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Kate sat calm and pleasantly content in the front row in one of the provided folding chairs. And even though she was attending her own funeral, she seemed unbothered by this small detail of not being alive. Instead, she looked around the large funeral parlor with the curiosity and fascination of a small child, one that had gone outside to discover nature for the first time. Except, this wasn’t nature. This was death. This was Kate’s death. The end of her physical being.

The old building, which had served for years as the town’s funeral home, quickly filled with grievers of many kinds. Some of the people Kate hadn’t seen since her early childhood. Some were former primary schoolmates; some were family members, high school friends, teachers, and other acquaintances. Through the crowded room, there was one face that she had yet to see, and for Kate, it was the face of an angel—her David. She carefully observed the parlor, looking all around, but again, she didn’t see her love. She knew, though, it wouldn’t be long, and he too would arrive to bid her a bittersweet farewell. She knew that for sure.

Two years before this day, the day of her funeral, Kate Longley met David Bennington when she was a freshman and he was a junior in high school. David played guitar in a garage band and was popular at their school. Kate loved music, and she also knew of David, but not on a personal level. That changed when they began sharing study hall together. It was then their relationship blossomed. Upon their first conversation, Kate had expressed to David her fascination for the arts—especially for the indie music scene.

“Indies are revolutionizing the industry,” Kate had said, while sitting at her cramped desk, riddled with artwork of yesteryear’s students. Smeared, inked images of rainbows, peace signs, and pot leaves graced the Formica surface.

“I totally agree,” said David. He scribbled into a spiraled notebook. “It’s like these big-wig record producers turn their noses up whenever someone mentions the words independent artist. I really don’t get it. They need to open their eyes. This is the wave of the future.”

“Absolutely,” said Kate.

She stared into David’s hazel eyes and thought he had the face of an angel. His artistic intellect also impressed her. The two carried on with their conversation a while longer, sharing their deep musical passions. David, after finding the nerve, asked Kate the question he had wanted to ask since their conversation had started. 

Still nervously scribbling in his notebook, he said, “You know, if you’re not too busy, maybe you could come by and watch us jam sometime?”

This had been what Kate was hoping for: a chance to hang out, a chance to get to know this person, who seemed to be more like her with each passing moment of their conversation.

“Sure. I would like that,” she said, trying to contain a huge smile, but failing.

“Great,” said David, grinning back. “You can come by tonight if you want. We usually get started around six. I can give you directions.”

“I know where it’s at,” said Kate. “I’ll be there.” 

It had been the beginning of something wonderful. Thereafter, their love and devotion for each other grew as the young couple was together every waking moment. They would go to the library to read books, usually about art and literature or music and philosophy. Sometimes they would go to the classic movie theatre to see some of their favorite films from the golden age of cinema.

Several months passed and their relationship finally reached a level that assured Kate she would indeed spend the rest of her life with David, that she would someday marry him, someday become his wife. She couldn’t wait for the day she would become Mrs. David Bennington.

As she reflected on those happier times among the living, reality struck Kate. I’m dead, she thought. It was then she realized that she would never get the chance to become David’s happy bride.

Kate looked around the funeral parlor. She hadn’t realized how much of an impact she had made on some of these people, the ones that loomed in the corner, chatting of how sad it was that a beautiful girl had died at such a young age, the ones that lingered in and out of the catering room eating the free mini sandwiches and drinking lemonade and iced tea. She had forgotten many of their faces over the course of her young life. Many wept as they walked by her open casket, and she almost became embarrassed the longer she watched them blubber over her chilled corpse.

“Quit crying, for God’s sake,” she said as another walked past her body. But the living couldn’t hear the young and beautiful Kate Longley and wouldn’t hear her ever again.

Most did come to grieve for her, but there were some who came only to play witness to the almighty hand of death, which many thought sent one to the realm of the unknown. For Kate, death wasn’t so bad. It wasn’t a big deal, really. And now that she was deceased, she couldn’t understand why the living had always made a big fuss over it.

From across the room, through the scattering of people, Kate noticed a man staring at her. She rose from the folding chair and turned in the man’s direction. He stood casually, wearing a grey trench coat, hands in his pockets. Combed straight back, tight against his head, was his black, greasy hair. 

Is he really looking at me? Kate thought.

“Can you see me?” She quietly mouthed the words, placing her pointed index finger to her chest. She repeated the question, but much louder, making sure this time the volume of her voice exceeded that of the annoying funeral score. The music was so depressing, Kate thought, and she wished she could’ve chosen the selection instead.

“Hey, come here,” she said to the man across the funeral parlor. He was clearly staring in her direction. The man averted his eyes, pretending that he didn’t notice Kate noticing him. He stepped out of the parlor and headed down a corridor. Kate followed the man and watched him veer into another smaller room, the one designated for sitting and drinking coffee or tea and watching slide shows of the deceased. 

When she rounded the corner of the door, going into the sitting room, Kate saw herself on a large, flat screen television that hung on the wall, above the fireplace. It was an image of when she was a toddler at Christmas time. In another, she posed with her first kitchen play set. The next one was a school picture of her when she was in the seventh grade, with braces and all. These were nice memories, but she had no time to reminisce. She had to find this man and figure out why he was able to see her, the deceased her.

Kate looked around the room, but saw only the living, quietly chatting among each other. The man had vanished, or so she thought. She stood there more puzzled than ever. She had only been deceased for two days and had already learned a great lesson about the afterlife. The lesson was that death could be as confusing, if not more so, as life. Kate was certain there was much more to know about death. Although for now, she wasn’t sure of how she would learn those lessons. She walked out of the sitting room and rejoined her family and friends, who continued to weep over her.

Standing up front by the casket, greeting the people who walked by giving their condolences, were Kate’s mother, father, and little twin brothers. This was the first time she had seen them since she had passed, and it was indeed a sad sight. She loved her mother and father dearly, and even though they were at times nuisances, she adored her little brothers, Scotty and Steven.

Swabbing her crying eyes with a tissue, Kate’s mother stood at the head of her daughter’s open casket, probably hoping it was all nothing more than a horrible dream. Her father stood stone faced with his arm around his wife. Words had escaped him. He could do nothing more than give a simple nod as the people walked by. Little Scotty didn’t cry much, and neither did Steven. However, at eight-years-old, they were of age to understand death, knowing that all this, this funeral, meant they would never see their big sister again.

Kate continued to look solemnly at her family. Again, for a moment, she forgot she was dead and said, “Don’t cry, Mother. I’m all right.” But Mrs. Longley couldn’t hear her daughter and continued to cry, trying her best to greet the mourners as they walked by. 

She kneeled, becoming eye-level with her little brothers. “Everything’s okay. Everything’s just fine. I promise.” She waited for a response, and again realized that they too couldn’t hear her.

Kate stood and walked a few steps to the open casket where her physical body lay. She wore a black dress and in her ears were the pearl earrings that David had given her for her sixteenth birthday.

She said, looking back to her parents, “Why didn’t you just cremate me? I look terrible. My nose is crooked, and my entire face is swollen. Looks like I walked into a nest of hornets.” The comment made her laugh. It was the first time she had done so since she had passed, and it relieved her. “Screw you, death. You’re not so bad,” she said. When she turned from her casket, she found herself nose to nose with the man who, earlier, had stared at her from across the room.

“Aaahh!” Kate screamed.

Huge, beady eyes looked at her, appearing to have no thought or feeling behind them.

She said, “So you can see me. I knew it!” The man said nothing in return and firmly held his gaze.

A few, short moments passed and still, the man stayed silent. He scowled, which struck Kate with fear. She thought the worst had occurred or was about to occur. 

“You’re not the devil, are you?” she asked with a tremble in her voice.

The man had been stoic with his burning gaze. But it was Kate’s question that sent him bursting into a high-pitched laugh, which startled Kate again, causing her to retreat a couple steps in reverse until she bumped into her casket.

Through his laughter the man spoke. “Now that’s a good one. I’ve never been accused of being the devil before!” He stuck out his hand. “No. I’m not the devil, kid. The name’s Benny.” 

Reluctantly, Kate extended her hand.

Benny said, “My evil staring bit always gets quite the reaction from the newly departed. Usually, they go running off and don’t return for a while.”

Irritably, Kate said, “Ha ha. Very funny. Well, you could pass for the devil. You’re evil looking enough—that’s for sure.”

“Relax, kid,” said Benny. “Everyone gets pranked when they pass. Even I was pranked, although, it was more than fifty years ago.”

“So, what are you doing here? And what do you want with me?” asked Kate, crossing her arms.

“Don’t be so angry, kid. I’m here to help you. I’m your Afterlife Consultant.” 

Benny’s title of Afterlife Consultant didn’t register in Kate’s mind. Instead, her focus gravitated toward the expense of such a service.

“Oh, that’s great,” she said. “So how much is this going to cost me?”

Saying nothing, Benny led Kate by
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