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At the intersection of lifetimes,

is Heaven

a place where the finality of life and death melts away

and unconditional love is revealed.
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PROLOGUE

Flashing lights. Sirens scream full bore.

Prepare to embark, a voice says over the loudspeaker. Mind the line.

I look around. The pain had stopped, though the stain on my fatigues remains. Im in some sort of station. It reminds me of the subway stations in New York: dark, subterranean, and brimming with bodies bumping into one another as they make their way to or from trains. However, instead of a station with tracks, theres an endless beige brick wall with openings every six feet. Down the aisle, I see a man coming toward me. Seems like a man, but I cant tell. He glows.

Hi, Im Clarence, he says as he stops in front of me. He seems vaguely familiar, but Im sure weve never met.

Im your Guardian Angel. You can call me GA for short.

Before I could ask a question, he ushered me to a particular tunnel.

This one is your transporter, he says, pointing to the opening in front of me.

Embark! a voice over the intercom shouts. Jump, now!

Clarence gives me a push. I glance at him one last time. He salutes me with two fingers and says, Remember, I will always be here. His mouth is moving, but I dont hear the rest, as theres a whooshing noise around me. Did he say, Remind me of who I am? Strange. I go tumbling through my doorway, spiraling into a vortex, falling downward at warp speed. As I am free-falling through space, everything becomes a haze; I lose all sense of my bearings and feel completely at the mercy of the fall. Suddenly, I am floating. Up ahead, theres a light! It feels warm and beckoning. I dont want to hesitate; I want to reach the light. I jet off like a rocket and land, oh my.
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CHAPTER ONE

WELCOME TO HEAVEN

On a road. Ahead of me, the path stretches for miles before disappearing behind the sun. I am mesmerized! Have I ever seen a sunset so dazzling? My mind zeroes in on the incredible beauty and forgets everything else. The vivid colors brightening the horizon become more spectacular by the second, just when I thought it couldnt get better. The clouds, framed by the kaleidoscope of colors, look like canvases painted by great masters. The moment captures and holds on to me. I stand in awe; there is simply nothing else. No thought of yesterday or tomorrow. Just the sunset and the incomparable beauty of the place.

The moment is interrupted by a caress from the breeze on my face, warm and carrying the faint scent of something blooming. Soothing melodies play in the background, and everything about the place says welcome home. I start walking, more like floating. I dont know how I know, but I know I am in Heaven. Yup, Heaven. Thats where I am.

In the midst of a dazzling, all-encompassing perfection is where I am. Each moment inspires my heart to sing along to the enchanting music. Each moment cradles my soul in a blanket of love; the love Ive yearned for and knew existed but somehow remained out of reach in my earthly lifetime meets me. I am grateful.

Hey, Im Joseph, a voice behind me says.

I turn around to see a middle-aged soul.

I had a lifetime, just like you, before arriving here.

Im Finn. I outstretch my hand. Well, my essence. Hope yours was better than mine, I say as I feel my forehead for my now non-existent gunshot wound.

I wouldnt say mine was typical. It seemed normal enough to me at the time. I was an ethical hacker.

Wow! Whats that?

I hacked bad people. My time was in the future. In the age of technology.

I was a fighter pilot for the Allied troops in World War II.

I wish there were no war.

Me either, but I managed from day to day, best I could, to find some good in it all. It was bearable because I liked my buddies in the Air Force. We joked and teased each other when things were tense, and we were always there for each other when tense turned into terrifying. Even though we were thousands of miles from home and fighting a war that didnt make sense, we made life seem normal. As pilots, we had a mission, a purpose, and one thing was certain: we were on that mission together.

I remember the day clearly. It was a Monday, only months before the war would end. At 28,000 feet, the air was thin and merciless. The radio had been screaming, Viper Two, youve got a tail in the air, break right, break right, just before the sky lit up with enemy gunfire. I felt the panic. I was trained to be calm, but as the enemy plane came into view, my brain froze. The world spun before me as my plane was gunned down over France. It was one of the most frightening experiences of my life. It was all so surreal. There was a sunset that day, a dazzling one, as I hit the eject button, pulled on my parachute, and drifted to earth. That sunset was all I could think about. 

When I landed on a bushy knoll, it was already dusk. I heard voices and got nervous. I recognized they were speaking French, and the tension released from my body. The French were allies. The French Resistance fighters must have seen me go down, and they were about to find me. Maybe the day would end better than I had thought. I remember looking at their faces when I came out of the bushes where I was hiding, hands raised, and muttering in my best attempt at a French accent, Baguette, American, French Fries.

One of them, who looked like the leader, muttered something fast in his native tongue to another. I was mesmerized and stunned by how much he could say with so little opening of his mouth. The other smiled and replied.

Il a dit des pommes frites. Il est Americain. They all smiled then, and embraced me the way the French do, with kisses on the cheeks and even cheekier hugs. I was one of them now, and we traveled together most of the night.

At dawn, we walked by a small-town plaza, all the buildings made of stone. The church had a huge boulder as one cornerstone. They had built the church around it. We passed through the town and went to a farm in the country. We found some cheese and half a loaf of stale bread in the barn, an obvious hiding spot for the resistance, and we all relaxed a bit.

Thats when I really noticed her. She stood out among the others. Tall, long legs, brunette hair, and the most amazing green eyes. Thirtyish. I, just past my nineteenth birthday, was having a teenage moment. It seemed odd to have women among the soldiers, but this was the Resistance; former citizens fighting to get their country back. So, there they were, women and men side by side, fighting for their cause. One even had a baby strapped to her chest!

I stared at the beauty. When she approached me, something seemed familiar, but I had never seen her before. She handed me a piece of stale bread, and we sat and had the most amazing conversation. She had learned English in school and would make enchanting mistakes, like saying Your smile is liking to me, instead of I like your smile. But I felt like I could understand her no matter what she said or in what language she spoke, just by looking into those eyes.

The fatigues she wore hugged her curves. She wore no make-up, yet her dazzling eyes felt masked and haunting. Any sense of a language barrier fell away, and I dont think I had ever felt so close to a stranger before. Later, her friend joined us, pulled out a small flask of wine, which was sour but was heaven on my lips after the day Id had.

We chugged it with our makeshift meal and made as merry as we could, given our circumstances. At nightfall, we buried ourselves in the hay of the farmhouse and fell into a dead sleep, at least I did, until the sound and thunder of multiple trucks awoke us later that morning. We were surrounded in our barn by a Nazi division of soldiers.

They ordered us to stand in the center of the barn and yelled at us in German. I couldnt believe Id escaped being shot down to this fate. I glanced over at the French girl. We locked eyes. We all knew what was to come, and as my eyes held hers, I regretted not listening to my mother, who had asked me not to enlist.

Shoving us against one of the walls, the enemy started shooting. The last thing I saw was the barrel of a gun and the lemon-yellow hair of the man holding it up to my head. I glanced once more in the French girls direction, and then nothing.

I am trundling down this brick road awash in light with Joseph. With each step, I feel the utmost peace permeating my entire being, and the horrible ending to my last life slipping away. Everything feels, smells, and appears fresh and new.

You can go from here. Just keep walking ahead. Clarence will be here soon. I am due at the FRP, Joseph said as he evaporated.

As I keep on course, I realize my army buddies, who died with me in battle, were all around me. So was my grandfather, whod died ten years before, and my sister, Melany. Melany and I were like bees on honey growing up. We loved each other and did everything together. My Meli had drowned in the winter when I was eight, yet here she was. For a while, I converse with my welcoming group.

Being in Heaven with my family and friends was a festive atmosphere. They were all smiling and happy to see me. The mood was contagious. And my body felt good. I hadnt felt like this in years. I was in perfect shape, no aches or pains whatsoever, and energy was coursing through my veins to dowell, to do anything.

Welcome to Heaven, they say in unison. Thats when I knew for sure I wasnt just waking up from a dream in France. Soon a guide met me. I am sorry. Clarence was delayed. He asked me to come and fetch you. Are you ready?

I wave goodbye to my cohorts and follow the soul leading me home.





CHAPTER TWO

THE MEETING

My family and friends, past and present, acquainted with life in Heaven, briefed me on the fact that I wasnt in a lifetime anymore, showed me the lay of the landwell, its not land really, but it seems like it. You see, Heaven seems like a place, sure, but its more of a state of mind; a continuous dream youre awake inside of, and meant to experience.

Every day is like a Sunday morning here in Heaven. Nowhere in particular to be. Nothing in particular to do. In fact, its like those Sunday mornings when the house is clean, and the chores are done. You have the freedom to just enjoy the day.

Oddly, I feel like fishing. Its something I must have loved. Next thing you know, my granddad and I are fishing. Hes reminiscing about our lifetime together, and hes catching me up on all the relatives in Heaven I could meet.

My memory has started to fade, not all the way, but its fading. I cant remember much of what Grandpa tells me. I ask him how he remembers those things in Heaven. He mumbles something about the past life pavilion. I dont ask anymore. I love the peace in Heaven. After a while, everyone drifts back to their tasks and chores, and I can explore Heaven on my own. From what little I can remember, I am happier than I have ever been.

The more time I spend in Heaven, the more I realize this Sunday morning freedom isnt going away. No matter where or what I imagine, I instantly arrive there or have it. No matter what I want to do, I can do it. Sickness, age, and sadness have no meaning or place in Heaven. Existence here is like a dazzling sunset that never ends; nature is brighter and is locked in some kind of eternal spring. Once I thought of winter, and it instantly came. That was enough. Eternal Spring is fine with me.

Id soon come to know there are angels in Heaven. Souls who were never incarnated on Earth. They have a special glow. Different from us incarnates. They can look human but seem more like diffused light. No wings. Although one day I mentioned this to one such being, and she sprouted wings right there in front of me. Said she could appear however I wanted. I get the sense that the bliss of Heaven is all theyve ever known. Some of them are Guardian Angels, GA for short, and are there to chaperone souls in transition, answer questions, and tell you how things work.

Lela, the wing-sprouting GA, explained that my experience in Heaven is personalized. It isnt exactly like the next persons. We incarnates are simply resting there before a new life. Our work to be done is uniquely ours. She said they were there to make our stay more comfortable.

I rapid-fire ask her questions.

Her response: All you need to know for now is that your soul is in the right place, everything is fine, and all your needs will be met. While you are here, take advantage of all it has to offer. Its a place where you can imagine something and instantly experience it as real.

And so, I did. I imagine myself on top of a high mountain. And voil, I am there, and let me tell you, it is marvelous. Once I realized I wasnt restricted to an earthly body or a lifetime any longer, I went a bit crazy testing it all. Id imagine elaborate foods, sweets and meals, and suddenly theyd appear for my enjoyment. Id think of Brahms and am immediately whisked away to a classical concert. And guess who is there! Beethoven! I travel to amazing spectacles of beauty. Walk through fields of golden wildflowers and have the most amazing experiences I could ever wish for. Heaven, I am full of delight, is an awesome place in myriad ways.

When I have a question, the answer comes to me. Sometimes in the form of spirits having a conversation, or intuition. Sometimes it just pops into my head! When I ask why spirits still look the same as they did in their lifetime, the answer I receive is that we see what we want to see. In actuality, we never see the physical body. Its an illusion; we always see the soul within that body. I have come to understand that nothing is straightforward in Heaven, so I dont bother to ask for an explanation. I just accept.

After about what seemed like a month, I found myself spending less and less time with my friends or family and more and more time by myself exploring whatever I could imagine. Its an odd thing to say: spend time, because even though it seems like time passes in Heaven, you have a sense that there is no end to it. It is magical.

If theres day or night, morning or evening, clouds or stars, its because I want them to be there. Sometimes the weather or time of day reflects my mood. I can rest whenever I want, and since Ive always liked solitude and nature, Ill sit by a brook or lie in a raft on the water. I relax all the time. Theres no end to it. No need to have an end to it. I always feel good, so relaxing is more of a pastime than a need. No sleep needed either, unless I decide thatd be nice to do.

Occasionally, I feel a need to have a conversation. I think about it, and the perfect person pops out of nowhere, and next thing you know, were talking. Same with everything else. GOD, well, Ill get to that later.





CHAPTER THREE

VENTURING OUT

After I overdose on my think it and make it happen binge, I begin to imagine settling in a small house. Two stories, two beds, two baths. Wooden frame and wooden siding. Modest but comfortable for me. It has everything I need and everything else I want. Something to remind me of home.

Right there in front of me, the house materializes, landscaping and all. It feels so familiar, so calming, and so right. I sit in one of the two chairs on the wrap-around verandah. This being in Heaven thing is awesome!

After what seems like weeks, I start thinking about adventure. My house is nice and all, but I am ready to conjure up some more fun teleporting. Where shall I go? What shall I do? Something unexpectedsomething challengingsomething romantic? Thoughts start popping into my head.

Next thing I know, Im in the woods at a lovely picnic spot, table laden with goodies. Suddenly, a grizzly bear appears out of nowhere. We size each other up. He is moving toward me. I suspect hes more into the food, but Im taking no chances. I stop in my tracks and start backing up slowly. Something less challenging, I am thinking, wishing myself home, away from this place. To my utter dismay, I look up, and the bear is still there staring at me. He lifts his head and sniffs. We both sense danger. His stare grows menacing, and I turn and run. Fortunately, I am on the crest of a hill, so when I come over it, I am momentarily out of sight, but it wont be long until the bear catches up.

I try to teleport again, but for some reason, at the very worst of times, its not working. So I dive into the bushes, hands in front of me to break my fall. I can feel the skin on my palms tearing as I hit the ground, but all I can think about is getting under the leaf cover as soon as possible. The muscle memory in my right shoulder throws me into an evasive roll, and my body clears the branches as it passes under them. The branches whip back into place after I pass. I am hidden. Maneuvering to peer from under the branches, my belly is pounding like a tambor drum against the ground, driven by my lungs, hungry for air.

Can he hear me?

The bear lumbers close, snout raised, sniffing the air. Eyes black and piercing, searching. They are angry eyes. I shudder. A cool draft blows past my forehead to behind me, teasing the air.

Good, I think. My scent is being carried backward.

An eternity passes before the bear moves, first a step toward me, then a step to my right. Then he moves further down the path, away from the bushes. He bursts into a run. Hes running down the path, away from me. My heart beats harder, but my lungs let out a silent burst of relief. It looks like I am safe again.

What the hell was that all about? What happened to my think-and-happen super skill?

I stare at the path. I dont move. Some time passes. I can no longer see the bear, but I am not going to move until I am sure he isnt coming back.

My hands brace against the ground; next to my face, I note the metallic smell as they bleed. The tension in my body is beginning to ease. I lie there under the bush. The slight burning from my torn hands and the ache in my muscles are telling me the adrenaline is slipping away. I am out of danger. I can relax.

I wait a little longer and then, hands on the ground under my shoulders, I push myself up and back from under the bush. I notice the twinge of pain from minutes before it is gone, and the palms of my hands are smooth again, with no sign of injury or blood. Healed completely. Good, things are Heavenly again.

Enough adventure! I yell into the air. I was looking for something unexpected, not dangerous. Next time, pleasant and unexpected, for goodness sake!

I stand upright and brush myself off. I walk back toward the picnic spot. As I crest the hill, my spot comes into view. I can see movement there now. My whole body tenses, then relaxes. It isnt another bear; its a woman? The picnic table is still at least a hundred feet away, but the woman turns toward me as if she knew I was coming. The shimmering silken gown covering her toned body, visible through it, has taken on the suns orange glow. Her silhouette awakens my senses, and for a moment, a flash of memory slips in. I remember a French woman who had awakened my senses just before I died.

Something is off. Is there a bug in Heavens technology? No teleporting ability, now this. Am I remembering the past? Is this what being sick in Heaven does to one? I put a hand on my forehead. Normal. Why did I feel like this moment was a continuation of that moment? The shimmering goddess smiles. Such a welcoming smile. My body tingles, really tingles. She radiates a warmth that draws me in closer. The fact that she is here, now, greeting me so warmly, has my full attention. I continue toward her, and she continues with whatever she is preparing. I take a closer look. I dont recognize this woman, though there is a familiarity. Where from?

As I draw closer, she looks up, flashing another dazzling smile, and says: Where have you been? I feel like Ive been waiting lifetimes for you.

I awkwardly lift my arms and point behind me while stuttering, There was this bear, andhe chased me into the bushesand, well, I was in dangeronly now Im notandwho are you exactly?

Im Jessica, of course, she says.

Of course, I say, gawkily now close enough to offer her my hand to shake.

She takes my hand in both of hers, pulls me toward her, and somehow maneuvers it around her waist. Next thing you know, we were in a hug, her arms around my neck and mine around her waist. Her head rests on my chest, and mine finds the nook between her neck and shoulder. Im definitely loving Heaven about now. My eyes close involuntarily as our bodies press closely against each other. I am blown away. First, my body tingles with an indescribable comfort, and my light begins to radiate brighter. Its like diving into a pillow comforter on a feather-down bed at the end of a cold day.

Then the sensation feels like I have no body at all, like its melting into her. The awareness of my body pushing up against hers is that both of us are one radiating body, and this energetic whole lifts us into space as we travel beyond worlds, void of thought or definition. Oneness is the only way I can describe it. Oneness of each other, oneness with our surroundings, oneness witheverything. I stay there with her, in this oneness, for what seems an eternity.

We finally break the embrace, and I fall backwards. From oneness to comfort, to reeling in the softness that was between us. I open my eyes, lush forest all around us, picnic table, and this beautiful woman. Is she even real? Is this another vision?

Well, that was amazing! She says, gently pulling back bit by bit. A lightness in her eyes, her whole demeanor, and then a shift in her look. Confusion. Her eyes scrunched in assessing amusement.

Amazing is all I can manage.

She shakes her head as if to shed the confusion.

Just like I remember it last time we met here, she says, now completely pulling away. She heads to the picnic table and back to the food she was preparing before my appearance. Do you prefer turkey or pastrami, or something else altogether?

Who are you? Are you even real, or I begin to ask.

Jessica, your soulmate, she says. You are Finn, arent you? I know its been a while, butwait, you didnt request to meet me?

Well, Im happy to meet you if thats what you mean, I say.

She looks at me quizzically.

Wait a minute, she continues, do you still have that new arrival foggy memory?

Soulmate? Is that what you said? I say in answer to Jessica. Is that stuff real? Pastrami, by the way.

You tell me! She answers. So, you didnt know Id be here?

I am about to reply no, but as I look into her eyes, a feeling of utmost familiarity washes back over me, and my mouth freezes, half open, before I can utter another word.

She drops the sandwich. Her hands cover her mouth in astonishment, her eyes opening wide. The sandwich disassembles on the ground in front of her.

Oh, my goodness! She says. You didnt call me in here. Youre still in the initial stages of Heaven, arent youno past life review yet?

Welluhnowhat? I reply.

She recoils the way someone backs away from an unexpected happening.

I am so sorry, she says, pulling her hands from her face, wiping them on her gown, then extending her right hand to shake. You must be thoroughly confused. You dont recognize me yet. Oh my! Well, hello, Im Jessicabut then I said that already.

Finn, I say, shaking her hand, but hugging is finebetter

Jessica turns around in a slow circle, hands over her mouth again, laughing to herself, her body fading away.

Im not sure this was supposed to happen just yet. And shes gone.





CHAPTER FOUR

CLARENCE

I am furious. The sky immediately turns grey. What the heck is going on? Once Jessica fades away, I have no interest in being in that forest any longer. Certainly, I dont need to share a sandwich with another bear! I think of the perfect home Ive created for myself, and boom, I land on the porch. My usual visitors greet me, a bunch of friendly caterpillars. I settle into one of the Adirondack chairs, gently brush one caterpillar off the book on the table, and grab what turns out to be the Writings of Rumi. I flip through the pages to distract myself from the forlorn feeling and loss I am experiencing.

I am sorting through all this when a mist floats past me, and then the man from the train station suddenly appears in the chair next to me. I observe him closely. Even sitting, I can see he is taller than me, of a darker complexion with tightly coiled hair, and with a presence and manner that are at the same time commanding and gentle. Amidst the crinkling lines around his kind, captivating eyes is a sympathetic energy. He looks like a man, but he also has that special glow about him that tells me he is not a soul formerly embodied, but rather one of the angels I have grown accustomed to seeing here.

Hey. Youre the guy from the train station.

You remember! Yes. Your Guardian Angel, to be exact, he says in answer to my thoughts. Im Clarence. Sorry it took so long for me to greet you personally. Are you having a good time?

I somehow feel at ease, and the dark cloud begins to lift. Clarence puts me in a good mood. We are like old friends, even though I cant quite place how.

Quite a day, huh. Howd you like your adventure? He asks.

You mean my near-death experience? I say. Not fun. No more of that, please!

Near-death, Clarence laughs. The laugh grows deeper in a way thats off-putting and comforting at the same time.

What took you so long, anyway?

Clarence continues: You dont want to know, but yeah, after that stunt you pulled, I thought Id better show up and reintroduce myself before you conjure up something you cant run away from! Or another premature meeting. Clarence is smiling, hands clasped in his lap, leaning back in his chair, like hes done this a thousand times.

I have to say, I lean forward in my chair toward him, for a Guardian Angel, your timing is a bit off! Didnt you feel my distress with that bear? Anyway, what happened with my teleporting ability?

He chuckles again, then shakes his head. You are truly special, even in Heaven.

Whats that supposed to mean?

Even here, your need to self-protect overcame your Heavenly protection. Fear overrides even programs that are ingrained. But dont worry, he says, youre always safe here. I wont wait so long next time. Anyway, its time we transform your heavenly experiences from anything you can imagine to a more constructive review and planning session for your next life.

Good, cause Im clear I dont need any more bears! I say. Wait, did you just say next life? I am shaking my head vigorously.

His eyes brighten, and he leans in, wrapping his hand around my shoulder. Did you see how strong your fear was? You even conjured up a bear before you could bring yourself to see Jessica. You cant refuse. Another life is definitely in your future, he points out.

Ill only go back if I can take the woman I just met, I reply sheepishly. Shes a knock-out! Better yet, what if we just stay here together?

Clarence smiles.

Isnt she? He leans in toward me. But you werent exactly supposed to meet her yet, if that wasnt obvious. He winks. Apparently, there is a glitch here. It seems your free will may have overridden our system. Even so, Heaven always has its reasons, and it makes no mistakes.

We barely got to meet. I pop up from my chair, frowning. She was there, and then she wasnt.

Well, Im sure something is meant to unfold from this.

Im not sure what that is, but boy, what a hug. I needed that!

Clarences eyebrows shoot up. I see.

I replay the meeting in my head, wondering what I could have done to have kept her there, but also wondering how I could repeat seeing her on demand. What did she mean, soulmates? I finally ask Clarence.

Well, like I said, Clarence continues, you werent supposed to meet like that. You still have a lot of spiritual work to do before we start talking about soulmates, and planning another lifetime is the beginning. But first, weve got your funeral to attend, and then therere your old lives to review. Are you ready? Oh, and pay attention if you are planning to stay here the next time you come.

My funeral? I ask.





CHAPTER FIVE

THE FUNERAL

Yes. Its time, Clarence says, eyes dancing as he smiles from ear to ear. Its all in the past now, but its the next step to get to your life review, and, if you are observant, it may determine your future and how soon you His sentence trails. Think of it as a movie.

I like movies, but I never thought Id be excited about the proposition of attending my own funeral. How does it work? I ask. For the first time, I feel uncomfortable in Heavens standard-issue silk gown. Shouldnt I be wearing a suit or something, I wonder; something black? Im not sure where these thoughts are coming from, but I go with them.

Clarence, reading my thoughts, laughs aloud. No one will see you, he says, taking my hand and leading me into the mist in front of us. They wont even see your body in the church because, unfortunately, only one of your dog tags was sent back to your parents. Your body wont be found until well after the war. Even then, it will take years to identify you.

The thick mist and fog fade, and we are in front of the church in the small Midwestern town where I was raised, where my parents still live. Its beginning to make sense why I conjured up my heavenly home the way I did. It was familiar. I grew up in Illinois in a similar-style house in my last lifetime. The familiarity is what makes it mine. I put my mind to remembering my past lifetime on earth. Here, I can muster up a sort of general memory of certain events and moments, concepts of what its like being human, but it all seems so inconsequential now. I find myself trying to understand more fully how this whole Heaven-Lifetime thing works. How do they interact with each other?

We are at the end of the short procession of people entering the church. The air is solemn; heads hang low; men take off their hats as they approach the doors; and women clutch their husbands arms tighter as they enter.

There arent many people inside; only the first three rows on one side have anyone in them. The church is modest by big city standards. Wooden beams flank a single stained-glass window behind the altar, and the place feels dark and empty. The preacher sidles up to the front row, creating more intimacy with his sparse flock. An altar boy stands next to him, both hands in front of him, holding an American flag, folded into a neat triangle. The boy stares blankly forward, a hint of a smile on his face. He is proud to be holding a soldiers flag.

The preacher reads from a thick book he holds.

We are gathered here today to send off our dear brother and son, Finn Fletcher, to eternal life. Finn, bravery in this awful war against the evil forces overseas will surely bring him redemption in heaven, just as he has protected us here on earth.

The attendees in unison say Amen.

Clarence elbows me, then leans in and whispers in my ear. Remind me, when we get back, to make sure you get some redemption, he snickers.

Clarences lightheartedness is contagious, and I elbow him back. This is my funeral, for goodness sake! Show some respect! I whisper, but its louder than a church voice should be, so I quickly look around me to make sure no one heard. They didnt.

We are invisible and inaudible too, Clarence reassures.

Looking around for something, I catch my mothers eye. I freeze. We connect. Even though I am certain of it, Im not sure she is, but it feels genuine. She keeps staring in my direction. She is so sad a sadness I had never seen on her face. But there is something else as well. Tears. Tears are rolling down her face, faster and faster with every word from the preachers mouth. I stare at her, mesmerized. And then I hear her thoughts.

Finn, wherever you are, take care of yourself. Be strong. I know youll fit in. You always fit in wherever you go. Just be respectful. She tears up again. At this point, she buries herself in my fathers shoulder. Oh, Finn, I miss you so very much.

My gaze goes from her face to my fathers. A tear pools in the corner of one eye, but hes putting forth
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