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“So how did you die?”

That was the question James asked every new group of spirits at their first meeting. Dying can be traumatic for some. James, along with his best friend Thomas had been facilitating this particular support group for centuries now. James kept his British accents because apparently that doesn’t ever go away. Thomas’s family had immigrated to America in the 1500’s so his accent was not nearly as pronounced as James. He would still sometimes confuse newcomers. 

This group was quiet. That’s okay. These new groups often don’t know what to make of it all once they become a spirit. James had been doing this once a week ever since 1799. He may have lost some tact over the years. 

“I’ll start then.” James began talking. “I was a soldier for the Royal Navy, as you can see.” James looked down and pointed to his uniform he wore. His red jacket was just as translucent as every other spirit, but it still shone with pride as best it could under the circumstances. He didn’t happen to be wearing his hat when he died so his slightly curly, uncombed hair hung in his face at all times. 

“Did you die in the revolutionary war?” Asked someone from the group. 

“Oh no, not at all.” James smiled. “I killed so many of you Americans. I probably could have single handedly turned the outcome of the war if it weren’t for a pesky little thing called dysentery.”

This prompted some awkward looks between the new spirits. 

“Now don’t worry yourselves.” James smiled. “Now that your dead, none of you needn’t worry about digestive circumstances.” No one smiled. Smiles are not that common on the newly deceased in most circumstances. Digestion is just one of many things they are now mourning. James then changed the subject.

“Thomas, why don’t you tell them all how you died. That’s a good one.”

Two centuries ago, Thomas was annoyed when James did this. He’d gotten over it by now. “James killed me. I wasn’t even a soldier, the little prat. I was a farmer and doing pretty well with it all at the time. And Royal Navy my ass. He was privateering.”

“No difference really.” James said with a grin. “And it was something I ate from his farm that ultimately did me in. We are even there, my friend.” James and Thomas each exchanged a smile. The hard feelings were long gone between them. “So, tell us, how did you die? We’ll start here with the naked man.” James pointed to a spirit sitting uncomfortably in the corner. He was the only naked one in the room. 

“Why am I naked? I don’t understand.” The man had embarrassment and panic in his voice. 

“You obviously died naked, you blunderbuss.” James laughed. “You only take with you what you were wearing at the time. See this...” James held out an old pocket watch. “I even got to keep my pocket watch. I don’t know why that’s how it all works but that’s how it goes. You sir may best prepare yourself for an eternity of flopping your dangle around. Centuries at least. It’s difficult to know how long we stay here and what even happens next.”

“I am in hell?” The naked man asked. 

“You owe us a story first, mate.”

“Alright... It was a freshman in college... there was a frat party, and I drank too much.” The naked man stopped talking so Thomas encouraged him. 

“Go on. It wasn’t alcohol poisoning that did you in, did it?”

“No... I... fell from the roof trying to jump into a swimming pool. I thought I was okay. It didn’t hurt. I thought I just walked it off but then I saw my body and.... Now I don’t know what’s happening anymore. It’s been three days. I heard about this group and thought maybe you had answers.”

“No one has the answers.” James said. “You wanted to know if this is hell, well, I’ve not seen the big man with the pitchfork anywhere. Certainly, no fire and brimstone. That’s all bollocks anyway. Some call it hell. Some call it purgatory. Some call it the spirit world, spirit realm and many other names. You’ll bump into the Mormons eventually. They’re quite active here, along with other religions. Each of them will have something to say about it all. Some say it’s our waiting place before reincarnation. Truth is, none of us know for sure.”

“I guess there’s no Atheists here, right?” Asked someone from the group. They were wearing modest clothing and tightly clung to a cross they had around their neck. 

“You’d be wrong. Until some fancy pants from the clouds shows up, the skeptics be staying skeptics.” James said. “Don’t look so disappointed there, missus.” 

“What do you do here? What’s the point of it all?” Asked another man from the group. He was older and in his pajamas. His story was likely boring.  

“Do what you want. Some use their time to travel and see the world they missed out on. Others like to haunt their family or their enemies. I find amusement in bothering cats. They have a sense about spirits. You ever just see one looking at the wall at nothing? You better believe you got a spirit there. Possession is frowned upon, I don’t advise it, but Floppy McClain over there may want another drink soon and possession is the only way he’ll get it.”

“You’re saying I could possess someone and have a drink? How do I do that?” It was the naked man, Floppy McClain speaking. 

“I’m not teaching that little trick. We don’t have many rules here, but you don’t want to get caught possessing or poltergeisting.”

“Why not? There’s no one to lock me up, and I’m already dead so what’s the worst that could happen?” Floppy said with some defiance now. There was a pause in the conversation and a sense of worry suddenly came over everyone. 

“There are fates worse than death.” James said in a grave voice. “You just mind yourself with this one and someday you’ll pass through it all. Even this isn’t forever. I’ve never met a Roman Centurian, I’ve never met a Mongol or even a Crusader. I’ve been around longer than most. I don’t know what that means in the grand scheme, no one has told me anything about where we go from here that I believe, and you’ll just have to trust me on this one.”

Thomas looked at the ground and kept to himself when James brought up possession. James usually didn’t say anything about possession in these groups. Thomas felt it was best the change the subject to keep in line with the spirit of the group. 

“Let’s return to discussing how each one of you died. It can be helpful to talk about it in order to come to terms with your death. That’s really why we are here. You’ll all settle in eventually. Perhaps find some family and old friends along the way.”   

The discussion went on as it usually did in these meetings. They last as long as they need to. People tend to have a lot of questions when they die and find themselves a ghost. James and Thomas don’t have the answers, but they have the confidence that makes people think they do. Ghosts have no government, and they have no need for politicians, but if they did, James and Thomas would at least be part of congress of the dead. Their sincerity and their crap blend together into a seamless tapestry of flower smelling excrement. 

But they mean well, and people find it helpful. 
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James and Thomas were the last to leave the dark chapel after the other spirits left. It’s not that there was anything to clean up, they just stay behind in case of questions and concerned ghosts not knowing where to go. The old Catholic church they met in for these meetings had modern gothic architecture to make it seem haunted by the living's standard. Electronic candles had replaced wax years ago, but they still had a flicker to them that made the light dance in the many dark corners. 

They met in the afternoon, and the meeting had taken them to just past twilight. Most of this group was new so they had a lot of questions. 

“What’d you think of the new group?” James asked. 

“Poor souls...” Thomas sounded sympathetic. “And another naked guy! Can you believe that? At least have the dignity to die in the hospital so you come here in a gown!”

“I don’t think that bloke is coming back.” James said with a mischievous smile. “The nudist stick together.”

They began walking out of the room and talked as they went. They passed by a priest walking down the hallway. He took no notice of them at all, and James casually waved his ethereal hand through the priest’s head as they passed. 

“Want to stick around for confessional again?” James asked Thomas. 

“No, not today.” Thomas was holding back a smile. “I’ve got a date.”

“You’ve got yourself a date, eh? Explain yourself, mate.” James stopped and reached his hand out reflexively to grab Thomas’s arm. They couldn’t physically touch each other but he did it anyway. 

“Same girl as last weekend, and the one before. I mentioned her to you. Mya.” Thomas said. “It’s our third date.”

James grinned with glee. “You cheeky bastard! And who's the bloke you’re riding on this date?”

“Oh, that’s Grant.” Thomas said. “He’s a nice guy. He’s a little awkward so I take control, and we both win.”

James did not lose his grin at this news. “And how much control of these little rendezvous' do you take?”

“Well, it’s all me. I don’t think Grant has spoken to her since they first met up. You were there that night.”

“Oh, I remember it well now. I just thought you were going to have your fun and move on.” James laughed. 

“I felt bad for the guy. He was like a deer in the headlights when he saw her, so I took shot gun. She’s really nice and Grant was going to blow it, so... here we are. I’ve been the one texting her during the week also.”

“Is that why you’ve not been meeting us at the pub then? And here I thought you were tired and wanted extra sleep.” James excitedly swung his arm through Thomas several times as if patting him on the back but just swiped past his form. 

“You know I’ve never been a sleeper.”

“Yes, and that’s why it felt like such a horrible excuse.”

“I never even made that excuse. You just did.”

“At any rate, do you mind if me and the others come watch tonight?”

“That is so weird, no.”

“I don’t mean watch ya get frisky, I mean to show off your gall in possession, mate. Sounds like you and this Grant fellow are getting to know each other really well. You could probably teach a course if we didn’t tell everyone to not do it.”

“Yeah, about that... Grant is expecting me in 30 minutes. I should get going.” With that, Thomas ran outside the front doors of the church, jumped into the body of a man who was just getting into an Uber. Thomas half stepped into the cab and looked at James. “I’ll tell you about it tomorrow.:

The driver looked confused as it seemed the man spoke to open air. It wasn’t the strangest thing he’d seen. He just sighed and asked where they were going.
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Grant sat nervously at the end of his bed. He was over dressed in a suit and tie, and he was sweating despite having showered recently. He nicked his chin shaving, but the bleeding had stopped. He didn’t notice the red stain on his white collar. He began pacing in his bedroom and quietly muttered to himself. “Come on, Thomas... where are you?”

That was how Thomas found him when he arrived. He jumped out of the very confused man whom he rode in the Uber with and raced through the walls into Grants apartment. It was a small room nearby the university where Grant was completing his master's degree. He quickly jumped into Grants body without hesitation. 

“Here we are, my friend.” Thomas spoke through Grant and looked in the mirror. “Now let’s see what you’ve done with yourself.” Thomas proceeded to move his hands around his body and take a quick inventory of the situation. “You smell good, teeth feel brushed, I’ll change the shirt and lose the jacket. Let’s not be so formal tonight, we aren’t going anywhere fancy.” 

Thomas then unbuttoned the pants and looked down. “We need to get you some boxer briefs, is this all you have?” There was a silence, and Thomas relaxed his hold on Grant who simply nodded to the affirmative. 

Thomas took off the jacket, removed the stained shirt and admired himself shirtless in the mirror. “You’re not a bad looking guy, Grant. Maybe I’ll come by another day and take you to the gym and tone up a bit more.” After doing some flexes, Thomas put on a black button-down shirt tucked it in. 

“Now let’s get going, Grant!” Thomas excitedly swung the door open and strutted down the hall passed his roommates who looked at him with some confusion. These rooms have thin walls.    
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While Thomas was racing off to his date, James was going to the pub. He was in no rush. He walked down the street and watched the living as they passed by him completely unaware. It was common to pass by other ghosts and some he knew and would speak with, while others he had never seen before. The world around him wasn’t as populated with spirits as much as the living. It was a paradox that James didn’t understand. There had been so many people to have lived out their lives and died, yet wherever he went (and James had done plenty of world traveling in his 200 plus years of being dead) he never found a place where spirits outnumbered the living. 

James was well aware that many spirits rested in graveyards where their body was buried. This was also true for where ashes were stored. These spirits prefer to sleep. They find comfort in the rest of the departed. James and Thomas never enjoyed this type of afterlife, which was one reason they had been friends for so long. Sometimes when they would walk past a graveyard, they would shake the tombs and run. Grumpy ghosts would rise their heads from the ground, give them a scowl and sink back below towards their slowly degrading physical remains. Some spirits wander, while others like to stay by their body. In general, if you ever find a dead body, it’s more likely than not that the spirit is still nearby. That is of course, assuming the spirit still remains. That was the great mystery that James didn’t understand despite being dead for centuries. Why do some spirits just vanish forever? 

However, these were not the thoughts James had when he slowly opened a creaking door of a house he walked by on the way to the pub. He didn't even stay to see the reaction of the concerned occupant. He just liked doing it for the giggles. Sometimes he would go into homes just to tilt picture frames or rattle the dishes. He wasn’t one to break things or violently throw items around a room. James wasn’t doing this for vandalism but rather the reaction and confusion these smalls acts would get out of people. 

That being said, there are ghosts who will destroy property. There are ghosts that don’t just slowly open doors, they slam them for no good reason. No subtlety whatsoever. There are also ghosts who watch people in the shower. so, keep that in mind. 

When James reached the pub, he surveyed the room. Soccer (or football as he correctly called it) was playing on a large screen with several people quietly watching. It was mostly dark inside but there was enough lighting to navigate around the sticky floors, the bar stools haphazardly laid out around pool tables and dart boards. James spotted a man by himself, eating chicken wings and drinking a pint nearby the bartender. He cruised over and hopped inside. 

Those chicken wings were heavenly. 

“Bartender, would you get me a Guiness, please?” James said through the body he now possessed. “Coming right up.” The bartender quickly cracked open a bottle and James tipped with a twenty. James was always a very generous tipper. 

James ordered more chicken wings after the first round was over. In fact, he ordered six more pounds. Shortly after the wings arrived, a man and two women walked into the pub and began sharing the wings with James. 

“Good to see you again, James.”

“Thanks for ordering for us.”
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