette to contact her, she’d been surprised. As the shock had hit her, she had tried to say something, to launch into a thousand questions, but an unintelligible, “Huh?” had been all she had managed in response.

“We’ll talk when you get here,” was the only explanation her grandmother would offer on the phone.

She had just been here the week before. For the first ten years of her life, they had lived on the same street; twenty-three houses apart. She knew it was twenty-three houses exactly because she used to count it as a child when she and her brothers had run down the tree-lined sidewalk on a Saturday afternoon after Grandma Jean had called to say she had just pulled a tray of chocolate chip cookies out of the oven, or when they had walked down as a family for Sunday dinner. Her grandmother had only been twenty-three houses away, leaving messages on her cell phone, when she knew that Juliette was up the street with her family. Instead of staying home alone with Chester when her family went to the funeral home for the viewings, she could have been visiting with her grandmother. Juliette wondered how long it would take before she stopped feeling confused. She wondered if she would ever stop feeling confused.

She looked up the street and saw her father’s car in the distance, poking out from behind the bushes next to her parents’ driveway. They were so close. That is where she’d rather be, and she wanted to keep walking; just twenty-three houses until she reached them. She glanced nervously back at the red brick house. Her grandmother was expecting her. Juliette had promised she would come. A newer, orange Jeep was parked in the driveway. Someone was at home. She exhaled heavily and slowly navigated the front walkway to the door. She swallowed and rang the bell.

“It’s open!” Her grandmother’s voice sounded from somewhere in the house.

Juliette turned the familiar doorknob and slowly swung the wooden door into the front hall, following behind it as she stepped inside. She expected to see someone else’s furniture, different colors of paint, unfamiliar art hanging on the walls, and the strangers who now lived there walking around the house. But she didn’t. She saw the inside of her grandmother’s house just as her young mind had always seen it. She glanced around and took in as much as she could. Her eyes were wide with wonderment as her stunned mind took inventory. It was everything that she had remembered, right down to the patterned golden linoleum under her feet and the textured wallpaper on the walls. She knew that one of the previous owners had redone all the floors; her mother had told her. But this floor wasn’t different or new. It was exactly as she remembered, and she felt ten years old again.

“Grandma?” she called in her loudest whisper.

The familiar voice sang back. “I’m in the kitchen.”

Juliette slipped off her shoes and walked into the living room as she made her way toward the center of the house. The old, golden couch sat against the same wall it always had, flanked on either side by matching end tables and beaded lamps. The low table in front of it still proudly displayed the same two coffee table books, and the colorfully carved cuckoo clock on the wall beside the front window warmed the room with its comforting rhythmic ticking. Her fingers slowly traced along the closed lid of the upright piano as she walked by, glancing at the familiar photographs of her grandparents and her family set on top.

She quietly made her way to the doorway of the kitchen. The painted white cabinets and pale green speckled countertops were a warm welcome. Nothing was different. Nothing had changed despite all the changes she knew had taken place in this house over the last many years. Everything looked exactly as it had when she was a child. Even her grandmother, pulling a tray of cookies from the oven, was a warm memory from her childhood. She was wearing the same pale pink dress and low heels that Juliette had seen many times before. It was just so familiar.

Three colanders sitting in shallow pans and covered by small towels lined one of the old counters while freshly pickled jars of baby corn filled the other. Two cups of steaming coffee waited on the kitchen table. Her grandmother set the hot tray down on top of the stove, placed two pies into the oven to bake, and slid off her oven mitts. Hearing Juliette arrive in the doorway, she looked over with a friendly smile.

“Grandma,” she smiled tearfully as she crossed the room and fell into her grandmother’s arms, resting her head on the familiar shoulder.

“Hey, kiddo." Her grandmother squeezed her tightly, rubbing her back and swaying gently just as she’d done when she was a child. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Your house… I’ve really missed it,” she cried softly as she relaxed into all that was familiar about her grandmother and her home.

Juliette didn’t want to know why it was like this. She didn’t want it to disappear before her eyes. She was just glad that it was exactly as she remembered.

“Then I’m glad you came here to visit.”

Grandma Jean sounded happy to hear that Juliette was happy, and after several moments, she encouraged Juliette to stand on her own; handing her some tissues. Smiling lovingly, she rubbed her granddaughter’s arm while Juliette dabbed her eyes.

“We have a lot to talk about, kiddo.”

Juliette sniffled, offering a hesitant nod. With an outstretched arm, Grandma Jean motioned toward the familiar table, encouraging her to sit down, before reaching into the fridge for some cream for their coffee. Juliette settled into a chair and pulled one of the mugs closer. Her hands felt shaky as she scooped some sugar from the bowl and stirred it into the hot coffee. She didn’t know what to expect. Her grandmother had seemed so tight-lipped on the phone. The older woman set the little pitcher of cream down in front of her before returning to the stove to plate some of the warm cookies. Juliette aimed the pitcher and managed not to dribble cream on the table.

“Peanut butter,” Grandma Jean smiled, setting the plate down in the center of the table, slipping off her apron, and sitting down across from Juliette.

“Peanut butter? I’ve never known you to bake peanut butter cookies,” Juliette said quietly, a little disappointed that they weren’t the familiar chocolate chip.

“You didn’t like peanut butter cookies when you were little,” her grandmother shrugged in reply, still smiling. “But sometimes things change; we change.”

She nodded sadly in agreement, thinking that sometimes that change was just a little extreme. She reached for one of the cookies and took a bite. It was delicious; perfectly sweetened and not too peanut buttery. Her grandmother had even used smooth peanut butter. Juliette didn’t like nuts in anything. She took another bite, enjoying the flavor as it melted in her mouth and thinking that her grandmother’s peanut butter cookies were probably even better than her chocolate chip.

“Good!" Juliette curled her lips into a complimentary smile; her mouth still half-full as she took yet another warm bite.

Grandma Jean’s soft, blue eyes twinkled as she poured some cream into her own coffee. “I’m glad.”

Juliette swallowed and took a sip. “How did you know I like peanut butter cookies now?”

“Oh, I’ve been following along here and there,” she shrugged again. “You had a night of binging on peanut butter cookies after dumping some man.”

Juliette sighed and dropped her shoulders as she popped the last piece into her mouth, staring down at her mug on the table. She had broken up with Colin over dinner that night and had left before she had finished her meal. She had been hungry when she got home, but not for more dinner. She’d discovered she had a sudden craving for peanut butter cookies and spent the rest of that evening making several batches as she worked through both her grief, and her satisfaction in finally walking away from him.

“You saw that?” she asked quietly.

“Uh huh. And speaking of following along… So here you are, dead as a doorknob, and hanging out with all of us here,” Grandma Jean teased warmly, trying to lighten the mood.

Juliette took a deep breath and looked up sadly at her grandmother who flashed an understanding gaze.

“You have questions...” Grandma Jean suggested matter-of-factly.

Juliette nodded and took a deep breath, trying to calm her nervousness. “Tons of questions,” she sighed, looking around. “Where’s Grandpa?”

The older woman sat back in her chair, a small smile across her lips while she poked a few loose strands of gray hair back into the bun at the back of her head. “He’s away right now. How about we start with some simpler questions...”

“How is that not a simple question?” Juliette asked from her now-standard state of confusion.

Her grandmother sighed; the small smile firmly in place. “He knows you’ve arrived and he’ll see you soon. Let’s come back to that one.”

Juliette didn’t know what could be a simpler question than that. Her eyes traveled to the counter near the sink. “What’s in the colanders?”

“Cheese curds,” Grandma Jean smiled easily. Juliette watched as her grandmother perked up and energetically shared, “I told you I was going to make some cheese. It was always something I had wanted to try, and I finally did a few years ago. My mother used to make cheese all the time, but I never had for some reason. Turns out that my friends love my cheese, and they’ve been bugging me to make some recently, so while I was waiting for you, I thought I’d work on that.”

Cheese production was obviously something her grandmother took pride in, and Juliette was happy to see her grandmother energized about something. “I’d like to try your cheese when it’s done,” she smiled quietly.

Grandma Jean grinned. “I would love for you to try my cheese!”

“And corn? You pickled some corn?” Juliette asked; her eyes settling on the jars.

Her grandmother nodded. “And jam. I made a batch of rhubarb jam, too. In that box on the floor,” she pointed proudly.

Juliette followed her grandmother’s finger. She was impressed. The small wooden crate on the floor was filled with at least a year’s supply of jars of jam. This was so much like her grandmother; spending hours and hours stocking her pantry. Although Juliette wasn’t sure what the point was, unless this is how her grandmother fed her soul. No one needed to eat to survive around here. She turned back to the table and took another cookie as she contemplated her next question.

She had already asked Tim some questions yesterday, but after he gave her reason not to trust him, she wondered if everything he told her was true or if it had only been part of his ruse. She took a bite and thought about what they’d discussed that she might want to confirm. Washing the bite down with a sip of coffee, she looked at her grandmother.

“Is this Heaven?” she asked softly, setting the cookie down on the napkin beside her mug.

Her grandmother patted her hand assuredly. “You’ve come Home, sweetheart.”

“So, this is Heaven?" She looked around the tired room for emphasis.

“In terms of all the stories you were told about the afterlife? Then yes, this would be that place,” Grandma Jean answered.

“So, it’s the afterlife but it isn’t Heaven?” Juliette tried to clarify.

Her grandmother chuckled. “They aren’t two different things, kiddo. Heaven is an idea designed by mortals to try to explain where they go when they die.”

“So, it doesn’t really exist?” Juliette asked.

“You can call it Heaven, if you like. Most people just call it Home.” Grandma Jean selected one of the cookies.

Juliette leaned closer. “So, there are no angels?”

Her grandmother shook her head and took a bite of her cookie.

“No kingdom in the sky?” she asked rhetorically to cement her understanding. Her grandmother seemed to be saying the same thing that Tim had said to her yesterday.

Grandma Jean shook her head as she swallowed. “Not in the way you’re thinking. Home is elevated by a fraction above the mortal plane on a slightly different frequency, but it’s not way up in the sky. You were living on the mortal plane, and then you left the mortal plane to come Home.”

Juliette scrunched up her face. “To the immortal plane?”

Her grandmother smiled. “Home. This is just Home. There is the mortal plane and there is Home. Simple, huh?" Grandma Jean took another bite of her cookie.

Simple seemed to depend on one’s perspective, Juliette thought. She had left the mortal plane, her home, when she died and had come “Home” to a place that was as unfamiliar to her as a menu in an Ethiopian restaurant. She understood the words, but the idea that this new place might be Home was still very foreign.

“What about hell? Fire and brimstone and all of that?” she wondered out loud.

Grandma Jean laughed. “That would be the mortal plane, wouldn’t you agree? Especially given your departure?”

Juliette rolled her eyes but couldn’t help but smile at her grandmother’s sense of humor. She sipped her coffee. So maybe Tim at least hadn’t been untruthful about this place, this different channel on the radio. She sighed as her confusion and melancholy chased away her smile.

“If this is Home, then why do I feel so... I feel so..." She looked around the room again. “I just feel so confused and don’t really feel like I belong. I don’t know how anything works. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, or where I’m supposed to be... It isn’t at all like what I expected.”

The older woman nodded understandingly. “You won’t always feel that way, sweetheart. It just takes some time to adjust. When you went to the mortal plane, you didn’t just jump out and start running around doing things; you grew into your life. It’s the same here.”

“You mean, when I was born…” Juliette corrected.

She had been born, she had lived, and then she had died. She was uncomfortable with the jargon that dead people kept using around her.

Her grandmother smiled. “Well, you were born there; that is how you arrived on the mortal plane. But you traveled there from here; from Home, and from the life you had here before you went there.”

Juliette’s face clouded with confusion once again. What life had she had here before? She didn’t know anything about being dead! She didn’t know anything about this…frequency!

Her grandmother waved the idea away. “We’ll come back to this part later but just understand that this is where you usually live. You just aren’t remembering that right now.”

“I’ve never been here before,” Juliette argued with a whisper as she shook her head in disagreement.

Grandma Jean nodded and took another bite of her cookie. Juliette continued to slowly shake her head; her eyes glazed as her mind tried to make some sense out of the absurd idea. When the older woman finished chewing, she explained. 

“When you died, you were instantly placed into something of a protective bubble to cushion your landing. We call it a “cocoon”. It sort of suspends reality around you for a while which is why you don’t remember.”

Tim had mentioned the cocoon thing, and Juliette hadn’t wanted to grill “God” on all the details, but a conversation with her grandmother was an entirely different thing.

“Why?" She couldn’t think of anything else to say.

Her grandmother leaned forward and spoke gently. “Because even though Home seems a lot like the mortal plane, they’re very different and you need time to slowly readjust between the two.”

“Why?”

Grandma Jean smiled patiently. “You know when you wake up and you’ve been dreaming a really vivid dream? You know how that sticks with you for a little bit as if it were real? How your mind races between the dream and reality, trying to sort out which is which?”

Juliette nodded. Nightmares were especially tricky. She would wake up suddenly and find herself scared to death and alone in her bed in the darkness of her room. She often had to get up to turn on some lights, find something to drink, and even watch a bit of television in order to replace those images in her mind.

“Well, it’s similar. Your mortal life is like the dream right now. You’ve woken up here at Home, but your mortal life is still very fresh in your mind; it seems almost as real as what is around you.”

“It was real!” Juliette interjected hoarsely. Her throat was starting to feel tight where a lump was forming, and that familiar ache of anxiety crept across her chest once more.

Grandma Jean sat up straight in reaction to her granddaughter’s defensiveness. “Yes, kiddo. But now your mind needs to slowly transition between the two different places and two different experiences.”

“I was really alive, right? It wasn’t just a dream?” She needed to know that for certain; to hear that her life had really happened.

“Of course! Yes, you really were alive.” Grandma Jean leaned in again. “I’m just trying to explain the two different states of mind. You don’t usually go from being fully asleep to being fully awake. Your mind transitions slowly between the two, and sometimes not without the help of a good supply of morning coffee,” she added, patting Juliette’s hand to let her know she was aware of her granddaughter’s morning routine as well.

Juliette took a deep breath and tried to relax. It was hard for her mind to listen well when her body was panicking.

“So, you’re cocooned and you’ll slowly readjust, or wake up, or squeeze out of the cocoon, however you want to think of it. We call it “getting your wisdom back”, and when you get yours, you’ll understand everything, and you’ll remember everything; your entire life here at Home, your friends, your hobbies, trips, growth, talents.”

Juliette sat for a moment, breathing in and out, and slowly shook her head again. “I would remember if I had been here before.”

“It’s okay. No one remembers when they first come back Home. We all walk around in this amnesic stupor trying to figure it all out,” Grandma Jean smiled. “And you’ve got me to help you while you’re waiting for your wisdom to return.”

“For how long?” she asked nervously. “How long does it take?”

“It depends on the person; how old they were, how they died, and that sort of thing,” her grandmother said matter-of-factly. “For some, it’s no time at all and for others, it could take two to three years, or longer.”

Her anxiety’s retreat did an about-face and crept across her chest once more at the thought of having to live in confusion for two to three more years, or longer. “And for me?” she asked, hoping to hear she would “get her wisdom back” in no time at all.

Grandma Jean shrugged. “It’s hard to say, but it will probably be a while.”

That wasn’t what she wanted to hear. The lump in her throat grew larger, and tears started to blur her eyes. Her lips trembled as she spoke. “Why? I don’t understand why I don’t get to remember anything. If I’ve been here before, doesn’t it make more sense for me to know how things work instead of fumbling around in this confusion?”

“Oh, sweetheart. I’m sorry." Her grandmother held on to her hand across the table. “Take some deep breaths. I know this is hard to understand.”

“Why does it take so long?" The tears leaked down her cheeks, but Juliette didn’t care.

Grandma Jean sighed. “Honestly, when you compare it to eternity, it really isn’t that long at all. Look how quickly you grew from a child to the woman you are now.”

Juliette looked down at the half-eaten cookie beside her mug. Sure, in hindsight it seemed that she grew up quickly, but the road ahead of her always seemed longer than the one she had already traveled. She couldn’t comprehend eternity, but she could comprehend two to three years, and that might as well be eternity if she was going to spend it running around in some sort of foggy, amnesic stupor.

“I have to live like this for that long?" She didn’t look up. She gently grasped the cookie in her fingers and twirled it slowly on the tabletop.

“No, sweetheart,” the older woman shook her head. “It’s a learning process; a period of adjustment. You’ll learn new things slowly; bit by bit, and day by day. Little pieces will come to you slowly, and each day will be easier than the one before it. Then, in what will seem like no time at all, you’ll understand everything. The first couple of weeks are the hardest. It gets much easier; trust me. I’ve been where you are now. I know what you’re feeling. I know you’re scared and confused. But I also know that tomorrow will be a whole lot better.”

Grandma Jean squeezed Juliette’s hand and sat quietly across from her, giving her granddaughter a few minutes to absorb what she’d been told. Juliette’s mind was spinning, and she tried to coax her body to relax. It was the fear of the unknown. If only there were some sort of a manual that she could read and understand now, she wouldn’t have to deal with all the confusion. It was a little comforting knowing that her grandmother understood exactly what she was going through. She didn’t have any reason not to trust her when she suggested that she should, but she still didn’t understand why it had to be this way. What was the point of putting people through this when they died? It didn’t make any sense. She wiped her face with the tissue and took a deep breath.

“So let me explain some of the basics,” Grandma Jean said softly as she released Juliette’s hand.

Juliette sipped her coffee, trying to wash away the lump in her throat as she braced for more bad news. Which place was hell again? The mortal plane? She wasn’t so sure.

Her grandmother explained that when someone dies, sometimes they’re expecting it and sometimes they aren't, which affects how that person arrives back Home and how they adjust. Apparently, if someone is expecting to die, and they’ve made peace with that idea, then they might witness that moment when their soul leaves their body. Some see the sudden energy shift as a bright light and feel a warm blanket of love. They know the moment has arrived and it isn’t a surprise. They might see mortals around them grieving the arrival of death as they leave their mortal body. And they’re usually greeted right then and there by a loved one who passed away before them; their “Catcher”, along with any other family, friends, or relations that wish to be there to see them and help them transition Home. Those people usually transition much more quickly because they’re not struggling with the concept. They don’t tend to mill about feeling disjointed; they tend to jump in and move forward a bit more quickly.

Juliette cleared her throat. “And you are my Catcher?”

Grandma Jean nodded.

“But you didn’t show up at the bar when I died,” Juliette looked up at her sadly.

Her grandmother squeezed her hand again. “You weren’t expected, sweetheart. You were a sudden arrival, and those unfold a little differently, especially when you didn’t see your death coming. We call that a “blind death”.”

That’s the term that Tim had used in the bar yesterday when he’d introduced her to everyone; to explain her lack of experience in managing the dead world, she’d thought. “But I didn’t know I’d died until I saw it on the news the next day. It was horrible to find out that way. If you’d been there to tell me...”

Grandma Jean shook her head. “If a relative or a friend had suddenly shown up at that moment and told you that you had just died; that the bar had just blown up around you, even though your eyes didn’t see that, would you have believed them?”

Juliette nodded. “If you had walked up to me and told me I was dead...”

The older woman raised her brow. “Don’t fool yourself, kiddo. Every blind death goes through the same process because it’s the way that mortals think. If I had walked up to you in the bar, you would have run away from me. You would have explained me away somehow in your own mind, and then you’d have stepped out into the mortal world and tried to continue on until reality crashed around you. And when that happened, you would’ve run to someone for comfort; like home to your family.”

“I think I would have believed you...” Juliette weakly argued.

Her grandmother smiled knowingly. “What did you do after you saw the news?”

“I crawled under my covers for a while,” Juliette whispered.

“And then?” Grandma Jean probed.

“I got dressed and went to the hospital to see my friend’s new baby,” she answered, wincing as she realized she had tried to continue on as if nothing had happened.

Her grandmother squeezed her hand and sat back in her chair. “Really?”

Juliette shrugged. “I thought maybe I’d just dreamed the being dead part...since nothing was really different.”

Her grandmother picked up her mug. “So even though you saw it on the news, you still doubted that you were dead and had to go out and prove it to yourself? Then what did you do?”

“I went home,” she whispered.

Grandma Jean nodded and took a sip of her coffee. Juliette’s mind swirled as she considered being a typical mortal mind that might have rejected being told by anyone else that she was dead. She thought of Miles. She’d been so angry with him since that day because he hadn’t been honest with her; he hadn’t told her that she’d died. If he had tried, she probably wouldn’t have stuck around for a second drink. She would have run away from him like he was some sort of a crazy person.

“Why couldn’t you have at least tried to tell me that night?” Her eyes fought to hold off a further flood of tears.

“Because blind deaths have to prove it to themselves before they believe anything has changed." She was exact in her answer as she set her mug back down. “It’s a really hard thing to come to terms with; you know that firsthand. If I had thrown that at you before you were ready to accept it, assuming you even stuck around to talk to me, there’s a risk that you could fall into denial about the whole thing, and that can lead to you getting stuck to the mortal plane. We call people like that “lost souls”. They spend all their time trying to deny and escape from the idea. No one wants to be the cause of someone getting stuck, and certainly not me.”

Juliette absently rocked in her chair as her mind continued to swirl, and her eyes focused on the pale green paint on the wall behind her grandmother. The color had always reminded her of icing for some reason; it always made her happy. But today, it wasn’t helping. She was a blind death, and Miles may not have wanted to tell her because he might not have wanted to be the cause of her getting stuck. She felt a pang of guilt in her tummy as she remembered the vulgar names she’d called him for not being honest with her. Mind you, he still pulled that stunt yesterday with Tim.

“So, you didn’t come to the bar because you didn’t want me to get stuck?” she whispered.

“That’s right, kiddo,” her grandmother nodded. “Arriving suddenly is a shock no matter how it unfolds. Your mind needed to accept the reality of being here first. And we just have to sit and wait until you’re ready to talk. I’ve been waiting for you to call.”

“I turned off my phone,” Juliette said quietly, looking at the gentle, elderly face across from her. “I didn’t know you called until this morning.”

“Yes, you told me that earlier,” Grandma Jean patted her hand again.

“Why didn’t you come and find me at my apartment? When I hadn’t returned your calls?”

“Oh, I would have, eventually,” the older woman nodded.

“Being dead really sucks…” she sighed.

Her grandmother smiled empathetically. “That’s another thing. We really don’t like to say “dead”.”

Juliette looked blankly across the table. “Huh?”

“It just doesn’t make sense. You haven’t died; you’ve just transitioned. You are sitting here talking with me while eating peanut butter cookies and sipping coffee. Over the past week and a half, I’ve made a pile of jam, several dozen cookies, a boat load of cheese, pickled corn, and I have pies in the oven. I don’t think either of us is very dead!”

Juliette’s lips curled up in a small smile as she found herself agreeing. “So, what are people here called?”

“People,” her grandmother laughed. “People are people and mortals are mortals.”

“Am I a spirit? A ghost?” Juliette wondered.

Grandma Jean shrugged. “Well, a mortal might call you a spirit or a ghost if they saw you, I guess. We tend to not come through nearly as clearly as you can see them.”

“I feel exactly the same as I did before I...died. Shouldn’t I feel different?” Juliette asked, looking curiously at her grandmother’s kind face.

Grandma Jean laughed again. “You always wanted to know exactly how things worked. I remember. You used to ask me all kinds of questions. Why do we have to put baking powder in the cookies? What does it do in there? Why does it do that? Why do we add salt when it’s supposed to be sweet?”

Juliette smiled as she felt her face blush. Yes, she always did tend to focus on the details. And smiling felt so much better than crying. She dabbed her eyes with the tissue again.

Grandma Jean continued. “Well, you are pretty much the same as you were when you were mortal; that’s why you feel the same, because you’re still you. You’re still energy, thoughts, memories, and feelings…life. Only now you’re here, at Home.”

Her grandmother got up and crossed the kitchen to retrieve the coffee carafe, talking over her shoulder as she walked. “The core of who you are is the same; your soul, if you want, but right now you have what we call an “echo”. You’re wearing and projecting more of your mortal personality.”

“I’m wearing an echo?” she asked as she watched her grandmother walk back to the table. “An echo is a sound.”

With confident, aged hands, she tipped the carafe and poured the hot coffee into Juliette’s mug, and then her own. “A frequency echo; the mortal plane exists on a different frequency, and you’ve carried that Home with you. It’s the dream thing again.”

She carried the carafe back to the coffee maker across the kitchen before standing in front of the stove; her hand resting on the grip for the oven door. “This echo is part of the reason for the cocoon while you transition. Your personality, and thinking, and knowledge, and opinions, and likes, and dislikes are all more of who you were as a mortal. You’re acting and making decisions the same way you would have a month ago, before you came Home, which is also why you feel exactly the same. But deep down inside is your true self. It has always been there, but you built a mortal layer on top of it while you were there experiencing mortal life. You need time to distance yourself from the mortal plane and shake your echo; to slowly shift back toward your wisdom. That’s why it takes some time to adjust. You would be so confused if you showed up with that echo and also remembered who you were before. It would make you crazy trying to be two people at once.”

Grandma Jean opened the oven door and peeked inside.

“I’m two people?" Juliette stared in disbelief, scrunching up her nose at the absurdity of the idea.

Her grandmother chuckled and shook her head as she reached for her oven mitts. “No, kiddo. Unfortunately, we only get to enjoy one of you.”

She reached into the oven and pulled out one of the pies, setting it on top of the stove. “Think of the dream thing again. Your dream life and your real life can’t coexist." She quickly removed the other pie and closed the oven door. “Down the road, you’ll look back and you’ll see everything so clearly. It will all roll together, your mortal self and your true self, and it will fit in just fine. It isn’t something to worry about.”

Juliette turned back toward the table. Mindlessly, she added more cream and sugar to her mug and picked up her cookie again, staring blankly at the table as she nibbled between sips of the freshly warmed coffee; working to squeeze this new information into her brain. Her grandmother tossed the oven mitts aside and returned to her chair at the table. Juliette looked up.

“So, I’m in a cocoon wearing an echo, and I can’t see either of them.”

“Is it making sense to you, sweetheart?” Grandma Jean nodded as she poured some more cream into her mug and gave it a stir.

Juliette shook her head. “Well, I guess I understand a bit, but...I’m just feeling...lost and stranded in some sort of alternate reality.”

Grandma Jean smiled. “That’s perfectly normal.”

“But why didn’t I see the bar blow up? Why didn’t I feel anything? Or see anything? It was on fire and I saw nothing!”

Her grandmother nodded again. “Because of the cocoon; what was really happening on the mortal plane wasn’t visible anymore. And it happened so fast; you transitioned instantly. Remember that the cocoon suspends reality around you to protect you and cushion your landing.”

Her head was starting to ache as she fought to understand. “So, were the other people who also died really there with me?”

“Yes,” she smiled. “I have a friend who died in a car crash. There were four of them in the car and only one of them survived the crash, but he was badly hurt at the time. They all saw the crash happening, and the three of them got out of the car feeling relieved that they hadn’t been hurt. They had tried to help their friend who didn’t step out of the car with them. The police and fire trucks and paramedics arrived, and they were trying to talk to all those people. At first, they figured they were being ignored because everyone was too busy to pay them any attention since they were fine and others were hurt, but then they slowly figured it out together. You see, unless you are an expected death, you never see your body lying there after you’ve died. They didn’t see themselves or each other still sitting in the car.”

Juliette appreciated the break from focusing on herself and got caught up in hearing about what someone else went through. “What did they do?" She wanted to know.

Grandma Jean sipped her coffee. “Between the three of them, they figured it out together and had each other for support at that moment, but then they all made their way home to their families for a while. Typical unexpected death reaction,” she smiled.

Juliette compared her own experience. “I didn’t see any fire trucks or commotion or anything.”

“I had another friend who was mugged and murdered in an alley,” the older woman shared as her granddaughter’s eyes grew wide with shock. “He saw the mugger run away without taking any of his stuff, and he got up feeling very relieved that he hadn’t been hurt even though he remembered fighting off the guy. The mortal world just continued on around him. He didn’t see the cop arrive in the alley. He figured out later, that’s why the mugger ran. He was being chased by the cop. And he didn’t see all the other people that had come to try to help him. Things just continued on unchanged until he clued in that he had actually died.”

Juliette nodded. “That sounds more like me, only I didn’t see the explosion like he saw the mugger.”

Grandma Jean nodded. “People experience tragic events differently depending on how they can process that information in their mortal mind in that instant. My friend who was mugged knew it was a shady area, and he was on guard; he wasn’t entirely surprised to find himself facing that. But the good thing about the cocoon is that it really softens the experience.”

Juliette looked intently at her grandmother. “Softens it how?”

The older woman explained. “My friend in the car… In an instant, his experience of dying was gone. He felt fine. He just wanted to make sure the fourth guy would be alright. And my friend who was mugged; same thing. He felt fine when the mugger ran away. He was a little more disoriented about what had just happened, but the terror or panic or pain evaporated instantly, totally forgotten. And sometimes people don’t even remember it at all.”

She didn’t remember it at all. “How so?”

“Sometimes the cocoon washes it away entirely. This other gal I know was killed accidentally by her uncle while he was cooking, and it was such a shock to her mind at the time that in the instant that she transitioned, she didn’t even have any memory of him being in the kitchen with her. He just wasn’t there; erased, and so was the stuff he’d been cooking. She had continued to make her snack, totally unaware that she’d been accidentally stabbed, and then sat down and watched television for a while. It had taken her some time to sort out what had even happened.”

That made sense to her; it resonated inside and seemed to fit. “Maybe that’s what happened for me? Maybe I did feel the explosion, but I don’t remember it.”

Grandma Jean smiled. “Maybe, but either way, all that dying business usually fades away quickly when you accept that you are actually fine, you are Home, and you are still living. How you got here just doesn’t matter anymore.”

Juliette looked back down at the table. “It hasn’t faded for me. I’m still upset that it happened. I still can’t believe that I’m suddenly in this different place, and that my family and friends are crying over losing me, but I’m right here.”

She heard her grandmother exhale. “Well, kiddo, you’ve suffered a big loss, too. It’s perfectly normal to grieve for yourself for a while. When someone dies suddenly, like you, sometimes sticking to the mortal plane for a short while helps with finding peace within themselves. Funerals are really tough and draining; and a lot of us don’t like to bother being around that because, for us, we’re happy that someone has come Home, but sometimes that extra bit of comfort that you get from being around your family at that time can be helpful in terms of being able to let go and move forward, if that’s what you need.”

“I did like being at home with my parents." She looked up and smiled sadly at her grandmother.

“You’re doing fine. And you will be fine. It just takes a bit of time to squeeze out of your cocoon and into your life,” Grandma Jean patted her hand again.

Juliette rolled her eyes. “Here we go again with the butterfly analogy.”

Her grandmother flashed a curious glance. “Why are you rolling your eyes at that?”

She pursed her lips and sighed. “Yesterday, I got an invitation to meet this guy in the park. He thought I might be sticking too much? So, he pretended to be God to get me to meet him, and...”

“He pretended to be God?” Grandma Jean interjected, shaking her head disapprovingly.

Juliette nodded. “His name is really Tim, but he told me I was like a butterfly; that I had to squeeze out of my cocoon on my own.”

“How does he know you?” the older woman asked, narrowing her eyes; a hint of caution in her voice.

Juliette hesitated. There wasn’t really an easy way to explain, and she didn’t want her grandmother to think poorly of her or judge her actions.

“I met someone the night that I died, and I guess he’s the one that was actually thinking I might be getting stuck, so he asked Tim to talk to me.”

“You met a man?” Grandma Jean sat up and smiled.

“It’s not like that,” Juliette looked away, hoping that she was convincing.

Her grandmother sighed, apparently a little disappointed.

“He was sitting at the bar and we talked. I didn’t know he was dead, and he certainly didn’t tell me that the bar had just exploded. Would he have seen that? If he had been sitting there, but I didn’t see him until I died… Did he see me die? Did he see all of us die?”

“Maybe. We have a way of ignoring mortals so he may not have noticed you until after you died, but, yes, he would have been able to see the destruction.”

But Juliette knew that he had noticed her before she had died. He had heard her talking on the phone to both Craig and Chris. He hadn’t muted her or faded her out like she’d managed to do last night at the pub with the wing guys sitting at their table.

“But he wasn’t… He didn’t react. He didn’t try to get away from the fire or anything." She looked back toward her grandmother.

Grandma Jean nodded. “The explosion was on the mortal plane; not here. Good for him for keeping his cool and not upsetting you. And it was nice that he took an interest in making sure you were alright afterward.”

Juliette sighed. She had been certain she had totally pegged Miles and was standing on firm ground when it came to his transgressions against her. Why would he sit and talk with her when the bar had blown up? Why wouldn’t he have just left and found someplace else to have a drink? He hadn’t flinched, well not that she had noticed. He hadn’t reacted to the chaos that he would have seen around him. Who sits in a burning bar, enjoying a drink and chatting up someone? Maybe he was desperate, although she doubted that. He was too beautiful to not have any other options. Her grandmother’s voice pulled her away from her thoughts.

“So tell me more about being invited out; about this guy pretending to be God.”

Juliette shrugged. “There isn’t much to tell. I met him in the park, and we talked for a little bit, and then we went to a pub for a cheeseburger and a drink, and I learned about seeing the living…seeing mortals as faded shadows.”

“Oh good. I was worried the woman at the sink was eventually going to freak you out,” Grandma Jean chuckled.

“What woman at the sink?” Juliette asked, her eyes wide as she swung around and looked in that direction.

Her grandmother laughed. “I don’t know her. I guess she lives here.”

Juliette looked at her grandmother; concerned that she just didn’t see anyone else. “Why can’t I see her?”

“It’s alright, sweetheart. Your vision is just a little shaky at this point. It’ll get better. Right now, you’re likely seeing both the mortal plane and Home at the same time, and mostly the mortal plane, except where you don’t expect to see strangers like in your home or mine. Just keep practicing fading the mortal layer in and out; it will get a lot easier with practice.”

“If I’m mostly seeing the mortal plane, then why does your house look this way?” she challenged.

“I made it look this way so that it would be familiar to you,” her grandmother explained. “Memories can be a very strong influence on your vision. I actually don’t usually live here, in this house. I have a condo near the river.”

“The retirement place?”

Grandma Jean shook her head. “No. A different spot.”

“So why didn’t I meet you there?” she asked.

“Because I knew you wanted some comfort,” Grandma Jean replied with a smile. “Next time, you can come to the condo.”

After a moment, Juliette asked, “So I can move if I want?”

Her grandmother looked at her as if she had asked an absurd question. “What’s wrong with your apartment? I think it’s cute!”

She was surprised. “You’ve seen it?”

“Of course,” Grandma Jean laughed. “I told you I’ve been following along here and there. Where do you think you were baking those peanut butter cookies after dumping that man?”

“Oh, yeah,” Juliette made the connection. “There’s nothing wrong with it. It was just a question.”

Her grandmother smiled. “Yes, you can move, but don’t rush into trying to do that. Most people wait until they get their wisdom.”

So, they were back to the wisdom piece; the fact that she was walking around in some sort of amnesic stupor. She still didn’t like the idea that she had a life here before that she wasn’t remembering. Where had she lived? With whom had she lived? What had she done with her time? It was a lot to think about. And she really wanted to know the truth about God. She had been disappointed in meeting Tim, but then again, much of what she was learning from her grandmother was coming as a bit of a disappointment as well. Maybe she didn’t want to ask the God question, though. Maybe she didn’t want to know, even if it was an important detail for her. She gave herself a thousand reasons why she shouldn’t ask as she sat contemplating. Even still, she just couldn’t shake the deep desire to know.

“So where is God in all this?" She caught her breath. She’d actually asked.

Grandma Jean chuckled. “I was waiting for that question. I hear that’s the number one question asked, and you waited all this time to ask it!”

Juliette nodded. “I’m not sure I want the answer. What’s the number two question?”

“Where’s Elvis?” her grandmother’s eyes twinkled in response. “Around here, anyway. Different people in different parts of the world have different priorities, but pretty much everyone wants to know the truth about who’s running the place.”

“So, there is a God?" Juliette braced herself again.

“Do you know the story of the Wizard of Oz?” Grandma Jean asked.

She nodded, confused as to why her grandmother would be asking such a thing.

Grandma Jean explained. “The people who lived there; the munchkins I think they were called, thought that the wizard was all powerful because they didn’t understand the magic he was using or his special effects. Dorothy had hoped that this magical being would help her get home, but when her little dog pulled the curtain aside, she saw that he was just a man; human like her.”

Juliette swallowed and looked down at the plate of cookies on the table. What had Tim said to her? She should forget everything she had learned as a mortal? “Are you saying that I’ll be disappointed with the answer?”

Her grandmother shook her head. “No. My point is that there were two completely different views of who the wizard was. Dorothy understood what he was all about because she knew about being human, but even in seeing a man standing in front of them, the munchkins still thought he was magical because they had no way of knowing or understanding what being human meant. They couldn’t possibly understand.”

“Okay,” Juliette said hesitatingly as she glanced back up.

Grandma Jean looked at her closely. “So, I can pull the curtain aside for you, but right now, you’re a munchkin. No matter how I try to explain that answer, it won’t truly answer the question for you because you just aren’t capable of understanding yet. It’s inconceivable. You won’t truly understand until your wisdom returns.”

“Oh." She wasn’t entirely sure what to say to that. “I’d still like to know.”

“I was afraid that would be your reaction,” Grandma Jean chuckled. She weighed her answer before continuing. “In mortal terms…from a munchkin perspective, maybe you can think of it this way. We are all offshoots, like little fireworks; children of a larger energy source which is all around us, and running through us, and connecting us all to each other, but that larger energy source won’t be sending you an invitation to meet in the park in human form.”

Her grandmother was right. She was just a munchkin. That made no sense at all. Maybe she shouldn’t have asked for the curtain to be pulled aside. That is not what she had wanted to hear. She wanted to know that the God that she had been praying to since she was child was a real person, listening to her thoughts, and her worries, and making a difference in her life. Perhaps her hurting head was interfering with her ability to think clearly.

“So, all the mortals are praying and asking for help…and no one is on the other end of that? No one is listening?”

“Of course we’re listening. I told you I’ve been around, right? And we’re all guiding or offering a nudge, although we try not to interfere too much." Her grandmother looked at her empathetically.

Juliette was dumbfounded. “How can I guide or offer a nudge? I can’t get anyone to notice me or clue in that I’m even around.”

Grandma Jean smiled. “Not right now, no, because of the cocoon. You’ll have a hard time making any kind of a connection. But when you get closer to your wisdom, you’ll be able to offer nudges as well.”

“And a nudge would be?” she asked as she rubbed her forehead.

“Implanted thoughts are one. Someone can’t find their car keys, for example, and they’re searching and searching, and you happen to be there and see them on the kitchen table, and so you send that thought to them. They suddenly remember leaving them on the kitchen table. But you are a ways away from offering nudges so why don’t we talk about that another time. The idea right now is to work on focusing more on Home and your ability here rather than on the mortal plane.”

“So, no judgment either?" It was an idea she had learned when attending church and something that had always left her wondering, but if nothing were as she expected it to be, this was probably just another one of those things she could forget about.

“I’m glad you asked because I do need to explain that." Grandma Jean tapped the table as if just remembering something important. “There’s a bit of an accounting that does impact your ability here while you are working toward your wisdom.”

Juliette looked at her grandmother; a worried expression settling on her face.

“Oh, don’t be frightened, sweetheart,” Grandma Jean assured her. “It’s not something that you’ll need to worry about too much. You’ve already got a pretty good handle on it, and the message is well understood on the mortal plane; this whole idea of being a good person and doing good deeds and not harming anyone else.”

Juliette nodded. Yes, she knew all about that.

“Well, here there’s no currency, but things still have a cost or value; a price. That’s the word I want; price. And whether or not you can afford them depends on your ability or the strength of your energy." She leaned closer, holding Juliette’s attention. “You see, our energy, both here and on the mortal plane, is fed by love and kindness and nurturing and selflessness. It’s what makes us strong and gives us our abilities; our joy. The opposite is just draining; it completely sucks out our energy. Here, you strengthen your ability by feeding your soul, but while you were on the mortal plane, you sort of started from scratch and traded on your ability depending on your actions.”

Juliette tried to focus as she listened, but Grandma Jean sensed that she was losing her granddaughter’s understanding and searched for simpler words.

“There’s actually an easy way to explain this in mortal terms, I think. Let’s say you held open a door for someone because you wanted to be kind and it made you happy to be helpful. Because you did that, someone put ten dollars in your bank account. Let’s say you hugged your brother for no reason and told him how wonderful he was, and because you did, someone put one hundred dollars in your account. And let’s say you shoveled your neighbor’s sidewalk after it snowed since you were shoveling anyway, and your bank account grew by fifty dollars. You did three kind things and suddenly had an extra hundred sixty dollars to spend on whatever you wanted. Are you following?”

Juliette nodded.

“Now let’s say you had a bad day at work and cut off a bunch of people while you were driving home; even flipping them the bird. Because you behaved that way, that same someone took fifty dollars out of your bank account. And then, maybe you took out your frustration by yelling at the neighbor’s child; leaving them feeling small and worthless. Your account might have lost one hundred dollars. And then you shoplifted something instead of paying for it, and your account was reduced by that much as well. Three bad choices and suddenly you’re back to zero in terms of having that extra money to spend, and maybe you’re even in the red. Are you still with me?”

Juliette nodded again.

“So for your entire mortal life, you’ve been adding and subtracting ability, and now here you are with what you managed to bring Home with you.”

Juliette stared at her grandmother, continuing to rub her forehead.

“This is also another factor in determining how quickly someone’s wisdom returns,” she further explained as she offered Juliette another cookie, but she declined. “If you were pretty much behaving with a positive balance in your bank account; being kind, caring for others, selfless acts and that sort of thing, then it won’t take as long to get your wisdom as if you were a selfish jerk while down there and operating in the red. And it also translates into what you can afford here and how comfortable your life will be over the first few years. The goal is to learn to exist with true empathy and love and that gets easier the more you can shake your echo and distance yourself from the mortal plane.”

“So, it’s like karma,” Juliette noted.

Grandma Jean nodded. “Yeah, something like that. Basically, what you send out into the world is what you can expect in return.”

“And this is what I need in order to pay for things?” she asked.

Grandma Jean nodded again.

“I haven’t tried to shop for anything. How do I do that?”

Her grandmother picked up her coffee mug and took another sip. “Same as before. Pay the cashier.”

Juliette stared at the older woman given her simple answer. “But where do I shop? What would I be shopping for?”

“It’s much the same as when you were mortal. Most of the same places have people working in them.”

That didn’t make sense to her. “Why? Why work when you don’t have to?”

Her grandmother thought for a moment as she took another sip and gently set her mug back down. “Um, let’s try this for an explanation. There are people who love to sell pretty lingerie; it makes them happy, and so they work as a salesclerk in a lingerie shop because it feeds their soul to help other women buy pretty things. And at the same time, wanting to buy pretty lingerie feeds my soul.”

Juliette raised her brow. “Really, Grandma! Lingerie?”

Grandma Jean shrugged. “I’m trying to use an explanation you can relate to. Would you rather I talk about buying support hose?”

Juliette winced and shook her head. “Go on.”

“So going through the motions of buying some lingerie feeds my soul. The cash is just there in my wallet as evidence of my ability to be able to indulge in the lingerie. I give them the cash, and they put it in their till, but really, there is no currency. It’s not real. What I’m really giving them is my appreciation for the fact that they’re giving of themselves in order for me to be able to shop and buy things in their store. They aren’t balancing books or worrying about profit because there is no currency. My appreciation feeds their soul. I put on the lingerie when I get home; it feeds my soul. We both benefit.”

“Thank you for the mental images,” Juliette rolled her eyes again. “So, no one is working to get rich?”

Grandma Jean shook her head. “Nope. They’re only being of service to others because it brings them joy.”

“So how do I know if I can afford something?”

Her grandmother nodded. “If you can afford it, the money will be in your wallet or pocket.”

“And if I don’t have enough?”

Grandma Jean chuckled. “Then don’t buy it. Unless you’re going crazy with the shopping, if you continue to feed your soul, sweetheart, you will never worry about such things.”

Juliette shook her head. “But I still don’t really understand what that means.”

“Just live, Juliette. Do what makes you happy. Spend time with friends. Fall in love. Do things you want to do. Indulge and pamper yourself. Eat cookies and smile. You always loved to draw. Do you still draw?”

“Not so much,” Juliette said, looking down at the table. “I didn’t really have any hobbies before I... transitioned.”

“So, it’s time to find some,” her grandmother suggested rather cheerily. “Get outside every day. Meet people. Talk to people; that’s really the best way to learn your way around. Be helpful and kind. And do what brings you joy.”

She glanced back at her grandmother, narrowing her eyes slightly. “If I ever run out of coffee... I just don’t understand the shopping thing. I’ve looked in my wallet several times. Beyond bus tokens that I don’t remember buying; I don’t really have that much cash. It’s just what I brought with me. Do I use that?”

Grandma Jean nodded. “Sure you can. It’s all the same; whatever the local currency is. And when you’re thinking about buying something, that’s the time to check your wallet. If you don’t have much in there right now, then you probably haven’t been thinking about spending.”

That was true. She’d had enough money to cover their tab at the bar after it blew up, although Miles ended up paying for that. She didn’t check her pockets when she was at the pub last night. Maybe she did have some money with her to cover her drinks and the cheeseburger, assuming prices were the same.

“Does stuff cost the same? Like, could I walk into a jewelry store and buy myself a diamond tiara, or buy a yacht or something like that?”

Her grandmother took another cookie from the plate. “We tend to mirror prices on the mortal plane so you should find prices the same as you are used to but maybe focus on less expensive things for now. Overindulging can actually be a negative. And not very many people arrive with enough ability from their mortal life to be able to afford really expensive things right off the bat anyway. I’m sure your ability is well padded; you did some really good things on the mortal plane, and when you get your wisdom, you’ll know exactly where you stand. You should try it so that you know how it works. Take yourself out for dinner, or even just stop somewhere and buy a coffee.”

Juliette thought about the old man in the wheelchair outside of the hospital once again. “What about people who seem destitute; who beg for change? Lost souls? Did they do a lot of really bad things on the mortal plane?”

Her grandmother shook her head. “No. People who have really screwed up in their mortal life and arrive with a meager ability, or no ability at all, are still given the chance to turn it around and change their ways. They just have to work a bit harder, and it will probably take them longer to get their wisdom. They usually have more bad habits to shake than most. And they might be eating a lot of macaroni and watching from the sidelines while others with ability are shopping and eating steak, so to say, but their Catchers will have explained this to them. They’ll know enough not to beg. They might try to mooch off others, but they know that begging won’t feed their soul.”

“So why would someone beg?” she asked.

“A lost soul is in denial about being Home. They’ve rejected their Catcher so they haven’t learned that lesson, or any lessons for that matter. They think they only know how to survive and begging is a means to an end. They don’t expect more than that. They aren’t thinking about living or feeding their soul; only surviving.”

Juliette wondered if it could get worse than begging in front of a hospital entrance. “Can they fail at surviving?”

“Of course not. They’ll only keep themselves stuck and deny themselves happiness,” her grandmother replied.

Juliette rubbed her forehead once again, trying to massage away the ache that she felt behind her eyes. Her brain was approaching a point of overloading. There was only so much new information she could absorb which was odd considering her usual ability to soak up knowledge like a sponge. Her grandmother must have sensed that she was reaching her limit. 

“So that is a lot for one day. How are you feeling?” Grandma Jean asked.

“I felt better when I was at home with my parents and only worrying about the being dead part,” she confessed.

Her grandmother sat quietly for a short time, sipping on her freshened cup of coffee and finishing her cookie.

“I didn’t mean that to sound like you weren’t being helpful...” Juliette looked at her apologetically.

“It’s fine, sweetheart. I wasn’t offended. You know, change never feels comfortable because it’s never what you’ve been used to. But that doesn’t mean that where you’re going can’t be comfortable, too.”

Juliette ran her finger across the top of the table. “Change sucks!”

“Sometimes,” her grandmother agreed. “But sometimes it can open up a whole new world of wonderful possibilities.”








Chapter 7 - The Beach God and the Sandwich


Juliette declined her grandmother’s offer of a ride home. The weather continued to be mild and she wanted to walk, to breathe in the fresh air, and to visit her parents before heading home on the bus. She didn’t mind taking the bus. She used to hate it, but it was one of those familiar things she appreciated now that she was here; was “Home”. As she walked up the sidewalk, she counted the houses she passed. Fourteen. Fifteen. She avoided stepping on cracks in the sidewalk. Sixteen. Seventeen.

She paused as Clara Nussbaum backed her car out of her driveway; not to avoid being struck, but rather to watch the chaos inside the vehicle as the young mother attempted to watch for oncoming cars while trying to stop the fight that had erupted between her two young daughters in the back seat. It looked like they had waited less than a minute after being strapped in before going to war with each other. Her mother had told her about the two girls who were constantly screaming at each other; a common noise heard by the neighbors, but Juliette had never witnessed it until now. The fighting continued as the car pulled up the road, and she wondered if their “bank accounts” were losing money with each nasty jibe screamed at the other.

Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty. A napping dog, tied at the side of a house, raised his head and looked at her. She stopped out of curiosity and waved at him. He flicked his ears. She did a couple of small jumping jacks and watched as he cocked his head to one side, looking at her curiously. Juliette smiled, knowing that he saw something, and that what he’d seen was her. When he decided that she posed no threat, he lowered his head again and returned to his nap. Twenty-one. Twenty-two. At twenty-three, she stopped in front of her parents’ two-story, red-brick house. Her father’s car was no longer in the driveway. She had missed them.

She continued up to the front of the house and peered inside the living room window. Nothing moved. She wandered around to the back of the house and looked through the window in the kitchen door. All the lights were out and the house seemed quiet. She had hoped to see them before leaving the neighborhood and heading back to her apartment, but she didn’t let it bring her down. It was alright. She would stop by another day; maybe this weekend. She had lots of time, apparently. She had eternity.

She pulled her keys from her purse and slid one into the lock on the back door, letting herself in. Out of nowhere, Chester bounded into the kitchen, his tail wagging as he bounced up and down on his hind legs, excited to see her.

“Hey, baby,” she smiled warmly at him, closing the door behind her.

She sat down on the floor and let him stand on her lap, showering her with kisses while she hugged him and ruffled the fur on his head.

“Oh, I’ve got a treat for you. Grandma baked cookies. Do you want a cookie?” she cooed. Chester took a step back, wagging his tail. He understood two of those words; treat, and cookie.

Juliette fished the small container her grandmother had given her out of her purse while Chester obediently sat down. He knew he wouldn’t be given the treat unless he was sitting; he didn’t wait to be asked. Juliette smiled as she gave the container a gentle shake. Chester bobbed his head, urging her to hurry. He wanted that cookie. She pulled off the lid and lifted out one of the sweet, peanut buttery disks. Chester’s front feet danced while his bum remained glued to the floor. She broke the cookie into three smaller pieces.

“Good boy!” she praised and handed him the first piece.

He eagerly pulled it into his mouth, skillfully avoiding her fingers. He looked so happy, enjoying the sweet treat. It made her happy to watch and lightened the heaviness that she had been feeling by a little bit. He swallowed and stared at the other two pieces in her hand. She handed him the next one.

“They’re good, aren’t they,” she said softly. “Yum yum.”

After he swallowed the third bite, he sat waiting for more. He knew she had pulled out a container; that she had more than one. She had about six actually.

“I guess we don’t have to worry about you eating too much people food,” she smiled as she broke another into smaller pieces. “Maybe I should’ve brought you a chocolate bar since we don’t have to worry about it killing you anymore. I bet that would be a real treat for you; a whole chocolate bar all to yourself!”

He watched her as she spoke. He understood that word, too; chocolate. “Next time, I promise.”

She handed him a piece and looked down at the remaining four cookies in the container. Setting the other two bites down on the floor in front of him, she set about breaking up the other cookies and placing the entire container down for him. He looked at her for reassurance, as if to ask if she was really giving him an entire bowl of cookie kibble. She laughed and ruffled the fur on top of his head again.

“Go ahead,” she smiled, leaning back against the kitchen door while she watched him dig in.

When he’d licked the container clean, she took him for a walk to the elementary school and back; his tennis ball in tow. It was calming to be around him, and she found herself wondering who had caught him when he arrived, or if dogs even dealt with cocoons and echoes and ability and wisdom. He certainly didn’t seem to be struggling. She contemplated bringing him back to her apartment with her where they’d both have company that they could actually interact with, but she worried that if she did, her mother would somehow know that something was missing. She didn’t want to add to her parents’ feelings of loss. She’d have to try to remember to ask her grandmother about Chester the next time they talked.

When they got back home, Chester dashed off to the powder room for a cold drink from the toilet despite the bowl of water she had put out for him in the kitchen. She decided to wander around the house. The flowers that had arrived the week before were sagging in their vases. A stack of condolence cards sat on the coffee table in the living room beside one vase. She guessed that it wasn’t like setting out birthday cards on display; a stack seemed more appropriate. And beside those sat a smaller stack of leftover programs from the funeral service; maybe so that they were handy should someone visit and request one. Otherwise, the house didn’t scream that they were in mourning; a good thing. She would’ve been worried if her mother had set up some sort of memorial shrine.

In the kitchen, on the counter beside the phone, she found the memo pad and pen her mother kept handy for shopping lists and reminders. She scribbled out a quick note and set the pad and pen down on the kitchen table; not that they would notice.

“Hi, Mom and Dad. I stopped in to visit. Sorry I missed you. Took Chester for a walk. I will visit again soon. I love you! Jules xoxo”

She got off the bus near the hospital and stopped at a small, busy coffee shop. Most of the tables were occupied, wait staff scurried about with pots of coffee in hand or small trays of food, and a small line stood waiting for service at the takeout counter. She nervously joined that line, scanning the menu up on the wall behind the counter, and deciding what she wanted to buy. Her grandmother’s words rolled around in her head. She pulled out her wallet and looked inside. Smiling, she pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. When a young woman behind the counter acknowledged her, she ordered a black coffee with lots of condiments on the side and a wrapped roast beef sandwich. She handed the woman the bill and accepted her change. She couldn’t help the huge smile on her face. She was dead and she was buying a coffee and a sandwich.

As she left the shop with the lidded takeout cup and brown paper bag, a man walking in moved aside and held the door for her.

“Thank you,” she absently smiled as she stepped out onto the sidewalk.

“Hey! How are you?” he said to her.

Juliette looked behind her, convinced he was talking to someone else, but there was no one else around. She smiled politely. “Hi… Do I know you?”

Instead of entering the coffee shop, he let the door close and stood with her on the sidewalk. “I heard you had just come Home. How are you settling in?”

She looked at him closely, trying to remember how she might know him. He was around her age, tall and handsome, with sun-kissed blond hair, lightly tanned skin, and soft blue eyes. If he hadn’t been wearing a brown leather jacket and jeans, she might have pegged him as a beach bum, not that his voice suggested that he hung out on the beach all day talking about catching big waves. He just looked like he belonged on a beach, standing next to a surfboard or volleyball net. Maybe it was his leather cowrie shell necklace.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know who you are,” she apologized. “Maybe you have me confused with someone else?”

He smiled and gave his head a shake. “I’m sorry, Juliette. Where’s my mind? I’m just thrilled to bump into you. I’m Kevin,” he eagerly held out his hand to shake hers. “We’re close friends, or we were close friends before you headed off on your retreat.”

“My retreat?” she asked, holding the coffee and paper bag with one hand so that she could shake his hand with the other.

“Your last trip to the mortal plane. I hear you went out in a blaze of glory!" He seemed impressed.

“Yeah, something like that,” she smiled warily. She held up the paper bag and coffee cup. “I have to deliver these before the coffee’s cold...but it was nice meeting you.”

“I’ll walk with you. I’m so glad to have bumped into you,” he grinned.

“Um, okay,” she said as she started in the direction of the hospital.

“So how long have you been Home now?” he asked her.

“Thirteen days,” she replied.

“Wow! So, I’m probably totally freaking you out. Like, who the hell is this guy? Am I right?” he laughed.

She nodded, smiling politely.

“I shouldn’t walk so close to you,” he smiled as he increased the distance between them on the sidewalk.

“That works,” she replied. “How do you know my name?”

“I’ve been following along,” he answered, still smiling.

He had that movie star smile, just like Miles, she noticed, and quickly set the thought aside. She raised her brow; a lack of trust evident in her voice. “So then why did you ask me how long I’ve been here?”

“Oh yeah, she is so Home! I love it!” he chuckled, apparently quite happy to see some defensive attitude surface. “I’ve been swamped; haven’t been counting the days. You’ve spent some time with your Catcher? Who is that; your Grandma Jean?”

Juliette stopped walking. “Okay, you are actually freaking me out.”

He stopped and turned to face her; his smile was unwavering. “I’m sorry. You’re totally right. I should go. We’ve got lots of time to catch up. I’m just so happy that you’re finally Home!”

He paused for a moment, taking her in, before turning to walk back toward the coffee shop. She watched him as he started to leave, a little bewildered by this energetic guy who had suddenly rushed into her world like a tornado, and just as suddenly, was blowing away. After about six steps, he stopped and turned around.

“Hey, do you have a cell?”

She nodded. He walked back.

“Let me give you my number...in case you find yourself needing some help. You’ll slap me silly at some point if I walk away without giving it to you. And I’ve been around for a long time; got all the answers if you ever get stuck on something and can’t reach your grandmother.”

Juliette fished her phone out of her purse and opened it to her contact page, handing it to him to fill in. As he typed, he told her that she could call him anytime, or better yet, send him a text as he usually had his phone stuck to his ear and he didn’t want her to not be able to get through to him.

“And you should get a new phone. This thing is so old!” he teased, handing it back to her.

“It was my work phone. I didn’t buy it,” she mumbled as she slipped it back into her purse. She was always embarrassed by her phone, especially when everyone else was pulling out their flashy new iPhone. She hadn’t seen the point of buying a personal phone when work had been paying for her to have a phone anyway.

“Call me. Text me. I’ll help you buy a new one. You should have a nice, new one,” he smiled, staring at her. “Man, I really want to give you a hug. I guess that’s probably not a good idea.”

She winced. “Yeah, I’m not really comfortable with that.” She smiled apologetically again.

He nodded in understanding. “Yeah. That’s okay. Well, I’ll see you around." Waving goodbye, he walked away.

She waited for a moment to see if he would turn around once more, but when he didn’t, she turned and continued walking along the sidewalk, a little dazed by the encounter. Who the heck was Kevin? She found herself trying to force a memory, but there was just nothing familiar about him. She had to admit that he didn’t give off a true stranger vibe; he knew her name, he knew her grandmother was her Catcher…was she really friends with him? He seemed to have so much energy. She wondered if her true self ever got tired of having him around, if her true self really did have him around. Mind you, he was very pretty to look at. Maybe her true self tolerated his energy simply because he improved the scenery around her. She giggled to herself. That sounded more like something Chris would have put together.

She turned the corner and continued along the sidewalk that took her past the front entrance of the hospital. While the roadway beside her seemed especially busy for that time of day, the sidewalk was relatively quiet. She looked at her watch and was surprised to see that it was a little after five. Rush hour explained the traffic on the street. As she got closer to the covered driveway of the entrance, she started scanning the people who were coming, going, and just standing about. He wasn’t hard to spot. He had found a place to perch about ten feet away from the entrance doors. She watched him for a moment, seeing him in an entirely different light this time. Not only was he an elderly man in his wheelchair, begging for change and being ignored by everyone who walked past, but he was a lost soul. And she didn’t like the idea of anyone being lost in life.

She took a deep breath and continued her approach, hoping he wouldn’t recognize her from their first encounter. When she got close, he looked up at her.

“Got any spare change?”

“Um. Maybe. Let me look. Can you hold these?” she asked him as she handed him the hot cup of coffee and the paper bag.

She pulled out her wallet and looked inside her zippered change compartment. In glancing at his chair, she saw that he had a little cup taped to the arm of his wheelchair that held a few coins. She dumped her change into her palm, saved her bus tokens, and placed the rest in his cup. It was probably close to four dollars. As she took a few steps away, pretending to fidget in putting her wallet away, he called out to her.

“Hey, you forgot your stuff!" He almost sounded annoyed.

She turned and smiled at him. “Why don’t you enjoy them instead?”

She headed inside the hospital, stopping to watch him through the large glass windows near the entrance door. He set the coffee cup inside the taped cup on the arm and peeked inside the bag. The hint of a smile crossed his face. He eagerly pulled out the sandwich and tore open the wrapper, hungrily biting into it while eyeing those who walked past him, ready to protect his meal should they stop and try to take it from him. She smiled and walked farther into the hospital. She would sneak out another exit so he wouldn’t see her leave.

It was nearly six o’clock when she put her key into her apartment door. She was tired. It had been a pretty long day, and she was looking forward to curling up on her couch and watching some mind-numbing television. She didn’t expect to see that she had company when she walked through the door.








Chapter 8 - Deserted Shelves


As Juliette stepped into her apartment, she was shocked to see that it was in total disarray. Packed boxes lined her front hallway. All her pictures had been taken down and were stacked in a pile against the wall beside the boxes. Her area rugs from her living room and bedroom were rolled and taped and lying in front of those. She flew into the living room. Robbie and Joey were disassembling her electronics and packing cables into a cardboard box. Her father was taping another. Her shelves were empty; all her CDs and DVDs and books were gone. Garbage bags full of clothes and linens were piled on her couch. Her phone was missing from the table at the end of her couch, as was her cell phone charger.

“What are you doing?” she asked in a panic.

She raced into the kitchen. Her mother was wrapping plates in newspaper.

“Stop! Please stop! Please don’t do this! I have nowhere else to go! Stop!”

No one paid her any attention. As she ran to look at her bedroom, she passed the open bathroom door. Grace was loading a box with the things from the cupboard under the sink. Her shower curtain was gone, as was the little mat from the floor.

“Don’t do this!”

Her linen closet door was wide open; the shelves deserted. She dashed into the bedroom. The top of her dresser had been cleared. Her bed had been disassembled. Her closet was empty. The curtains were no longer on the windows. Her life was being taken away.

“No! Please stop!” she screamed as she ran back to the living room. “Don’t touch my stuff! Put it back! Put it all back!”

“Who wired this stuff all together in the first place? This is a mess,” Robbie teased.

“Uh, it may not be pretty, but it worked,” Joey chuckled in reply.

Juliette’s heart was pounding, and with shaking hands, she pulled her phone out of her purse and highlighted her grandmother’s number.

“Hello?”

“Grandma. I just got home and they’re packing up all my stuff! They’re taking away everything that I own. They’ve got boxes and bags… My stuff is gone! I’m being kicked out.”

“Who is?”

“My family. My parents and Robbie and Joey…”

“Oh dear. Okay, kiddo, listen up. I promise you that you are not being kicked out; that they really aren’t packing up your things. You’re just going to have to trust me on that for now. What time is it?”

“Around six,” Juliette said as tears once again leaked from her eyes. “And yes, they’re putting all my stuff into boxes and bags! My bed is in pieces…”

“Oh. They could be at it all evening,” Grandma Jean noted. “Close your eyes, sweetheart. I promise; if you just fade them out and picture your apartment as it usually is, it will be just as you expect it.”

Juliette tried to close her eyes and fade out her family, but it didn’t work. “I can’t! They won’t stop…” Her grandmother was quiet for a moment. “Grandma?”

“I’m here, kiddo. I promise; if you fade them out and picture your apartment as it usually is, everything will be just fine.”

“I can’t do it! They’re packing everything!”

“Then you should leave for a while; until they’re done. When you come back home, it’ll be perfectly fine.”

“I don’t have anywhere to go,” she cried. “Can I come back to your house?”

“Of course you can. Hey, why don’t we have a sleepover! Take a cab, though. It’s faster than the bus.”

Juliette tried to take some deep breaths. “How do I get a cab?”

She could hear her grandmother smiling. “I’ll come and pick you up. Why don’t you leave now and just wait for me in front of your building. I’ll be there soon!”

Juliette saw her grandmother behind the wheel of the Jeep as it pulled up to the curb. When she had seen the bright orange, newer model Jeep parked in the driveway of her grandmother’s house, she had assumed it belonged to someone on the mortal plane. It just didn’t seem to suit her grandma. It seemed too young for her; too flashy, and too…outdoorsy. Her grandmother was not likely to be driving through mud bogs or grassy fields or deep within a forest on a rocky, dirt road. She hated open water; wouldn’t likely be toting a canoe on the roof racks, let alone even trying to get into one with the arthritis in her knees. It just didn’t seem to suit her grandmother at all.

She walked to the passenger side door and slipped inside, smiling sadly at the older woman, and grateful to be able to sit down. She was feeling so tired. It had been such a long day, and the fact that it wasn’t over yet made it feel even worse.

“I’m so sorry,” she apologized.

Her grandmother shook her head. “Don’t be. It happens to all of us.”

She reached for the seatbelt. Her grandmother didn’t say anything about that, or smile at her curiously, or tease her. She clicked the belt into the slot as the Jeep pulled away.

“This is nice,” Juliette noted as she looked around the Jeep’s interior. 

“I really like it. I’ve only had it for a few months,” Grandma Jean shared.

“I have to say, I would never have pictured you driving a Jeep.”

Her grandmother smiled.

On the back seat was the crate of jam jars, a crate holding the jars of pickled corn, a cooler, and a large plastic container.

“You packed up all your stuff?” Juliette asked.

“Yup; to take it home. I thought I’d take you back to my condo instead of to the house.”

Juliette had been looking forward to sleeping over in her grandmother’s house, like she had as a child. She was a little disappointed to hear that they weren’t going back there. It was like losing that house all over again. This was turning out to be a crummy day. She stared out the window. The sun had dipped low toward the horizon and the lights of the city played in the long shadows of dusk. She tried to follow along as her grandmother drove; trying to anticipate where her condo was, but her mind just wouldn’t stay focused.

“I didn’t get to pack anything to bring with me,” she shared quietly. She didn’t know where her clothes were, and her toiletries seemed to have been tossed into a box.

“That’s alright. I have everything you’ll need." Her grandmother signaled and turned a corner. “Why did it take you so long to get home?”

“Oh, I stopped at my parents and hung out with Chester for a bit. Do you remember Chester? Our dog?”

“Yes,” the older woman nodded.

“We went for a walk. I feel bad for him; no one knows he’s there or pays him any attention…”

Her grandmother focused on the road ahead.

“Would it be alright if I brought him to live with me? Assuming I have a place to live?”

Grandma Jean chuckled. “You have a place to live, kiddo. Trust me. Your place will be just fine. Your vision is just shaky and unstable right now, especially around your family, but the next time you walk in there, it will be just fine; just as you left it this morning. And Chester, sure he could live with you, but know that he’s also perfectly happy living with your parents. You should focus on you for right now, and when you’re more settled…”

Juliette nodded and stared out the window for a moment. She’d never been on this street before.

“Oh,” she turned her head back to her grandmother. “I also stopped at a coffee shop and bought a couple of things.”

Grandma Jean’s smile widened. “Good for you! See? Pretty easy, huh?”

“Yeah, it felt good. And some guy walked up to me when I was leaving. He recognized me. I have no idea who he is...but he seemed to know me... He knew my name and guessed that you were my Catcher… He gave me his number…”

“Very nice,” Grandma Jean smiled and looked briefly over at Juliette. “Old friends can be very helpful. He must have been tracking you.”

Juliette shrugged as she looked back out the window beside her. “Yeah, he said something like that. But he could also just be some creep.”

Grandma Jean laughed. “Not likely, sweetheart. He probably has his full wisdom if he’s recognizing you, and being a creep just isn’t what people do. Besides, we don’t usually track just anyone; only those close to us.”

She looked at her grandmother. “What’s to say he didn’t just start sometime over the last thirteen days?”

“Because your coordinates aren’t active yet. If someone is recognizing you now, before you’re active, and calling you by name, then yes, they’re probably a friend from before who has been tracking you.”

Juliette narrowed her eyes. “Now what are you talking about?”

She wasn’t sure her mind could handle any more new information today. She’d finally managed to get rid of the throbbing in her head before she’d arrived home, but after finding her family packing her things, she felt it starting to threaten again. If her grandmother started to try to explain even more things…

“Which part?” Grandma Jean asked as she pulled to a stop at a red light.

“The active coordinates part! I’m afraid to ask, but what the heck is that?”

Her grandmother smiled empathetically and shrugged. “It’s just a directory, like a computerized telephone book, for people here at Home. Your information isn’t listed yet, so unless someone knew you before, they wouldn’t know your name.”

“Why aren’t I listed yet?”

Her grandmother’s voice was soft and soothing. “Well, because we don’t like to overwhelm Newcomers. We’ll get your coordinates set up soon; once you get a little further along.”

The light changed to green, and Grandma Jean put the Jeep back into motion.

“So, what should I do with this guy?”

“Call him up and get together for coffee.”

Juliette shook her head. “Really? I should just call him up and hang out with him? I don’t know who he is.”

“Well, I wouldn’t tell him to take a hike or anything like that. You might be embarrassed later on when you do remember him. And call us weird,” Grandma Jean chuckled, “but we tend to get a laugh out of how people; well, really their echoes; of how they behave before their wisdom returns.”

Juliette raised her brow; curious. “What do you mean?”

“It’s just interesting how echoes sometimes cause people to behave or react in a way that their friends don’t expect. When my friend Rita came Home and was introduced to our group, she didn’t like my other friend Carol very much, even though they had been best friends before. Actually, Rita thought that Carol was a real bitch.”

Juliette’s eyes grew wide and her mouth dropped open. “Did you just say bitch?”

Grandma Jean smiled. “But as Rita got closer to her wisdom, she and Carol were back to being the best of friends.”

“Well, I didn’t tell this guy off or anything, but I did tell him he was freaking me out,” Juliette sighed. “He seemed to understand.”

“Good friends always do,” her grandmother smiled.

Juliette thought about Kevin. Maybe her true self was a bit more energetic, too. Maybe that would be how she meshed well with his personality, if they really were close friends. She thought about how perky Joanie had been last night at the bar when Tim had introduced her and wondered if she would morph into something like that.

“Why was someone introducing Rita around your group if she was already part of it?” Juliette asked.

Grandma Jean stopped for another red light. “Oh. Rita hadn’t been Home long. She didn’t remember yet that she was part of our group, so she was introduced as if she was meeting us all for the first time. Sometimes people do that. You’ll have to see if this guy introduces you to other people. Chances are they were people you knew before.”

“Why don’t they just say so?” she asked.

“Sometimes they do. It depends on the person. But, like you said, it does tend to “freak out” Newcomers,” her grandmother smiled. “People don’t like feeling forced into friendships.”

Juliette sighed. This was such a weird and complicated place. “So, every time someone introduces me to other people, I have to guess if I knew them before?”

“No. You can ask or just enjoy the fact that you’re meeting new people. Why? Have you already been introduced?”

“Yeah, sort of, but not like that.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you’ve met people?” Grandma Jean smiled proudly.

Juliette shrugged. “It’s a long story. It’s not really important.”

“Well, we’re almost there. You can tell me once we get settled,” the older woman said as the light turned green and she drove ahead.

Juliette had been expecting that they would pull up to a large apartment building, but her grandmother’s condo was a cute, two-story townhouse, complete with a short private driveway, single car garage, and professionally maintained lawns and gardens. It didn’t take them long to move everything from the back seat of the Jeep to the front steps, and as her grandmother went inside to turn on some lights, Juliette carried the crates into the front hall. When she was done, she locked the door behind her and slipped off her shoes, grabbing hold of the cooler and following her grandmother in the direction of the kitchen. As she glanced around the interior of the townhouse, she marveled at how open and modern and new it was; a far cry from the tired brick house that she had visited earlier today. And yet, Juliette thought that the older, tired house suited her grandparents more than this townhouse. It just seemed too young for them.

She set the cooler down on the ceramic tile in front of the large refrigerator.

“Do you want the crates in here, too?”

Grandma Jean shook her head as she set about unloading packages from the cooler and placing them in the fridge. “Nah. I’ll move those to the garage later.”

“I can do that for you,” Juliette offered. She was certainly more able-bodied than her elderly grandmother.

Grandma Jean pulled out a bottle of wine. “They’re fine there for now. You can open this, though, and find two glasses in that cupboard next to the range hood. The corkscrew is in the top drawer to the right of the stove.”

It had been odd enough sitting in her grandmother’s old kitchen being served coffee. Having a glass of wine together was probably the furthest idea from her mind. She had sort of been expecting mugs of hot chocolate with little white marshmallows floating on top. But given a choice, she’d rather have a glass of wine than hot chocolate anyway. She found the glasses and the corkscrew while her grandmother continued to unload the cooler and poured two large servings.

“Is that all cheese?” she asked, taking a sip of the white wine.

“Yeah. I’ll have to send you home with some. It won’t last long. My friends will raid my fridge, and it will be gone in no time,” she smiled and nodded toward the glass in her granddaughter’s hand. “Do you like that? It has a nice apple flavor, I find.”

Juliette smiled. “It’s nice. Smooth.”

She carried her glass and wandered into the living room, sinking her toes into the plush carpet. A small credenza under the large, wall-mounted, flat-screen television housed various candles, knickknacks, and small, framed, black and white photographs of people Juliette didn’t know. There was a group shot of several young people, about her age, sitting on a large rubber raft in front of a wide river. She guessed they had just finished a whitewater rafting trip. They were wet; still wearing life jackets and helmets and smiling and laughing in a celebratory way. In another frame, four young women sat close together on a large log in front of a dancing campfire. Juliette noticed that two of the women were also in the raft group shot. There was also a smaller photo of a young man, his back to the camera, standing next to a pond, or a slow river, holding a fishing pole. And next to that, a large family photo taken at a reunion just before her grandfather had died. She recognized that picture. It made sense that it was there. She didn’t understand the others.

A white, overstuffed couch facing the television wall seemed to promise that she would sink right into it when she sat down, and a spicy aroma floated in the air from a large bowl of potpourri on one of the end tables. There were no coffee table books, and no cuckoo clock on the wall. There was a small, grand piano near the fireplace. Her grandmother loved playing. She walked to the wall of windows at the back of the room and moved the sheer curtain aside to look out into her grandmother’s yard. 

“You have a pool?” she exclaimed.

She heard a laugh behind her as her grandmother joined her. “I don’t have a pool. The complex has a pool.”

“Nice!” Juliette smiled. “Do you swim?”

“All the time. It’s great exercise." Grandma Jean held up her glass and tapped it against Juliette’s. “Cheers,” she smiled.

“Cheers. I never thought I’d be drinking wine with you. This is all a bit odd for me.”

“Come and relax. Are you hungry? Do you need anything?”

Juliette liked her grandmother’s doting. It was very comforting, but there was nothing she needed. She shook her head and followed her grandma to the couch. Just as she suspected, it hugged her nicely as she sank into it. She tucked her feet up beside her and sipped her wine.

“It’s been quite the day,” she sighed.

“I’m sure it has been. Let me know when you want to head to bed and I’ll make up the spare room for you.”

Juliette nodded.

“So, tell me about these people you’ve met,” Grandma Jean urged.

Juliette rested her head against the couch and closed her eyes. “It’s really not that exciting.”

“So then bore me with your not-that-exciting tale.”

Reluctantly, Juliette shared in more detail how she’d met Miles that night at The White Peacock; how angry she was with him that he hadn’t told her that he was dead and that she was dead. He’d let the evening unfold as if nothing were different for her.

“He couldn’t tell you, kiddo.”

“I know. You explained that earlier,” Juliette smiled softly despite the resurfacing guilt she felt in the pit of her stomach.

“Did he just come back recently, or has he been Home for a long time?”

“He was murdered almost three years ago by his brother. His parents, and his sister, and him; all murdered.”

Grandma Jean nodded. “Does he have his wisdom back yet?”

“I honestly don’t know,” Juliette responded quietly with a shrug.

She continued to share that he had sort of been stalking her since then, although he’d stopped calling her cell and leaving messages. She mentioned how he’d come by her funeral, driven her home, and asked Tim to pretend to be God yesterday in order to get her out of her apartment and into the bar to see him sing.

“I’m still really angry about that.”

Grandma Jean watched Juliette as she listened. “I can tell.”

“So, Tim introduced me to a few other people, including Miles’ sister, but I didn’t know she was his sister until he showed up on stage. I left. I was so mad. Tim left me a message this morning trying to explain and apologize. He said he was like a ghostbuster and that Miles had called him in because he was worried that I was getting stuck.”

“A Shepherd,” Grandma Jean clarified.

“Huh?”

“People who help to gather up lost souls; we call them Shepherds,” she smiled warmly.

Juliette remembered hearing that phrase said last night when they were talking about someone else. “Well, I don’t think he was really trying to help because of his…job. He’s friends with Miles. He’s not impartial. He was trying to help Miles.”

Grandma Jean raised her brow. “He may be more impartial than you think. He wouldn’t be a Newcomer and a Shepherd. He’d have his full wisdom, for sure. Who were the other people he introduced you to besides Miles’ sister?”

“Um, another girl; she died a year ago, I think, and a guy who committed suicide, but I don’t know how long ago. Recently, though, I think. Oh, Miles’ sister also left me a message this morning, apologizing. She said they hadn’t known that I’d already met Miles, meaning her and the other girl and the guy. And something about how they all sort of met through Tim. She said she’d be interested in hanging out, but she’s his sister. They’re all his friends. I can’t do that.”

Grandma Jean sipped her wine. “I’m not sure what to say. Friends usually try to pull you back toward the group of friends that you left when you went to the mortal plane. To me, it doesn’t make sense that this Shepherd would be pulling you toward some guy that just happened to be in the bar the night you died.”

“So, I’m not crazy to be pissed off?” she asked, hoping for validation.

“Well, I don’t know this Miles guy. If he hadn’t had his friend bring you to the bar like that last night, I’d have said you might have been tough on him. But yeah, that stunt with his friend...”

Juliette nodded, taking a few sips of her wine.

“I’m going to grab the bottle. Be right back,” her grandmother said as she set her almost empty glass on the coffee table in front of the couch and scurried off to the kitchen.

Juliette emptied her glass. She really liked the mellow apple flavor. It wasn’t as strong as vodka and seven, but without the carbonation to get in the way, she reminded herself to be careful. After today, she could very easily fall into chugging it as if it were apple juice or Kool-Aid; not something she considered to be appropriate in front of her grandmother, but at the same time, she was hoping there might be a second bottle tucked inside the fridge. Her grandmother walked back into the room with the open bottle, offering her thoughts as soon as she cleared the archway between the two rooms.

“If you ever call that guy from today; you should ask him about all of this. If he knows you, he could help you sort it out.”

“Maybe...” she answered, as she held her glass steady while her grandmother refilled it. “Assuming I want to sort it out. I think I’d rather just walk away from it.”

“Well, there’s always that option, too,” Grandma Jean smiled. “Do you want to watch a movie? There might be something on HBO?”

Juliette smiled. That sounded like a perfect plan.








Chapter 9 - Painting Without a Brush


The morning of the two-week anniversary of her death should have arrived against a backdrop of gray clouds and crisp fall weather to match her mood, but Juliette was awoken instead by a bright and cheery blue sky. The soft, downy bed was too comfortable and warm to consider leaving, but as the familiar smell of freshly brewing coffee reached her nose, her mind engaged in a battle of wants. Her grandmother had made up the bed in the spare room and had found her a pair of flannel footed pajamas; they were just like the little ones that Juliette used to wear as a child when she’d slept over at her grandma’s house with her brothers, and the combination of the security offered by the pajamas, and the softness of the bed, made it very hard to choose to greet the day. Yet, the aroma of coffee spoke to the adult in her, and she imagined how wonderful it would taste as it warmed her from the inside out.

Somewhere in the neighborhood, a car alarm sounded. It didn’t last long. Someone likely pushed the wrong button on their key fob and activated the panic alarm instead of unlocking or locking their doors, but it took them long enough to turn off the alarm that the serenity of the room was ruined. Someone else out there yelled to the poor soul with the misplaced finger on the fob button, demanding that they turn off that racket; their timing was off; however, and their angry shout filled the quiet that trailed behind the silenced alarm. Juliette had to laugh when a third voice called out, “Stop shouting!" And with that, she was much too wide awake to continue enjoying a sleepy morning in bed.

Across the room, her grandmother had laid out some clean clothes for her on a small chair. It reminded her of the other night when Mel and Joanie had tossed clothes at her to change into, having pulled them out of thin air, apparently. That was a question that had still not been answered for her. Juliette mused that she needed to carry a small notebook with her to jot down things that confused her so that when she had an opportunity to obtain answers, she could refer to her list. She hadn’t remembered half of what she wanted to ask her grandmother about yesterday when they talked. She tugged on the jeans and the sweater; both a perfect fit, of course, and found a hair elastic in her purse to contain her wild strands.

“Good morning!” her grandmother greeted her cheerily with a warm smile as she walked into the kitchen. “How did you sleep?”

“Wonderful. That’s an awesome bed.”

Grandma Jean handed her an empty mug and pointed out where to find the sugar and the cream. Juliette deeply inhaled the coffee’s aroma as she filled her mug. 

“Breakfast?” her grandmother offered, but Juliette shook her head and settled on top of a stool at the breakfast bar. “Are you sure? I’ve got Fruit Loops...” she sang as if trying to coax a five-year-old into eating something.

Juliette smiled. “Just coffee, thanks.”

Grandma Jean sat down with her own mug at the end of the breakfast bar and Juliette turned a bit so that she could face the older woman. Her grandmother hadn’t gotten dressed yet, and Juliette just loved to see her sitting there in her familiar old pink housecoat. It had always been so soft to cuddle against. The bun in her hair was still mostly intact at the back of her head, although it had a “slept on” appearance. Or maybe it was just quickly pulled up this morning. She remembered her grandmother taking her hair down before bed when she’d slept over as a child.

“Where’d you find clothes my size?” she asked.

“Your mind hasn’t even had a cup of coffee yet and already you’re starting with the questions today?” Grandma Jean laughed.

She nodded. “I’ve decided I need a notebook to keep track of them all. There are so many. I forgot to ask a bunch yesterday. Like, how do clothes suddenly appear out of thin air? Why do I sometimes feel dehydrated when I don’t have any living tissue? Where does the water go that I drink? I certainly don’t have to pee. What am I going to do with my apartment if all the boxes are still there when I get back, or worse, nothing is there? Why isn’t there...”

“Whoa, kiddo!” Grandma Jean raised her hands and chuckled. “We’ll get you a notebook.”

Juliette squeezed in one more. “Why isn’t there a manual for Newcomers?”

Grandma Jean shook her head, overwhelmed by the barrage of questions. “There isn’t a manual because the idea is to slowly adapt and not shock your system. If there were a manual, the likes of you would try to read your way into your life instead of living your way in.”

Juliette laughed. “See? Now that makes no sense. You’re supposed to be wise and all-knowing and yet everybody talks in this weird little...I don’t know what. “Just live, Juliette”. What the heck does that even mean? A doctor can’t live his way to being a doctor; he must read a freaking book!”

Grandma Jean chuckled. “Sorry. We don’t have a “freaking book”, so you’ll have to do it our way which is living it and not reading about it.”

Juliette pretended to glare at her grandmother’s stubbornness. “But that puts the cart before the horse. The horse can’t pull the cart until he learns how. I can’t live here until I learn how.”

“Well, you’ve managed to live through fourteen days so far. And it’s not like you have any other choice. Why do you always have to be such a smarty pants?” the older woman teased.

“Because I feel better when I feel like I have some control over my life,” she smiled.

“Fruit Loops will make you feel better, too,” she grinned at her granddaughter.

Juliette giggled. “Fine. I’ll have some Fruit Loops.”

Grandma Jean pulled out a bowl and the box of Fruit Loops from her cupboard and set them down in front of Juliette who happily poured a healthy serving for herself. She hadn’t had Fruit Loops for ages; probably not since her early teens when she’d decided that she wanted to eat a healthier diet. Sugar caused acne; she’d been told, and she hadn’t wanted to deal with any more of that than she had to during her high school years. Her brothers had still eaten the sugared cereals every morning for breakfast, and they’d dealt with a greater share of pimples. It had just proven to her that she’d made the right choice. But now she was dead, and pimples were a thing of the past. If she was going to “just live”, sugar was making its way back into her diet!

She scooped up as many of the little colored loops from the milk with her spoon as she could and popped them into her mouth, smiling at her grandmother as she chewed. She swallowed and worked on collecting another spoonful.

“So, where did you find clothes my size?" She smiled and shoveled in the next load.

Resigned to not being able to avoid the questions, Grandma Jean found herself trying to explain a concept that might still be a little beyond Juliette’s grasp.

“It’s called “painting” and it’s something that people can do once they get further along in mastering their vision. It’s the ability to fine tune things in the environment around you without actually purchasing something.”

Juliette remembered the weird conversation from the bar when the group was talking about someone helping someone who refused to paint and so had to move furniture. “So, when someone says, “so and so refused to paint”; they aren’t talking about a can of paint and a brush?”

Grandma Jean shook her head. “Probably not. No one forces anyone to paint with a brush if they’re not interested in art.”

“So, what’s this non-art painting? How does it work?”

Juliette listened as she continued to enjoy her sweet breakfast while her grandmother explained the concept of painting. Apparently, people enjoyed presenting their homes and their bodies in a way that reflected their personalities: what they liked, what made them happy, and the activities that they enjoyed. That part was no different than how people behaved on the mortal plane. Yet here at Home, a person had two choices. They could feed their soul by purchasing a specific name brand couch or a name brand pair of shoes, or head off to the salon to have their hair and nails done, or they could just adjust these things using their vision; replace their existing couch with a new one, or paint their walls a different color, or change their appliances, or add pillows, candles, art. Of course, any material thing that someone painted was considered to be a knockoff. It might look exactly like the original name brand item, but there would be no brand label. If the person wanted the label, then they had to make that purchase.

“You can paint some ordinary panties into a lace fantasy, but if you want the label inside to say Victoria’s Secret, then you need to go shopping.”

“Grandma!” Juliette scolded, much to her grandmother’s delight.

“What? I can’t buy lace underwear?” Grandma Jean defended.

Juliette chuckled. “I really don’t need to know what kind of underwear you’re buying!”

“Isn’t Victoria’s Secret a good brand?” her grandmother asked innocently.

Juliette rolled her eyes and placed her hands over her ears. “Stop!” she giggled.

“I thought Victoria’s Secret was a good brand,” Grandma Jean shouted.

Juliette shook her head and closed her eyes, begging her grandmother to stop.

“Alright, kiddo. I’ll stop,” her grandma chuckled, and as Juliette lowered her hands away from her ears, she added, “But I do like to shop there.”

Juliette sighed and scolded the older woman with a look. “So, you painted these clothes for me?”

Grandma Jean nodded.

“Well, you have great taste, Grandma,” she smiled.

Her grandmother winked at her.

“Can I paint?” she asked, scooping up another spoonful of cereal.

“I doubt you’re able to at this point, but it’s something that you can start to try. I just don’t want you to get frustrated if you’re not quite ready and it doesn’t work for you.”

“How will I know when I’m ready?” Juliette asked.

“Well, you won’t. You give it a try, and if you can’t do it then you forget about it for a while and come back to it later. I started with a candle. You could try that. Focus on an unlit candle and see if you can alter it to one that’s lit. Once you master that, then you can try to change the color of the wax; say from white to yellow. You’ll know when it clicks. It’s something you must learn by living.”

“Is that why you told me not to worry about my apartment? Because I’ll be able to change it later?”

Grandma Jean shook her head. “No, your apartment should be as you expect it when you get home. It’s hard when it’s your family. You have to fade them out. You don’t want to; you want to visit with them and look at them and experience them. But if you fade them out and ignore that they’re even there, you won’t see them touching your stuff, just like they hadn’t seen you touching theirs.”
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