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For those who haven't discovered their purpose yet.











  
  




















This book includes non-graphic and non-violent depictions of suicide and child death. 
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  Group One


It was difficult being in two places at once. As the Grim Reaper, I was meant to keep the Afterlife in good shape, escort newly departed souls there, but also keep an eye on the spirits already there. I was their guide. For some, their friend. Their only friend. To others, I was an enemy. I was death itself, coming to collect them too early. It was never my decision, though. If I were actually in charge, I would allow souls to have as much time in the Living World as they wished. Unfortunately, that wasn’t how things worked. No matter how many times I tried explaining that, only some understood. 
When someone crossed over from the Living World to the Spirit World, I was there. No one else, just me. Sometimes the souls were surrounded by friends or family. Other times, they were alone. But the moment they crossed over into my realm, they were no longer alone. They had me.
To some, this was reassuring. To others, this was scary. Rarely was I greeted with a smile. Most of the time, it was anger, sadness, confusion, a mix of all the above.
So, you can imagine my surprise when I picked up the newest resident of the Afterlife and she didn’t portray any of those emotions.
I entered her house. It was old, smelling of expensive perfume and cigarette smoke. The place was unkempt, as though its caretaker had simply given up. Or maybe they could no longer keep up with it.
I never wasted time exploring the area where I needed to pick up a soul. It was best to get them quickly to bring them to the Spirit World so I could move onto the next soul that needed me. I tried not to rush, but there was only one of me and billions of them.
I poked my head into the next room, which seemed to be a study of some sort. An elderly woman sat in a rocking chair, swaying it back and forth, its wooden joints creaking at every motion. Her back was to me as she gazed out the window. Outside the window was bright, but dark clouds moved across the horizon. A storm was on its way, and I suddenly felt grateful we didn’t have weather in the Afterlife.
After another moment’s pause, I stepped inside the room. I remained quiet so as not to startle the woman. Sometimes, the older they were, the tougher they’d be to work with. Some were ready, others weren’t. Some were bitter, and others were relieved. I didn’t know how she’d be, so acting with caution was my best plan.
As I got closer, I heard her exhale a long sigh. She continued rocking, keeping a steady eye on the sky.
“I’ve been waiting for you.”
I halted. She must have been speaking to me. No one else was here.
She looked over her shoulder, her eyes seeking me out. “You’re late.”
“Excuse me?” She was definitely speaking to me, though I didn’t understand.
I wasn’t late. Time didn’t exist. It was something those in the Living World kept track of based on the positions of the sun and moon. Ultimately, though, it was human-made. Of course, she didn’t know that.
She laughed, turning her attention back to the window. “Do they not have jokes in the Afterlife?”
I smirked. “Ah, so you’re aware you’ve passed on.”
“Of course.”
I scanned the room, only to notice she had turned to face me again.
“My body is in my bedroom, if that’s what you’re looking for.” She nodded her head toward a doorway to my left. “I went to bed last night and woke up like this.”
I stepped closer to her. “You’ve had some time to come to terms with what’s happened to you, then?”
She nodded. “I’ve been waiting for you for a long time.”
I opened my mouth to respond, but she continued speaking.
“Ninety-nine is far too long for someone to be alive. I’ve witnessed many events in this world. Some good, some bad. I’m old. Tired. I’m ready to rest.”
I remained standing in the middle of the room, unresponsive. Who was to say ninety-nine years was too long of a time? I could bet that those still living who knew and loved her would beg to differ. They’d claim they didn’t have enough time with her.
Instead of correcting her, I waited patiently for her to stand. She claimed she was ready to move on, but she continued to sit. I’d let her get one last look at the sky she was about to leave behind.
Rain started falling, small droplets attaching to the window, trickling down. She held up her palm to the window, though didn’t press against it.
“My husband and I used to dance in the rain. When we were much younger, of course. Now I shall never feel the cool drops of rainfall on my skin ever again.” She stood, finally turning her full body toward me. I couldn’t help but grin, noticing the cane that she no longer needed leaning against the wall beside her.
She stretched her arm, holding her hand toward me, and smiled. “We should go before my family arrives.”
Nodding in understanding, I took her hand and our surroundings faded away.
*

The elderly woman sipped her tea, content. She sat at one end of the small round table and I sat across from her. The table was the only object in the otherwise empty, dark room. A green light illuminated the space just enough for us to make one another out. The Clock shone green to signal the session had begun.
The Crossover Room was a place in the Afterlife I met with souls who needed extra guidance. Where do they go from here? What can they do now? Is there anything they needed to talk about regarding their death? I didn’t see every single spirit here—that’d be too much. Some spirits were already at peace, like this woman sitting before me. I was shocked she visited me for a session, but sometimes the souls wanted to reminisce about their past life.
The reason they joined me in the Crossover Room didn’t matter. I wasn’t here to judge; I was here to help guide them should they need it.
She peered into her teacup. “I’ll lose my senses soon, you said?”
I nodded. “Although our spirit forms can be physical when they need to be. It takes time to figure out how to do that, but it’s possible.”
She sipped her tea again before changing the subject. “Does it rain here?”
I shook my head.
“Pity.”
“How so?” I questioned. “Most people don’t like the rain.”
“Most people are fools.” She smirked at me over her teacup, and I couldn’t help but chuckle. I wasn’t in any position to call one person a fool over another, but her words intrigued me.
She put her tea on the table, still cupping both hands around it. She leaned forward, eyeing me. “Do you remember I told you my husband and I would dance in the rain?”
I nodded.
“The first time was an accident. It was our first date. He walked me home, and a storm came out of nowhere. It poured on us. I ran for cover, trying to duck into any store that was still open. When I finally found an awning to stand under, I noticed he wasn’t with me. Instead, he was a few paces behind, jumping in a puddle.” She ginned at the memory.
“I called to him,” she continued, “begging for him to join me. He was already soaked, and I didn’t want him to get sick. He responded by reaching out and grabbing my hand. He pulled me back onto the sidewalk, under a waterfall of raindrops. His laugh was contagious. I thought him ridiculous, but how could I not enjoy the moment? No words were spoken between us. Only laughter.”
I grinned at her story, waiting patiently for her to sip her tea before continuing.
“We were both sopping wet, and I was chilled to the bone. But I didn’t notice it at the moment. We ran down the sidewalk, jumping in puddles. We tried catching raindrops in the palms of our hands, as if such a thing is possible. But with him, anything seemed possible.” Her smile turned somber. She dipped her index finger into her steaming beverage, though I knew she wouldn’t feel its liquid or heat.
She swirled her finger around the drink, anyway. “Many people don’t like the rain because it gets them wet. It slows them down. It makes them tired. The rain makes the world look dull. But the truth is, there’s so much beauty in the rain. It helps us thrive; it helps the planet thrive. Sure, it may tire us out, but I think that’s a message from the universe telling us to slow down. To take a break, to actually see our surroundings and not look past them.”
I sipped my tea, absorbed in her words. Sessions like this one were a refreshing role reversal. I was here to guide the spirits, but there were times I learned from the spirits instead.
“After all,” her smile brightened once more when she brought her attention back to me. “We’re meant to enjoy the journey and not the destination, right? I can’t imagine how different my life would have been if we didn’t dance in the rain that day. Instead of hiding, we continued our way to my house and enjoyed it. We didn’t let the weather damper our time together. We chose to dance in the rain instead of waiting for the sun. Because the sun isn’t always present. Life isn’t always sunshine and rainbows, and if you can find someone to find the beauty in those dark times—find someone to dance in the rain with you—life will be a wonderful journey.”
She took her finger out of her cup and help it up high. “That’s what life is all about, isn’t it?”
I clinked my cup with hers. “Life is meant to be enjoyed. I don’t know what happened to you during your time in the Living World, but it seems to me you made the most of it. You enjoyed life, accepting all pieces of it.”
“It’s a good thing I met my husband when I was nineteen, huh? Who knows how I would have turned out.” Her laughter bellowed throughout the Crossover Room.
The room glowed red. I looked toward the Clock, realizing our time was up. I hadn’t noticed it turn orange, but it was obvious the soul was at peace with her passing.
Without me needing to say so, she stood up from the table, as if she knew the Clock dismissed her.
“Thank you for bringing me here and allowing me to rest,” she said. The ninety-nine-year-old woman who once stood hunched over in her physical form now stood tall, steady on her feet, and beaming with confidence. She stuck out her hand, and I shook it upon standing from my chair.
“I’m going to find my husband and see what new adventures we can go on together here,” she said, winking at me.
With that, she turned and walked out of the room, leaving me with one realization: I couldn’t remember what it felt like to stand in the rain.

      [image: ]I stood in the corner of a hospital room. An adult male lay in the bed with a sightless gaze peering at the ceiling, his mouth gaped open. The machines had been turned off, so the room was still, much like the now-empty body. The only sound was of a woman quietly crying into the shoulder of the man as they stood over the deceased.
“Can they see me?”
I looked to my right, realizing the soul stood beside me. “No, sorry.”
“Can they hear me?” He never took his eyes off the man and woman.
“No.”
He frowned, turning away from them and looking at me. “It’s just as well. I don’t know what I’d say to them, anyway.”
I didn’t answer. No one ever knows when it’s time to say goodbye. For the few who are presented with the opportunity, they never know what to say. They spend the time wishing they had more time. They’re in denial. Before they know it, they’ve missed their chance to say what they truly wanted.
“Anyway,” the soul broke me out of my thoughts, “who are you?”
“The Grim Reaper,” I responded, looking down at my floor-length black cloak, gripping my scythe tighter. I thought my presence would have been obvious. The Living World made up so many rumors about me, and oddly enough, my physical features were the only things they got right.
“You finally did me in, huh?” he chuckled.
“No.” I tried not to sound offended.
“It’s alright,” he said with a shrug. “I should thank you.”
The rumor of me being death itself was wrong. No matter how many times I explained it, some spirits wouldn’t understand. Of course, it wasn’t something I could explain to those in the Living World.
“What do we do now?” he asked.
“I’m here to bring you to the Afterlife.”
The soul nodded, as though he approved of the plan. “I never imagined this. I mean, I’ve often thought about death, being a sickly man and all that. If I’m honest, I never thought this is what death would be like.”
I shifted my weight, not knowing how to respond. Most people didn’t think this was how death went. The Living World made up many other rumors about what would happen to them when they died and they were all wrong.
“Are you ready to go?” I asked.
The spirit hesitated for a moment, but then nodded. He peeled his eyes away from the man and woman standing over his limp physical form. It looked painful for him to turn away, but he faced me, with his chest out in determination. “Let’s get out of here.”
*

“It doesn’t surprise me I’m here. I’ve had one foot in the grave for years.”
I sipped my tea, listening as the soul ranted about being here. They didn’t seem bothered by it, but eerily relaxed.
“I didn’t think I’d last as long as I did. I always had accidents, was always getting sick. In the hospital a lot. Each time I thought to myself, ‘Is this it? Is this the end?’ But it never was. Not until it actually was, I mean.”
I nodded along. “No one knows when their time in the Living World will come to an end.”
“True,” he replied. “The people in my life were always happy when I’d get out of the hospital. I was too, I guess, but if I’m being honest, life was simpler in the hospital. Sure, the food sucked, and I kept being awoken in the middle of the night. The bed was uncomfortable … but it was quiet, you know?”
I didn’t know, but agreed anyway. He was on a roll, so I figured I’d let him keep talking.
“I was always the first contact person for the people in my life. Family members would reach out to me about other family members. Friends would talk to me about our other friends. I kept many secrets and knew more than anyone else did. I don’t know why it was me.”
“They trusted you,” I stated.
“Sure,” he agreed. “But why? And why did everyone have to confide in me? I knew things about others I wasn’t supposed to, always keeping a secret from someone else for someone else. Many secrets I am taking to my grave. That sounds like an accomplishment, but it was always uncomfortable.”
“Sometimes keeping secrets isn’t all that bad. It’s like doing a favor for someone else,” I tried to justify it, if that was even possible.
“But some of those secrets were bad,” he countered. “My brother-in-law cheated on my sister.”
That was unfortunate, though not the worst I’d heard.
“I never told my sister because she was cheating on him, too.”
I raised a brow.
“She got pregnant from her side guy. She told her husband it was his, which caused him to panic. He was going to divorce her because he had found out he got his side chick pregnant.”
The plot thickens.
“It was a mess,” he groaned, rubbing his hand through his thick hair. “I never told either of them about what happened. I didn’t feel like it was my place. Plus, it wasn’t one-sided. They were both wrong. And yet, because they kept secrets from each other, they were avoiding the one thing that was best for them both—divorce.”
“And that’s what you call irony,” I stated.
He let out a light laugh. “Ain’t that the truth. The thing is, when they both find out the other was unfaithful to them, it’ll come to light that I knew both sides of the story.”
“Is that a problem?” I asked.
He gazed down at his mug, tracing the rim with a finger. “I don’t know. I feel like they’re going to hate me once they find out I was keeping secrets from both of them. A good brother would have sat them down together and encouraged them to talk it out. But I was too afraid to.”
“I doubt they’ll blame you for that. It wasn’t fair of them to expect you to hold on to such heavy information.”
“You’re right. I know you’re right, but I’m not sure they’ll see it that way.”
“Maybe not,” I said, shrugging. “In the end, that will be on them. Not you.”
“They can still blame me.”
“And what could they do to you now?”
He hesitated and then smirked. “Yeah, I’m already dead. The worst they can do is defile my headstone.”
“Which they won’t do,” I replied reassuringly. “If anything, they’ll be impressed you were faithful to them both. Something they failed to do for one another.”
After another moment’s hesitation, the spirit tilted his head back and laughed. “Oh, that’s irony!”
“It’s true, though,” I continued. “You kept heavy secrets for them and when they find out, I’m sure they’ll see the irony in it, too. You respected them both, even if you didn’t agree with their actions. You were a supportive brother.”
He nodding along, listening to my words as he sipped his tea. “You’re not wrong about that. I was going through so much with my health, and people still found a way to confide in me about their issues. I don’t think they realized exactly how much I was going through myself.” He looked away from his beverage and out the frame-less window, that was beside the table, into the void beyond. “It’s weird because the more you’re in the hospital, the more people get used to it. I think they assume, ‘Oh, he’s having another bad day, but he’ll be back home soon.’ Except, I didn’t go home one day. No one visited. I died alone in my hospital room.”
I frowned, knowing well enough that his sister and brother-in-law were the first to arrive as soon as they heard the news. It was probably the closest the two had been in a while. It always took a death in the family to bring everyone else closer together.
To the spirit, his sister and brother-in-law arrived after his death. All he remembered was seeing them come into the room when he was already outside his physical form. But they had arrived minutes before he moved on. The stress of the soul leaving the body had that effect. They were no longer aware of what happened around them, and the memory of their time of death was skewed because of the trauma of passing away.
It was difficult not to say anything in these moments. I wanted to tell the spirit his family did love him and were there for him. I wasn’t allowed to interpret those moments for them, though. It was a memory they’d have to dig deep to remember themselves.
When I didn’t answer, he kept speaking. “I’m not upset about my life, though. I still loved my family and I know they loved me. Even though I didn’t get much in return from them, that’s not why I did the things I did. I’m proud to have been a steady person in their lives. I’m happy they could trust me to be there for them. Or else, I don’t know what would have happened.”
He looked at me and smiled. “Honestly, I’m happy to be here, though. I can finally relax and take a break. It’s weird knowing this is permanent. I’ll never get to talk to them again or hug them. But I know I can still be there for them in some ways.”
“You’re absolutely right. You can head back to the Living World to visit them whenever you’d like,” I explained.
“And I’ll do just that,” he said, standing. “But first, I’m going to find a quiet place to relax. They can deal without me for a while.”

      [image: ]The next soul who called to me was a woman in her seventies. According to those in the Living World, that age was far too young to pass on. There was never a ‘correct’ age to move on, but those still alive felt that the longer you lived, the luckier you were.
Upon entering the bedroom, I witnessed the soul staring down at her body lying in bed. It looked to be asleep, not dead. I noticed the spirit smile at her former self.
I let her have a moment before making myself known. Sometimes it was best for them to not feel like they had an audience when saying their goodbyes. Yet, it seemed she had already noticed my presence. She kept casting quick glances in my direction before looking away almost immediately after. She never spoke, so neither did I.
Then she kept a steady gaze on her former self for a long time, looking it up and down, almost as if she expected it to sit up again. I knew that wouldn’t happen, and I had a feeling she knew that, too.
After another moment of silence, she finally turned to look at me.
“You’re getting impatient, aren’t you?” she asked.
“Not at all,” I replied. A little white lie never hurt anyone.
She pursed her lips into a sad smile. “I know we can’t linger, but I don’t want to forget my face.”
I didn’t completely understand what she meant, but I knew everyone grieved differently. I wasn’t here to judge, and I rarely did. 
“It doesn’t look like me now,” she said, peering down at herself again. “But I don’t want to forget it.”
“You don’t need to worry about that,” I said, reassuring her. “You can come back and visit this place whenever you want.
“Really?”
“Really.”
She grinned excitedly. “Alright. We can go now.”
“Are you sure?” I asked, holding out my bony hand.
Without a response, without her smile wavering, she took my hand.
*

All souls would eventually forget who they once were. It was natural and part of the process of going from the Living World to the Spirit World and then back again. It wasn’t something the souls understood, nor was it something everyone in the Living World believed in. Even I didn’t fully understand it, but it was the truth and something all spirits experienced.
It didn’t surprise me to see this soul in the Crossover Room. She seemed to understand she had moved on, but wasn’t quite at peace yet. Something bothered her—I couldn’t put my finger on it, and she didn’t seem to know, either.
She put her coffee mug on the table. “Sometimes people ask those hypothetical questions like what three things would you bring with you if you were stuck on an island? Or who would you rather be stuck on an island with?” she leaned forward. “I always thought those questions were silly. What are the odds of you getting stuck on an island? And, if that ever did happen, what are the odds of you being able to choose who goes with you, or have time to grab an item of your choosing?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know where those questions came from, but I think they’re fun for people to ponder. It’s like exploring various ‘what if’ scenarios. Also, you can learn a lot about a person based on their answer.”
She picked up her mug again, leaning back in her chair. She watched me quizzically. “How so?”
“Some people will tell you they’ll grab a book. They’re excited to be alone, to read in peace. They don’t care where they are as long as they can have a break from the real world. Since they have a book, they’ll escape to a different reality and forget they’re on an island in the first place. Then you have those who will bring supplies to help them survive. Some will bring supplies to help them escape. Others will simply bring a cell phone to call for help,” I explained.
She chuckled. “That is, if they have service and know the exact location of the island they’re stranded on.”
“True,” I agreed. “There are pros and cons to every answer. You can argue the person with the book will get bored reading the same material. There’s no right or wrong answer because we’ll never know what would happen if you got stuck on an island with a specific item.”
“And the answer would vary from person to person, even if they brought the same item,” she added.
“Everyone thinks differently.”
“We’re all individuals.”
I nodded, sipping my coffee. The spirit mirrored my movements across the table. After a moment of silence, she piped up again.
“I

      [image: ]
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