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Sometimes, though I know beyond any doubt that it can’t be true, it’s almost as if she sees me. 

In those flitting moments I am perfectly happy. Like when her eyes stare a little too long in the mirror, or 

when she gazes at the pillow next to her before she falls asleep. Her eyes will remain completely focused 

on the space I occupy, and they fill up with a great deal of pain. Then, she lets out a low sigh and looks 

away. Subsequently it’s like I’ve died all over again.  

 

My life ended in the most uninteresting of ways. Perishing in a hail of gunfire or a fiery explosion 

is well respected here. Don’t ask me why, but the more gruesome or painful the death, the more esteem 

you gain in what comes afterwards. I have a friend named Gregory (“just Greg,” he always reminds me), 

and he was lucky enough to get blown to pieces by a landmine while traveling in Cambodia. He’s a pretty 

popular guy up here.  I, on the other hand, failed to experience any suffering before I passed on. It was 

in the middle of the night, and my consciousness was slowly drifting in and out. I had been having 

difficulty sleeping lately, so being half aware of my surroundings and half dreaming wasn’t a new thing 

for me. I remember sensing the warm figure of my wife, Mary, beside me. I remember my eyes feeling 

excessively heavy, like lead, but also being too tired to care. And then it happened. There’s nothing else 

after that. No great epiphany about the long years I had spent on Earth, no heartwarming moment 

where I told Mary how much I loved her, or spewed some sort of inspirational quote that she would 

cherish forever. I just took one last snore and I died.  

 

As time often does, it has molded my Mary into a very different woman than the one I first met. 

It’s not a bad thing, just worth observing. To me she is still just as beautiful as she was the day I bowled 

her over in the alleyway by my house. Her eyes are crinkled around the edges, like fine crumpled paper. 

Laugh lines are etched into her face even when her smile is absent, which happens more these days than 

I care for. But if she’s feeling half as despondent as I am, then I don’t blame her. Right now she’s 

watching “Wheel of Fortune” on the television. It was my favourite show. Well, I suppose it still is, 

considering I’m eagerly putting together word combinations in my mind to solve the puzzle. Her glasses 

are perched on her nose, a sign that she’s making an effort to watch, but to me she seems somewhere 

else. The contestant on the television solves the puzzle before I do, and begins to jump around and 

scream as it is announced that she has won a trip for two to Mexico. The camera pans to the audience, 

where I can see a very proud husband standing, clapping and yelling enthusiastically. Not unnoticed by 

me, a single tear slides down Mary’s cheek. In my cold, dead chest, my heart shatters in to ten thousand 

splintering pieces.  

 

“You can’t keep going down there,” Greg lectures, lounging comfortably on one of the many 

sandy beaches provided in the afterlife, the one that lately we have chosen to be our hangout spot. I, 

however, am sitting starkly upright. I prepare for the speech that always comes when I’ve been moping 

about being dead. “It’s just making you upset. I had a wife too, you know. And yeah, she was pretty 

choked that I died. I mean, even more than that, she watched me explode.” He laughs, flashing me a 

wink. I don’t get what’s so funny. “The important thing,” he continues. “Is that we accept that we are 

what we are. Dead. Expired. Deceased. Gone to meet our maker. Though I haven’t quite gotten around 

to that yet, have you?”  



“Well no, I expect that whoever they are, he or she is a very busy-” 

“James, don’t change the subject,” Greg interrupts. “Anyways, we don’t have blood going 

through our veins anymore, we technically don’t even exist. If we dwell on our mortal lives then we’ll 

never be able to move on. Just do what I do. Enjoy your afterlife, and eventually you’ll find yourself 

forgetting all about Mandy.” 

“Mary!” I yell at him.  

“Just Greg is fine, James.” He laughs uproariously. He can really be a pompous jerk sometimes.  

“And what if I don’t want to forget about her? What then Gregory? During my life I loved her too 

much for words to describe, and I still do. If I can get this small comfort from just going down there and 

being around her, then what’s the problem?”  

“Greg, thank you. And the problem is, Jamesie,” he says, taking a breath and catching my gaze. 

“If you get too attached you could end up like one of those ‘ghost’ losers, forever bound to Earth. I think 

we both know that you don’t want that. Besides, she’ll probably get up here sooner or later, as long as 

she’s been a good girl.”  

“Thank you for your advice,” I say, shooting him a small smile. “But I think I’ll take my chances.”  

 

 

Back in 1949, my limbs were aching from exhaustion, and I was desperately looking for a 

shortcut to get home. I was running from a man at the bar that I had recently scammed in a card game, 

but that’s another story. What’s more significant is that I ran directly in to a young girl as I raced down 

an alley towards freedom, toppling her over and consequently meeting painfully with the ground myself. I 

landed right on top of her. Her eyes, green like fresh grass, stared up at me in surprise. I stood 

immediately, offering a hand to her as well. She took it, not saying a word. When we had both brushed 

ourselves off I offered a very long-winded apology, which somehow ended up with me asking her to the 

cinema later. And surprisingly, she agreed. We made plans to meet up, and it was then that my pursuer 

showed up. I gave her a quick smile and a tip of my hat, and then I bolted off in to the distance. The 

image of that girl with her crimson lips and luxurious chestnut hair is what compelled me to keep 

running, even when my lungs felt like exploding. After all, if I had been beaten to a pulp I might have 

missed our date.  

 

Today is a good day for Mary. Her friends have all come over for dinner, and they’re laughing 

and having a good time. Carmen is opening a bottle of wine, and Juliette is busying herself with 

preparing a spinach dip. Mary is occupied checking on the pasta bake in the oven, but I make sure to 

always stand where I can see her smile. I have missed her smile, and seeing it delights me almost as 

much as thinking that she can see me.  

I watch the whole dinner; pleased with the strong bonds of friendship Mary shares with these 

two girls. Juliette never cared for me, due to me marrying her best friend and whisking her three states 

away, but there’s none of the tension in the room that there usually is when I’m present. I suppose that 

might have something to do with the fact that they don’t actually know I’m present. Still, it warms me to 

observe them gabbing away like much younger girls, much happier girls. Both of Mary’s friends have 

been helping her through the struggle of my demise, but I know that as soon as they leave her soul will 

wither once more.  

Sure enough, as the night draws to a close, my Mary bids goodnight to her friends. They make 

their way down to the steps in to the waiting cab, and she goes back inside. She seems to remain happy 

enough until she closes the door. This is when she sees the hat rack in the hall, from which she has 



refused to get rid of my hats. And that’s when I realize it. I don’t ever want to forget Mary, but I would 

give anything in the world for her to forget me.  

After she is asleep, content in her quiet dreams, I make my way back ‘home.’ At first I forget 

which direction it is in, but that only lasts a second. 

 

“New guy,” Greg says, pointing at a man surrounded by throngs of other beach goers.  

“Yeah, so?” I ask. “We get new people every second.” The new addition to the afterlife is 

currently talking excitedly to those surrounding him, while at the same time gazing in amazement his 

body. I remember how it felt at first be young again, so I understand his wonder.  

“Yeah but this one had a very prestigious death,” Greg remarks, eyes glued to what I suppose he 

considered to be his new rival.  

“What happened to him? Can’t be much better than yours, can it?” I probe. Greg scrunches his 

nose.  

“Much better, actually. He was in a decompression tank, you know, for scuba diving. Well, some 

idiot opened the door.” He doesn’t bother to hide the resentment in his voice.  

“Aw, Greg. That’s lame. I think yours was way better,” I comfort him. “We could move to another 

beach if you want.”  

“Nah, it’s okay. I’ve kind of made my mark here,” he says, sighing. “Guess I’ll just have to get 

used to not being the most popular guy on the beach.” I laugh.  

“Yep, guess you’ll just have to start hanging out with the most unpopular guy now. Oh, too late,” 

I joke, punching him playfully. “Anyways, I’m going down now. Mary is sewing a quilt.” He shoots me a 

scornful look, but doesn’t say anything. I stand and brush the sand off of me, and before I can catch it, 

the paper that had been in my pocket falls too. Greg picks it up.  

“What is this?” he asks, reading the first line. “Left, Right, Up, 7?” I give him a sheepish smile.  

“They’re um… Directions.”  

“Directions?” he blurts. “Greg! You’re an idiot! The way back up is supposed to come naturally. If 

you have to take directions it’s clear you’re on the path to getting stuck!” I snatch the paper off of him, 

taking on a look of defiance.  

“I’ll be fine, don’t worry about it,” I promise. “Maybe I’ll just take a break after this. Give it a rest 

for a while.” I know I’m lying, but I have him convinced.  

“Alright,” he finally agrees. “Just be careful. Now that I’m not the most popular I’m going to need 

as many friends as I can get.” We both laugh, and then I begin to make my way down to see Mary.  

 

My first week in the afterlife had been the worst week ever, before and after my death. No one 

had told me about visiting yet, and I was lost. At first you don’t remember what happened to you, not 

even who you are. That doesn’t last too long though. After that it comes back slowly, albeit painfully, 

until it seems like there’s no room left in your head. Every single memory of your life is retained in such 

clarity that it’s as if it just happened. At that time the only memories I cared about were of Mary. It hurt 

more than anything I’ve ever experienced. Night and day I was tormented by the perfect image of her 

face lingering just inside my eyelids. I thought for sure I was in Hell.  

And then I met Greg. He took me under his wing, since to everyone else I was just ‘the guy that 

died in his sleep.’ How boring. He told me everything he had learned in the time he had been there, 

including the private stairwell that went back to Earth. This interested me. He said if I just went down the 

stairs I would appear in their world, even if no one knew of my presence. This was my escape.  



I left at the first opportunity I had. In fact, I had no intentions of returning. As it turns out 

though, there’s always something that you can feel physically pulling you back. Lately that has been a lot 

weaker, almost nonexistent.  

Anyways, when I first saw her, sitting at her writing desk, I had the most amazing feeling of 

relief overwhelm me. I felt at ease, perfectly content. Maybe even happy. The first time she looked at me 

was even better. It was the most indescribable feeling. I’m sure anyone who has been invisible can 

relate. You’re standing there, and the whole world passes you by. And then suddenly, the person who 

matters the most in the universe is there. Not only that, but she gazes directly at you. Even if she doesn’t 

know it, when Mary’s eyes meet mine a euphoric feeling washes over me. I feel alive.  

 

“You were gone for too long this time, man. Did you get lost again?” Greg asks, lazily drinking a 

mojito. Don’t ask me how they have those.  

“Only a little this time. Less than a week, I’m sure,” I defend, picking up a drink for myself.  

“While my knowledge of time is completely gone up here, I had someone check in on you. 

James, you were gone for 6 months.” I pause mid-sip. He continues, “James, if you go down there again 

I’m afraid you’ll never be able to get back. You’re going to get stuck. No amount of maps can help you 

once you reach that point.”  

“Well, then I guess that’s good. Maybe I don’t want to come back. Maybe I want to stay with my 

Mary forever,” I snap at him. His face turns red. The abnormalities of this world continue to surprise me. 

My recent amazement is due to the fact that a dead man with no beating heart has a face that is flushed 

with blood.  

  “James! Are you that stupid? What happens if you get stuck on Earth?” He yells. I guess he’s 

been holding this in a long time.  

“Then I get to stay with Mary forever, which is where I am happiest,” I reply simply.  

“Wrong. You get to stay on Earth forever. Mary, however, will not. She is going to die James,” he 

states harshly. “Mary is going to die, and she will wind up somewhere in the afterlife and you will be 

stuck there. Alone.” This thought hadn’t actually occurred to me yet. I don’t know why.  

“Okay,” I say quietly. “Okay, I’ll stop. I promise.” A moment slips by in slow motion, and I watch 

as the features on Greg’ face relax. Before long his trademark smirk finds its way to his lips again, and 

he’s back to normal.  

“Alright, good. Because I don’t know what I’d do without you, man. I’ve truthfully never had a 

better friend. Dead or alive.” He smiles and we lay back on the sand, watching the sky. Unbeknownst to 

him I’m planning another trip. Just one more. I need to say goodbye.  

 

When I find Mary she isn’t at home. She hasn’t been for a while now. I stand at the side of her 

hospital bed, morbidly excited. Mary is dying. This is the worst thing that can happen for a lover that is 

alive, but for me it is the best. By the looks of it her death will be just as uneventful as mine was.  

She suffered a stroke, and I gather that she doesn’t have much time left. I gingerly hold my 

spectral hand over hers, trying to remember the feeling of our fingers intertwined. Not much longer now. 

I wish I could be devastated, torn apart by the tragedy of my wife facing the last moments before her 

death, but my mind is full of the excitement that will follow. She’ll fall in to my arms again, and we’ll live 

in our death forever. There is, of course, the possibility that she won’t end up in my afterlife, but I 

disregard that. Could fate really be cruel enough to keep us apart? I hope not.  

I see it now, the way her breathing is becoming laboured and slow. Her eyes do not move behind 

their closed lids, and I can tell the exact moment that she passes. Her body shimmers for the smallest 



second, something that I’m sure only the deceased can see, and then the whole world is still. It’s time for 

me to go and meet her. Except I can’t remember how to get back.  

I panic for a moment, but then remember that I have the directions in my pocket. I whip the 

paper out, and stare at it expectantly. Whatever I have scrawled on it makes no sense to me. The 

meanings are lost. Then I realize gradually, and very painfully. So am I.  

 

 My days are long and without numbers. I haven’t bothered to check the dates, reluctant to 

confirm my fears. I suspect I have been here for at least a year now, and I’m no closer to finding my way 

back. I wander lonely streets, deserted houses, and quiet forests. Now I understand why the creepy 

places are always where you’d expect to find ghosts. Being one now, I know that the places where you 

can avoid the living are ideal. It makes the time easier to bear. I don’t have to watch people live, love, or 

age. I haven’t run in to any other spirits, and it makes me wonder if maybe we just can’t see each other. 

Perhaps that’s why there is an afterlife. Perhaps we have a separate place to go when we die because on 

Earth, if you choose to stay, you will be utterly and completely alone.  

 

 My newest ‘haunt’ is a barn I found on my trek through the countryside of the town I grew up in. 

The farm it belonged to is long abandoned, and it gives me space to think. Although I guess any place 

gives me space to think. All a ghost has is his own mind. I sit here for hours, contemplating the options I 

haven’t yet exhausted. I don’t want to give up yet. At the same time I’m just so tired of trying. I occupy 

my time with the vivid scenes I still have locked away in my memory. There was the time that Mary and I 

went to the park and fed the birds about a week before I left her. Of all my life I think this is my 

favourite day to reflect on. This is the day I realized that I had loved this woman for almost 70 years, and 

I was perfectly content. I was the happiest man alive.  

 And then I feel it. It’s that tug again, almost too slight to notice, but still undeniably there. I 

grasp on to it. Where is it coming from? I close my eyes, focusing all my attention. This could be it. I try 

not to get my hopes too high, but I feel tears coming to my eyes. This could be my way home.  

 

 The pull is stronger now, and the more I think about Mary the stronger it gets. I picture her with 

her hand shading her eyes against the brightness of the sun, a suppressed smile drawn across her lips as 

I emerge from my car the day I asked her to marry me. Then, I see her sitting in the window seat of our 

first house, reading a novel, completely shut off to the world outside. Finally I remember the day before I 

died. She was making muffins in the kitchen, swaying to the smooth jazz streaming from the radio. I 

remember watching her, half wanting to join her, and half wanting just to observe her as she danced in 

her own world. And then I feel it again. Hesitantly drawing the directions from where I safely stowed 

them in my pocket, I check to see if they make sense yet. They do.  

 

 I race up the stairs as fast as my feet can carry me, taking two or three at a time. Finally, I 

spring up the last stair with so much gusto that I slam directly in to the person who had, I suppose, been 

about to go down. I grasp for something to hold on to, but it’s too late. I tumble on top of them, and hit 

the ground with an oof! 

 “I’m so sorry miss, I’ll get out of your-” I stop midsentence. Below me is a face I could never 

forget. Long eyelashes frame her beautiful eyes, which gaze up at me like sparkling diamonds.  

 “James?” Mary asks. I immediately pull her up and we embrace. “Oh! I’m so happy to see you! 

Gregory said not to go down because I’d get lost but I needed to see you and I missed you so much and 

I prayed for you everyday to get back safely and-” 



 “Mary,” I interrupt. She stops talking. “I’m the happiest man ali- erm, dead. But honestly love, 

you’re talking too much.” She giggles in a girlish way and throws her arms around me again. Here is 

where I realize something quite valuable.  

In my post-hopelessness delight I consider the uncertainties that plague life and death. You 

never know what happens next, and you never will. What I have learned in all my years is that the best 

things survive. Whether you step on a landmine, or spend years alone in your mind, finding these small 

things will make it all worth it. Like the memory of a beautiful girl on a spring day, or the knowledge that 

somehow, somewhere, someone loves you. Because in the tumultuous world we create, at the end of the 

day nothing else matters. I’ve found that these small, relatively unnoticeable joys, will keep your heart 

beating in your chest long after you think it has failed. Long after you know it has died.  


