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Chapter 1

       Dying sure has a way of messing up things.

Monday morning, Susan Griffin’s only concern was how best her assistant should arrange the window in the Bawdy Boutique.

“No,” she said, pressing the cell phone to her ear and turning off her bath water. “Move the mannequin farther back and let the fan blow the skirt of the negligée through the door. The idea is to tease the customers, make them want to see more. A lacy bra draped over a chair and a bottle of wine with two glasses on the table will add intrigue. Once we get them into the store, we can show them all the new merchandise.”

While the assistant manager had lots of good ideas, Susan knew exactly how she wanted the window to look—suggestive, but tasteful. Her newly opened shop had stirred excitement in Palmetto, a sleepy little community a few miles south of Hammond, Louisiana. A far cry from New York, she would have to temper her approach. But her new business wasn’t the only reason Susan had decided to come home.

She shook the last thought from her head and concentrated on the boutique’s window. Of course, any change in the display would result in new protests from holier-than-thou, Myrtle Thigpen, whose goal in life was to shut down the boutique. It didn’t matter that the store’s name was just a draw; that the scant undies were only a small part of the inventory. The shop also carried casual clothes, accessories, and cosmetics.

The more she thought about Myrtle, the more Susan was tempted to add a can of whipped cream just to goad the old biddy, then thought better of it. Why give the frustrated spinster more ammunition? Myrtle had already declared Susan and her assistant, A. K., the Devil’s handmaidens, who were bent on destroying the morality of their town. Such claims were plain ridiculous, and so far, all of Myrtle’s efforts had come to naught, despite her many trips to the city council. What Myrtle didn’t know was that most of the members were ardent customers.

“A tower candle and a platter of grapes would be a nice touch,” Susan added, still considering the can of whipped cream. Nope, she refused to let the Devil get a foothold. “By the way, A.K, you did a terrific job creating the patio. If our business ever goes bust, you’ll have no problem finding work as a set designer. Then maybe you’ll give me a job.”

She was lucky to have found A. K., short for Anna Katherine. An ageless model, the woman exuded a charm and effervescence that made her appear much younger than forty. The redhead enjoyed hanging with a younger crowd and was always in the market for a good looking guy with a tight butt. Guess you could say she was a Cougar long before the term became popular.

Quick and witty, she also had a special knack for marketing. Her green eyes could spot just the right apparel and in five minutes pull together an ensemble that would satisfy the pickiest of shoppers. And when Susan had to travel, she could depend on A. K. to run the business, check on her apartment, and feed her cat, Marmalade, who didn’t cotton to just anyone. The kitty was so named because of the calico’s orange coloring.

“So who’s scheduled to work today?” Susan asked.

“Debbie and Sheila. They’re putting their things away now. The store opens in an hour. You gonna be here by then?”

“Probably sooner.”

Still holding the phone and swishing the water, she lit an aroma-therapy candle and removed her short wrap. A glance in the mirror revealed a firm body and a smooth, flat belly. At twenty-eight, and in her line of business, she was determined to stay in shape—no sagging breasts or flabby underarms for her. She extended a long, shapely leg and examined it for any signs of cellulite. So she wasn’t perfect. “Boy, I need to up the reps on my exercise program,” she said, giving her thigh a slap.

“You and me both,” A. K. responded.

Susan tested the water again. “I’d better go before my bath gets cold.”

With the display window occupying her thoughts, Susan paid little attention to the water that had splashed onto the floor, until the ball of her foot slipped on a wet tile. Like a trapeze artist who misgauged her release, she flipped backwards, arms flaying, reaching for anything to break her fall. There was nothing. And there was no safety net.

“Oh!”

The cell phone went airborne, and her head slammed against the floor. The cracking sound terrified her more than the pain. Surely, she had dislodged her brain. She stared up at the overhead light which slowly dimmed. Then everything went black.

When her eyes fluttered open, she noticed the candle had burned down about an inch. She lay there, afraid to move. Other than the invisible idiot beating a bass drum in her head, her mental faculties seemed intact. She raised one arm, and then the other, flexed her knees and wiggled her toes. Maybe she wasn’t hurt as bad as she thought.

Easing her head off the floor, she reached back with a shaky hand. Now she wished she hadn’t. A knot, the size of an egg, protruded from the back of her skull. Not good. Not good at all. Horror stories about such accidents flooded her mind. At first, the victim appeared to be fine, only to drop dead a few hours later.

Susan remembered talking on the phone. Had A. K. heard anything, realized something was wrong? What if she didn’t? It was important to get help fast.

She rolled over onto her knees and searched for her phone. It lay at the bottom of the tub.

Dizziness prevented her from standing, so she crawled forward, hoping to reach the phone in her bedroom. But the floor undulated like a giant tilt-a-world. A bitter taste rose in her throat, and the drummer inside her head swapped his sticks for a sledge hammer. She pressed her hands against her temples, curled into a fetal position, and prayed for the pain to stop.

Again, darkness enveloped her.

* * * *

“Debbie! Sheila! Susan’s had an accident.” A. K. grabbed her purse from under the register and bolted for the front door of the boutique. “It sounded like she fell. I’ve called 911. Soon as I find out something, I’ll let you know.”

Susan’s Pine Crest Apartment was less than two miles from the store, but in that short distance, A. K. ran three red lights and buried the needle on the speedometer. Speedy Gonzales had nothing on her. Thank goodness there were no cops in sight. She screeched to a halt inside the complex and raced in four-inch heels up the sidewalk with the agility of a gymnast.

“I’m coming, Susan.” A. K. knew her friend probably couldn’t hear her, but she felt compelled to shout. While not logical, at least it made her feel better. Her hand fumbled with the key and finally slipped into the lock. When the heavy door swung open, all five-foot, four of her hurried through the apartment and into the bathroom.

Susan looked like a naked pretzel, her dimpled butt and heart-shaped tattoo mooning the world. A. K. was reminded of their visit to the tattoo parlor. Each had dared the other, and later, there was a fight as to who would go first. Susan lost the coin toss and settled on the tiny romantic emblem. Not to be outdone, A. K. had opted for puckered lips with a scroll beneath it that said, “Bite Me.”

A. K. knelt and brushed the hair from Susan’s face. “Can you hear me?”

A moan escaped Susan’s lips as her eyelids fluttered. A. K. got a glimpse of Susan’s brown eyes, which seemed to have trouble focusing.

“You’re gonna be all right, honey. Help’s on the way.”

Sirens screamed outside.

“They’re here.” A. K. scrambled to her feet. “I’m going let them in.”

A. K. wasn’t about to let the EMS find her friend sprawled in the nude. Grabbing a beach towel from the closet, she covered Susan then ran out front and flagged the paramedics. Rushing back inside, she pointed to the bathroom. “In there. Hurry!”

The first paramedic brushed past her. “Did you see what happened?”

“No, I was on the phone with her. She shouted, and I heard a loud bang.”

He bent down and checked for a pulse. “What’s her name?”

“Susan Griffin.”

“And you are?”

“A. K. Williams, her friend and co-worker.”

Another paramedic wiggled past, carrying a backboard. “Ma’am, you need to step out.”

A. K. reluctantly moved to the living room. Minutes later, the men emerged. They had strapped Susan to the board and immobilized her head.

“We’re taking her to Lakeside Hospital.”

“She’s going to be okay, isn’t she?”

“You’ll have to discuss her condition with the doctor. We need to get her there as fast as we can.”

“Can I ride with her?”

“No, ma’am, you can follow in your car.”

Follow she did, so close she couldn’t spit between the vehicles. The hospital was located in Hammond, Louisiana, ten miles north of Palmetto, and they covered the distance in a matter of minutes. Frantic as she was, A. K. discovered that zipping through Hammond’s traffic behind a siren and flashing lights was exciting. The thought crossed her mind that she might be in the wrong profession.

No, wearing the same outfit every day was not her thing.

When they reached the hospital, she whipped into the Emergency Parking Lot and rushed back in time to see the attendants wheeling Susan through the doors. Once inside the emergency room entrance, a medical team jumped into action. A woman in magenta scrubs and wearing white tennis shoes hit a chrome plate on the wall and another set of double doors opened.

A. K. attempted to follow, but a nurse stopped her.

“Someone will be out to talk with you shortly,” she called back to A. K.

Susan disappeared down a hall with all the noise and clatter of a rock star’s entourage.

A. K. made her way across the waiting room and registered with a lady manning the information desk.

“Have a seat,” the volunteer said. “I’ll let you know the minute I hear anything.”

“How long will that be?” A. K.’s remark seemed to startle the lady behind the desk.

“I…uh…really can’t say. I’m sure it won’t be too long.”

An hour later, she still hadn’t heard any news, and that scared her. What if the injury was more serious than expected? What if she died? “Dang it,” she grumbled. “Don’t even think that way.”

“Did you say something?” the woman asked.

“Just muttering to myself.”

After picking the last of the nail polish off her thumb nail, A. K. decided she had waited long enough. Her plan was to hit the chrome plate on the wall and find Susan before Nurse Ratched could stop her. As she pushed up from her chair, the volunteer behind the desk called her name, and a man in green scrubs motioned for her to join him in the hall.

“How is she?” she asked, anxious for news and unable to read the doctor’s face.

“Ms. Griffin is disoriented and having trouble focusing, but that’s not uncommon with a head injury. I doubt she’ll remember me or our conversation, but I managed to get her consent to remove a small clot at the base of her skull.”

“You mean she has to have surgery?”

“The sooner, the better. Ms. Griffin came to and was lucid enough to sign a consent form. All the while she kept saying she wanted out of here as soon as possible.”

“That’s my Susan. What exactly will the surgery entail?”

“I’ll make a small opening at the base of the skull, just large enough to evacuate the clot. Afterwards, I’ll insert a catheter to drain off excess fluid and help us monitor pressure. She’ll remain sedated and in ICU until the swelling goes down, probably a day or two.”

“Then what?”

“We’ll move her to a step-down unit. I don’t anticipate any problems, and if her recovery is uneventful, it’s possible she can go home in couple of days.”

“You make it sound so simple.”

Blue eyes smiled down at her. “I don’t suppose it’ll do any good to tell you not to worry, but this is a fairly routine procedure. The anesthesiologist is administering something to relax Ms. Griffin. She’ll be coming this way shortly.”

Another set of doors opened, and A. K. followed the doctor’s gaze to a bed being wheeled out of the emergency room.

“You’ll have time to give her a hug. I’ll see you when it’s over.”

Before she could say anything, the doctor opened the door beneath an exit sign and scooted up the stairs.

“But...I didn’t get your name.” Her sentence tailed off as he disappeared. A. K. walked alongside the bed and squeezed Susan’s arm. “How are you, sweetie?”

“Never felt better.” Susan slurred her words, obviously feeling the effects of the medication.

“Doc said you’re going to be just fine.”

“Zat right?”

“Dang straight! And I’ll be right here when you wake up.”

Susan squinted. “Is it foggy in here?”

“You’re groggy from the medicine. Try and relax.”

A. K. tucked a strand of Susan’s silky blonde hair under her surgical cap and gave her a kiss on the forehead.

Once again, Susan disappeared behind double doors.

* * * *

A. K. took a seat in the surgical waiting room and swallowed the lump in her throat. She wasn’t alone. The room was crowded with people, anxiously awaiting news of their loved ones. Some propped against pillows, their clothes rumpled like their faces. Those were the family members and friends who had spent the night, obviously afraid they wouldn’t be there to say goodbye.

It was then that A. K. realized she hadn’t contacted Susan’s family. She pulled her cell from her purse and located her father’s number. No one answered. After thinking it through, she decided to wait. All she could tell them right now was that she hit her head and was in surgery. They were elderly and getting such news might cause them to have a heart attack. Telling them Susan had minor surgery and came through with flying colors might be best. That is, if the doctor was right. If he was wrong, he’d better have his insurance paid up.

Still unsure of her decision, she held the phone in her hand, debating whether to call Susan’s parents or wait. The lady behind the desk made the decision for her.

“Ms. Williams, if you’ll stand over there in the hall, the doctor will be out shortly.”

Like an actor on stage, A. K. took her place. She stared at the doors to the operating room like she had x-ray vision. A few minutes later, the doctor came out with a smile on his lips.

“Everything went well, and she’s in ICU. Come on. I’ll let you have a peek.”

She followed the doctor into the unit. The patient’s rooms surrounded the nurse’s station like the spokes on a wheel.

“Here we are,” he said, pointing to one specific room.

A. K. hurried to Susan’s bedside. “Doc said you did great, and you’re going to be out of here before you know it.”

Susan’s mouth twitched as if she was going to say something but didn’t.

“She’s sedated,” he said.

“Looks to me like she’s agitated.”

“I got the impression she’s rather head strong.”

A. K. cringed. No telling what Susan had said under anesthesia. While she was sweet as could be, Susan was a no-nonsense business woman. If she was hallucinating about her shop, it was anyone’s guess what she’d said.

“We’d better get out of the way and let the nurses do their thing,” he said as a young woman in scrubs entered the room. “Leave your number at the nurse’s station. If there’s any change, someone will call you.”

“Better not be any change. You said she was going to be just fine, and I’m going to hold you to that.”


Chapter 2

Susan’s eyelids fluttered, and she squinted at her surroundings. The last thing she remembered was drawing her bath. Slowly, the memory of what happened began to come back—the water on the floor, her fall, the terrible sound when her head cracked against the tiles. To her surprise, the pain was gone and a quick check revealed no evidence of the lump. How? And where was she? This was definitely not her bathroom.

The long corridor with its gilded pier mirrors struck a familiar cord, and recognition seeped in. Many times before, she’d stood in this very place, and it wasn’t under good conditions. This was Roselawn, the local funeral home.

“What the hell am I doing here?”

There was no one to answer her. She stepped closer to the guest register outside Parlor A and stared in horror at the name on the tiny marquee—Susan Griffin.

“I’m dead?” She held out her arms which looked very much alive. Then she looked down, and her voice screeched to a high, shrill note. “And I’m naked?”

So she had escaped her worse fear of dying on the crapper, but dead is dead, and she wasn’t ready to accept her fate.

“It’s not fair. I can’t be dead. It was just a simple fall. I must be dreaming. Besides, if I’m dead why isn’t someone here to help me cross over? Isn’t that what’s supposed to happen?” She looked down the long hall and into the parlor. And wasn’t she supposed to see a bright light, or did that just happen in movies? All of a sudden she wondered if….

“Hey, wait a minute. I wasn’t perfect, but I lived a decent life, always tried to do the right thing.”

“Hello,” she shouted, but no one answered. Frustration turned to anger, and she took a swing at the guest book, determined to knock the book from the stand. Instead, her hand passed through it. “Not good,” she said. “Not good at all.” She reared back to try again when she heard something.

A woman pushing a vacuum cleaner entered at the other end of the corridor. Yes, she wanted answers, but ghost or not, Susan had no intention of facing anyone in her birthday suit. With one arm covering her breasts and the other shielding her private part, she looked for a hiding place. The best she could find was a wimpy palm plant.

Holding her breath, she wiggled behind the arrangement. About the only thing it covered was her face. Peeking through the foliage, she watched the cleaning lady pass without so much as a glance in her direction.

Then it hit her. “Of course, she can’t see me if I’m dead. And if she can’t see me, then she can’t hear me, either.”

Confusion roiled in her gut. She had tons of questions, no answers, and no one to help her.

The clock in the foyer indicated it was five a.m. No wonder there were no visitors. Roselawn had long gone the way of the modern world. No one sat up with the dead anymore. The doors opened at eight a.m. and closed at eight p.m., but surely she wasn’t the only deceased person in the place. A light over the register in front of Parlor B and Parlor C indicated she had company.

While she was curious about the other occupants, she was more concerned with her own predicament. Maybe if she saw her body laid out, it would convince her that this was not a bad dream, and life as she knew it really was over. Gathering all her courage, she eased into her parlor.

Flowers lined the back wall, and arrangements on easels surrounded the casket. The outpouring suggested a big turnout. Family and friends were to be expected, but she also knew there would be those she hadn’t seen in years. Aside from her family, there was only one who really mattered—Wesley.

“Why now?” she asked. “I never had the chance to see him again, and he was the real reason I moved back home. I was so hoping we could recapture what we once had.”

Susan pictured her family grieving for her. That was sure to hurt more than she could imagine. Oh, and she could count on her high school classmates. Most would come out of loyalty to their friendship, but there were those who would come out of curiosity, to see if they had held up better than she had. After a look-see at her remains, that little clique she detested would mosey to the kitchen for coffee and to munch on whatever goodies church members had provided. There, they would rehash old times. What the heck, it was tradition to catch up on gossip at funerals, weddings, or family reunions.

Nevertheless, Susan hated the idea of them ogling her remains. She could hear them now, expressing their regrets in overdone southern drawls. “My, she looks beautiful, just like she’s sleeping.”

“Liars! Stiff and waxy never looked good. Dead was dead. Well, before they rub their grimy little fingers over the lining of my casket, I might as well take a look.”

Gathering as much composure as she could, she tossed her hair, sucked in her gut, and sashayed past the empty pews with as much dignity as a naked person could muster. The bare-ass trek down the aisle proved tortuous. With every step, a cold draft goosed her in places she’d rather not mention, and she cringed at the possibility of a departed one scrutinizing her, especially eying those parts in need of a major overhaul. Then the irony of the situation hit her—even in death, the Grim Reaper took a back seat to vanity.

She arrived at the foot of the casket with her head held high. Taking a deep breath, she lowered her eyes. To her surprise, she discovered that she looked lovely. Someone had thought to bring her favorite blue outfit, the one she was going to wear to work that day. A smile crossed her lips. The dress and matching accessories had to be A. K.’s doing.

She didn’t know what to expect, but seeing her body didn’t affect her like she thought it would. Sure, it looked like her, but it wasn’t her. It was only a shell of who she used to be. Was it normal to feel so detached?

“The real Susan is who I am now,” she said. “I look the same, only I’m not…I exist in some weird, invisible form.”

She looked with envy at the beautiful blue dress and imagined the silky sheath sliding over her head and down her body. When her hand brushed against her thigh, her breath caught in her throat, and she discovered herself clothed in the same dress.

“So that’s how it’s done?” she murmured.

“Exactly, and may I say you look stunning.”

Startled, Susan turned toward the voice. A tall man strode down the aisle; his black, neatly groomed hair glistened under the lights.

“You can see me?” Then a picture of her marching naked down the aisle popped into her mind, and she added, “Uh, you saw me?”

“Every inch, and I thought being dead was going to be dull.”

If ever a ghost blushed, she did.

“You must be Susan Griffin. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Jack Evans, Parlor B.”

She accepted his extended hand.

“I can touch you.” She pressed her other hand against his chest then reached up and patted his cheek. “You’re real, uh, I mean, it’s like you’re real.”

“I know what you mean. You must have passed through a solid object.”

She nodded.

“First time I did that, it freaked me out, too. Seems we’re real to each other, but not to any living person or surrounding objects. Unless…well, I’ll explain about that later. I don’t know exactly how it works, but we can handle some things.”

“I’m so glad I can finally talk with someone.” It didn’t bother her that he was dead. Guess that came with being a spirit. Maybe he could supply answers about this afterlife, what she could and couldn’t do, and what was going to happen after the wake.

She took a good look at her ghostly friend—dark hair and blue eyes, nice build. Someone was definitely going to miss him. Too bad she wasn’t in the market. All she could think of was Wesley. What she wouldn’t give to have one more chance with him. She pictured his sandy hair and hazel eyes that always left her breathless. Why, oh why, did she have to die now?

“Is there any way we can undo our death?” she asked, doubting they could reverse the process.

“I wish.”

“Okay, Mr. Evans, I have a million questions, and I’m counting on you for answers. I know how to dress myself, but what else can I do?”

“Give me your hand.” In an instant, they were in the kitchen. “Beats the heck out of walking, doesn’t it? You have only to think where you want to go.”

“Can we go anywhere, or are we confined to the funeral home? How long are we earthbound? Did you find out anything about a bright light? What happens after we’re buried?”

“Whoa, slow down. I only arrived a few days ago myself. I have out-of-town relatives coming for the funeral, so they put my body in cold storage. Watching my corpse on a steel slab was a real downer, so I made the rounds of the parlors, met a few of the deceased residents.

“Randy Mumford in Parlor C shared some of what he had learned about our new existence. After his wake, he asked to be left alone. He was only 20 years old and dropped dead cutting his grass. Too young…way too young.

“I find it extremely sad when a young person dies and can’t help but wonder what kind of life he might have had? Whose lives would be changed by his passing? If the tears were any indication, many of the young people realized it could just as easily be them in that coffin.”

“I felt that way after a classmate died, made me put things in perspective. Well, since the funeral home isn’t bursting at the seams with our kind, I imagine we don’t hang around long. So, where do we go, and when do we leave?”

Jack started to answer when his attention was diverted to the sound of someone in the hallway. “Whoever it is can’t see or hear us, but old habits are hard to break.”

The cleaning lady entered the kitchen and put the vacuum in a closet. Opening the refrigerator door, she removed trays of pastries and arranged them on a table. Then she filled a Styrofoam cup from one of the large urns and exited the kitchen, leaving behind the smell of freshly brewed coffee.

Sweets were always Susan’s weakness, and the plate of brownies looked absolutely scrumptious. “It’s not like me to pass up a treat. So why don’t I have the urge to scoff up a brownie?”

“We no longer have the need to eat or drink, so we’re not tempted.”

“Now, that’s a real bummer. Well, no use hanging around here.” She closed her eyes and returned to her parlor. Jack appeared beside her, the sleeve of his suit coat brushing her arm. Standing near her casket, she heaved a sigh. “I still can’t believe I’m dead. There were so many things I wanted to do.”

“I know the feeling.”

The doors to the parlor closed behind them with a loud bang.

“What’s happening?” she asked.

“You must not have read the marque. Both of our wakes are scheduled for later today—four to eight p.m., so they’ll keep our parlors closed until then.”

“When are our funerals? I didn’t bother to find that out either.”

“Mine is scheduled for eleven a.m. tomorrow. Yours is set for one p.m.”

Susan smoothed the front of her skirt, which really didn’t need it. “It’s scary to think about it. I don’t know if I want to be there. I definitely don’t want to leave my loved ones, and how do I know that light will come for me?”

“You’re not alone, seems everyone feels that way. But I have a feeling we’ll do what’s right when the time comes. Why don’t we sit and talk, find out a little more about one another. It might help us get through this.”

Susan remembered her hand passing through the stand and guest book. “How can I sit without falling through the pew?”

A boyish grin crossed his lips. “Like before, you only have to visualize it.”

She pictured herself sitting on the front row. It worked, and Jack sat next to her.

“I still haven’t figured out how to pick up or move an object,” he said. “Thinking about it doesn’t work. Guess I’m going to have to visit a poltergeist to learn the secret behind rattling chains.”

“Sounds like you plan to stay earthbound for a while.”

The muscles around his mouth flinched. “At least until I figure out who shot me.”

Susan’s mouth flew open. “You were murdered?”

* * * *

The grandfather clock in the foyer struck four o’clock p.m., and with the last chime, the funeral director opened the doors to her parlor. Over shuffling feet and muffled conversations, Susan recognized A. K.’s voice.

“I’m so sorry. Susan was like a sister to me.”

Susan stepped into the aisle and watched A. K. comforting her parents and Edward, her brother.

Jack cleared his throat. “I’d better return to my parlor. We can talk later when we’re alone.” In an instant, he was gone.

A. K. and Edward headed down the aisle together. Susan’s mother and father followed, each supporting the other. Their grief stricken faces hurt more than Susan thought possible. Caught up in the moment, she failed to step aside, and A. K. passed right through her. Her ghostly form quivered as if jolted by a volt of electricity. It was a sensation she never wanted to experience again. At the same time, A. K. shuddered and rubbed her arms.

“Dang, it’s freezing in here,” she said.

Susan moved behind the casket and waited to recover from the harrowing incident. Her jangled nerves finally calmed, and she made a mental note not to get too close to another living person. While standing on the other side of the casket, she watched their tearful expressions and listened to questions she had asked herself.

Her mother clutched the side of the casket then leaned down and kissed the lifeless body on the forehead. “My baby…why my baby?”

Her father shook his head and put his arm around his wife of forty-five years.

“Let’s sit down, dear.” He persuaded her to take a seat on the front row.

Despite Susan’s earlier resolution, she took a seat beside her mother.

“I love you, Mom,” she whispered. It didn’t matter that her mother couldn’t hear her. She needed to say what was in her heart. “I can’t believe I’ll never again be a part of your life.”

Susan longed to touch her, to feel one last time her warmth. Braving the consequences, she reached out and caressed her mother’s cheek. There was no jarring encounter, but the firmness of the flesh didn’t exist. Susan felt nothing. But her mother’s reaction was quite different. Like A. K., she shivered.

“You’re right, A. K. It is cold in here,” she said.

Susan drew back her hand and returned to the casket, where she stood beside an easel of yellow mums. That’s when she saw him—Wesley Grissom, the one man and only man she had ever really loved.

His sandy hair looked even lighter against his dark blue suit. With his head down, he made his way to the casket where he stood for a long time looking down at her, and then he gently touched her cold, hard cheek. She flinched, not wanting him to remember her that way. After he withdrew his hand, he squeezed the edge of the coffin until his knuckles whitened. His mouth drew tight, and his hazel eyes glistened like shiny marbles.

She wished she could turn back the years, feel his arms around her once again, but she was helpless to do anything. Standing behind him, she breathed in the familiar scent of his aftershave, a mixture of foreign spices that so reflected his masculine persona. She exhaled as if to blow a kiss on the back of his neck, and his skin pebbled.

“Oh, Wesley,” she said, “I came home hoping we could build on the past. We didn’t get the chance to try. I was busy trying to get my business started and thought I had all the time in the world. Boy, was I wrong.”

“Wesley,” her mother said, “is that you?”

He joined the family, seated in the front row. “Yes, ma’am.”

He cradled the elderly woman in his arms.

“Thank you for agreeing to be a pallbearer. Susan would have wanted that.”

“What I really would like is to not be dead,” Susan said.

“I’m so sorry,” Wesley said.

He spoke briefly with her father and brother, who introduced him to A. K. After expressing his condolences, he excused himself and took a seat in the back of the parlor.

Susan followed and sat beside him, frustrated that she couldn’t make contact. “I’m here, Wesley. I never stopped loving you. I really thought the future would hold good things for us. It’s true what they say—don’t put your dreams on hold.”

Wesley sat silently staring at her coffin.

“I don’t want you to think of me that way, a cold, lifeless shell. Remember me from the past.”

For two hours, he sat alone with his thoughts then eased his way through the visitors gathered in the lobby and exited the front door.

Co-workers, neighbors, and friends continued to arrive. They filled the room with a mixture of perfumes and colognes and the hum of hushed conversations. A. K. walked back and joined Debbie and Sheila, who sat a few rows behind her family.

Susan turned her thoughts to her friend and employees. What would become of them? Would her parents sell her business? Her parents had no knowledge of the industry and certainly didn’t need the money. If only she had made arrangements to leave the boutique to A. K. Susan wished there was some way she could communicate with her friend. But on second thought, she realized that a voice from beyond would probably send A. K. fleeing for the front door. As she contemplated her existence in the afterlife, Susan couldn’t help but wonder how many spirits had stood beside her at prior funerals.

Throughout the evening, a constant stream of visitors stopped to pay their respects, but near closing time, the crowd thinned. Her mother and father were the last to leave. Now, she was all alone. Emptiness, the likes of which she had never known before, consumed her. She took one last look at her remains and wondered how she would react tomorrow when they lowered her casket into the grave.

She shuddered at the thought and willed herself into the foyer where an overflow crowd had gathered outside Parlor B. The revelation that Jack Evans was murdered still played on her mind. What did the man do that someone would shoot him? He seemed like such a likeable fellow. Did he have an idea who killed him? Was that why he planned to remain earthbound? Even if he found his killer, what could he do about it?

Jack nudged her. “Quite a sight, huh? Makes me sad to see so many old friends I neglected in life. Seems I always had an excuse for not getting together. More often than not, work interfered. If I had it to do over again, I’d make a lot of changes.”

“I know what you mean. Too bad we don’t get a second chance.”

She paused and reexamined her ghostly friend. Since he wore no wedding ring and seemed to be in his late-thirties, she would assume he was divorced. He was a nice looking guy, about six-foot two, and not a smattering of gray. Who indeed would want to kill him? A rejected lover? A disgruntled business partner? Perhaps he’d walked in on a robbery.

While she pondered those questions, Jack pointed out his family members as they filed past toward the front doors. “The woman in the wheel chair is my mother. She suffers from rheumatoid arthritis.” The petite, gray headed lady dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief and offered a weak smile to those saying goodbye. “Dad’s pushing Mom.”

Susan could see the resemblance. Jack’s father was tall and stately with dark hair and carried himself like a much younger man, pushing the wheelchair, rather than relying on it for support.

Jack continued pointing out members of his family. “The woman in the green dress is my sister, Ramona, and the two men with her are my brothers, Henry and Chris.”

Susan looked with surprise at his sister. “Oh, I know Ramona. She’s a customer…uh, was a customer. I own a boutique. Dang, I can’t think of my work as being in the past.”

“Me either. My work was my life.” Jack then directed her attention to a woman with shoulder-length, auburn hair and wearing a lavender dress. “She’s my ex. I’m not surprised Clarissa would make an appearance. We did love each other, once, and parted on fairly good terms.”

Tall and thin with big blue eyes, his ex could easily have passed for a model. While not a regular customer, Susan also remembered waiting on Clarissa, who had a knack for picking the most exclusive items. While her undergarments were not visible for inspection, the outfit she wore belonged to a designer whose line carried a hefty price tag. And her jewelry definitely didn’t come from a store in nearby Hammond. Clarissa flashed so much bling, she could have found her way around in the dark.

When the last of the visitors left, Susan turned to Jack.

“Okay, I can’t stand it any longer,” she said. “How did it happen? Did you see who murdered you?”

“First, tell me how you came to be here.”

“I’m afraid mine was just a dumb accident. I slipped and hit my head.”

“There’s nothing dumb about dying. Were you alone? Did someone get you to the hospital?”

“I don’t know. The next thing I remembered was standing in the foyer of the funeral home.”

He rubbed the center of his forehead. “Mine was no accident. A .38 caliber ended it for me. I was sleeping and woke in time to see the barrel of the gun. That’s all I remember. By the time I took on my new form and realized I was dead, it was the next morning, and the intruder was gone. I do remember seeing my body. When they carried it away, I thought it best I follow it.”

Jack threw up his hands. “Valentine’s Day! Can you believe it? I died on Valentine’s Day. So much for love. I’d made plans to take several of my workers to lunch, and when I failed to show up and didn’t answer my page, they knew something was wrong. That’s when the police found me.”
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