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​Chapter 1

Becky snuggled closer to Patrick and went deeper into a peaceful slumber. It was the weekend after all and she wanted to stay in that loving fuzzy place as long as possible. Her husband was so warm and sweet while the air in the house was chilly. The combination created just the right conditions for blissful, restful sleep.  

"Becky, oh Becky," the shrill but singsong voice tugged at her. "Woo-hoo, I know you can hear me, dear. Can I please stop by for a visit?"

Dang it! Becky silently groaned. 

It was her ghost mother! Would Joyce Tibbs ever learn that she should wait for an invitation before popping in on her children?

"I know," Joyce crooned. "I'm supposed to wait for an invitation but I'm not actually breaking the rules, I'm calling out to you and waiting for you to invite me in to visit."  Her mother giggled at her own ingenuity.

Leave it to my mother to use any loophole she can find to break the rules and get her way.

"Come on, honey," Joyce coaxed. "Invite your poor old mom to meet you in the kitchen. The coffee timer has already gone off and your first cup is waiting for you."

"Oh, all right," Becky grumbled as she reluctantly left Patrick's warmth and flipped back the covers on her side of the bed. "Yikes!" she softly gasped when her toes touched the cold floor. "This house is freezing!"

"It is December, Becky. It gets very cold in Asheville during the winter months," Joyce quickly reminded.

Becky wondered why Joyce made remarks about things that she already knew. She bit her tongue to keep from making a critical response and for fear of waking her husband. Becky found her favorite robe and slippers and stumbled down the stairs to the first floor where she checked the thermostat. Then she turned up the dial causing the furnace to roar to life.

Once in the kitchen, she poured a cup of the hot brew and snarkily replied, "What is it, Mother? What is so important that you had to wake me up when I was sleeping so well? I truly hate to wake up that way."

"You don't have to be rude, Becky. I am just worried about you. Can't a mother check on her youngest daughter on occasion? How are you doing anyway? Is everything in your life going well?" 

"Everything is just fine, Mother."

"Is everything about married life the way you hoped it would be?" Joyce probed.

Then, she giggled as she recalled the early years of her marriage to Justin. They had been very happy and madly in love, just like Patrick and Becky. 

Young love! Joyce silently reminisced. 

Yet even while making the comparison it didn't occur to Joyce that she and Justin had also liked to be left alone, especially on the weekends when the store was closed on Sunday. Thoughts about the antique store prompted Joyce's next question, "How is the store doing? Are sales good this time of year?"

Becky was used to her mother flitting from topic to topic and she tried to keep her on track, "What brought you here for a visit today, Mother? Is something wrong? Have you heard or seen something that would cause you to worry about me?"

"Oh, nothing in particular," Joyce replied. "You know how it is in the spirit world. Just titters here and there, just wisps of information floating by about everything and nothing. Sometimes about the living people we love. Those tidbits can be difficult to catch onto. Other times they are more detailed. I just wanted to check on you, Becky. Is everything all right with you and your husband?"

The question unnerved Becky. After the year they'd just had...after almost losing Patrick to a traumatic brain injury, Becky now knew disaster could strike at any time. Her heart fluttered in her chest but the responses she was getting from Joyce irritated her.

"Mother, you're being annoyingly cryptic as usual and it's alarming me. And no, I do not know how it is in the spirit world. I am still among the living. Did you hear something that might affect me...or Patrick?" The question came out as a gasp of fear. "Did you hear something about Bobby and Hillary? Or Barbara and Christopher? Are you here to warn me about some danger around the corner for one of us?"

"You know very well that spirits can't give warnings, young lady. Life happens as it must to each of us."

"Then why are you here?" Becky's voice reflected that she had lost her patience. She felt frightened and she wanted answers. "Just tell me!"

"I have nothing to tell," Joyce shrilled in frustration. She had hoped her visit with Becky would be different this time. Her voice caused the lights to flicker. "I can see that my casual visit has only upset you and is unwelcome so I will just go. Honestly, Becky, when are you going to just accept that I love you and I want to check in on you sometimes?"

"Mother, you said you were worried about me; that indicates that you heard something that will affect my happiness so just spill it."

"There is nothing to tell," Joyce defended. "I'm going now. Call me if you want to have a reasonable conversation. Goodbye, Becky."

Joyce was gone in a flash however Becky's worried whisper still reached her ears, "You mean there is nothing that you can tell me!"

​

Chapter 2

Joyce's visit had truly unnerved Becky. She knew her mother too well and she knew that Joyce was crafty enough to bend the rules of the afterlife when she wanted to. Joyce knew something even if she couldn't or wouldn't say what it was. That meant her visit was still a warning.

Becky pushed the miserable worries away and decided she would prepare a large breakfast for her family. She picked up the phone to invite her brother Bobby and his new wife Hillary to come over for the meal. After they agreed to come, she got busy making a fresh pan of biscuits to serve with bacon, eggs, and sausage. 

It was not the whole foods diet like she had tried to maintain for the last year or so but the frigid weather demanded fats to fuel the body and keep it warm. Plus, she knew that Patrick and Bobby would certainly appreciate the country breakfast.

Heck, she silently giggled, who and I trying to kid; Hillary will love it too!

Bobby and Hillary arrived with their Dalmatian ghost pup, Rings. Becky's ghost kitten, Prissy, hurried downstairs to greet them and the pets' happy yowling and yipping of their reunion began. 

Although Patrick was still asleep when their guests arrived, the sound of the wood clanging in the firebox while Bobby built a fire, soon awakened him. When he realized Becky was not in bed beside him, Patrick quickly dressed and came downstairs.

"You left me up there all alone," he whispered after he greeted Becky with a good morning kiss. "Why did you get up so early? I thought we were sleeping in today."

"We were supposed to sleep in too until your wife called," Bobby jokingly grumbled.

"I had an unexpected visitor," Becky began to explain.

"Don't tell me Mom showed up," Bobby protested.

"Who else could it have been?" Becky responded. "Besides, she didn't just show up, she called to me until I invited her to the kitchen."

"What did she want?" Patrick and Bobby asked at the same time, causing Hillary to giggle.

"I know what I want," Hills interjected, "I want and need a cup of coffee. We came over as soon as Becky called and I haven't had a cup yet."

"I didn't mean to disrupt everyone's day," Becky apologized.

"Oh no, sweetie," Hillary rushed to soothe her bestie, "You didn't. Apparently, your mom did though."

"So, what did she want?" Patrick repeated.

"She wouldn't exactly say," Becky admitted. "However, I know her well enough to know that she overheard something in the spirit world that has her worried about one of us. Her exact words were, 'I was just worried about you.' When I asked for more details she played the afterlife card and reminded me it was forbidden to forewarn the living. So, I don't have any answers. I only have worries now too. Did she try to visit you, Bobby?"

"Ha-ha-ha," Bobby uproariously laughed. "You're the softie, not me! With our protection up, she can't visit me or Barbara without a real invitation. You always cave and invite her. She wouldn't dare ask me if she could visit. We plan to keep it that way, don't we, Hills."

"So far, so good, my man," Hillary smiled as she took the cup of coffee from her husband and took a sip. "Mm, so good. Both you and the coffee," she teased. 

Bobby and Hillary were still very much in the honeymoon phase of their marriage. Becky smiled at their antics and then her gaze followed Patrick as he moved around the kitchen to inspect what she had already prepared for breakfast. 

He opened the oven to check the biscuits. He liked his lightly brown on top. They were almost ready so he asked, "Who wants eggs? I see that Becky already has the bacon and sausage cooked and in the warmer. I'll fry up the eggs to order. Tell me now. I'm starving and ready to eat."

"Fried over easy for both me and Hills," Bobby answered. 

"You already know how I like mine, honey," Becky added.

"Will you butter the biscuits, babe?" he asked as he smiled at his wife. "Stop worrying about this, please. Your mother is a drama queen, just like mine. Whatever she heard could be years away even if it was about any of us." Then Patrick called out, "Hillary, your eggs are ready. Bobby, you're up next."

Becky brought a platter of hot buttered biscuits to the table while Patrick brought their plates of eggs. She went around once to top off everyone's coffee and then joined them at the dining table. Patrick said grace and they began to eat.

After he'd downed two fried eggs, three pieces of bacon, and a biscuit, Bobby stuffed half a sausage link in his mouth and garbled out, "Patrick is right, Becky. Our mother is a drama queen. She uses all kinds of excuses to wheedle her way back into our lives. I bet Mom hopes that she piqued your interest enough that you will invite her back again. She always does something dramatic during the Christmas season because it was her favorite time of the year. I suppose she misses the family times we had during the holidays. Please, just promise me that you won't let it bother you. Only invite her to visit you when you want to, Becky. Don't do it because she made some mystifying remarks to you today."

"All right, Bobby, I'll try," Becky agreed. "Still, I can't help but feel it was a warning of some kind even if I don't know what it is."

"Maybe it is a warning, Becks," Hills cajoled, "but without knowing more about it, there is nothing you can do. Even if you could figure out what your mother was hinting about and even if you knew exactly what it was, would it make any difference? We can't change the future. One thing is for sure, worrying about it won't change a thing."

Becky heard Zetmeh, her primary spirit guide whisper: 

Hillary is correct, my dear. Que Será, Será. Whatever will be, will be, my pet.

"Now," Patrick suggested, "let's all help clear the dishes so we can enjoy the fire Bobby built."

"Hot cocoa, anyone?" Becky asked.

"Sounds great!" three eager voices replied.

​

Chapter 3

Monday, as Becky prepared to leave for work, Prissy jumped into the flannel-lined straw bag that Becky used as a carrier. Prissy was feeling lonely after the playdate with Rings the day before. The ghost kitten was letting Becky know she wanted to go to work with her. Becky laughed but after she had put on her coat and gathered her purse and keys, she picked up the straw tote bag too.

Even though the Pandemic was still in full force and seemed to get worse during the cold winter months, the restrictions were more relaxed in Asheville and around the world. It had now been two years of the Covid virus and some people still wore their masks and practiced social distancing while others never did and never would.

Becky still had a sign on the door that asked everyone to wear a mask, and because her store was so popular, customers who respected her stopped to put theirs on before they entered. Becky's festively decorated store was always the best around town no matter the season. Now, the merry shoppers were looking to be inspired by the dining tables she laid out as examples they could copy at home. 

When Becky arrived at her store, Lois and Myrtle immediately came to get Prissy. Lois tried to grab the handles of the straw bag, however, she couldn't pick it up. She didn't need to worry, Prissy jumped eagerly into her arms when she saw her favorite ghost friend. Becky set the straw bag behind the counter along with her purse and prepared to open the store for the day.

None of the CDC precautions stopped the holiday shoppers from looking for bargains in the River Arts District. Becky's store bells rang steadily all day long. Sally, her teenage clerk, stayed busy checking out customers, and Becky had a visitor she supposed was there regarding a ghost case.

Jillian Anderson, an acquaintance from her Erwin high school days came into the antique store with a wide grin on her face and a twinkle in her eyes as she called out, "Why Becky Tibbs! It's been ages and ages since I've seen you. I heard you got married to one of the finest catches in town. How amazing!" 

"You heard right, Jillian. I married Patrick Burns nearly six months ago. I feel truly blessed."

"Are the rumors true? Are you a bonafide medium?" Jillian quizzed next. The question was out of the blue and very direct.

"Why do you ask, Jillian? Do you think you have a ghost problem?" Becky replied while smiling sweetly at the young woman.

It had indeed been a long time. So long in fact that Becky had lost track of many of the three hundred-plus faces since her high school graduation ceremony. She was surprised to see Jillian standing in her store and asking questions about her life. 

From the things Becky remembered about Jillian, she truly loved to gossip. Becky wondered if that was the purpose of her visit now. Did Jillian have some juicy piece of gossip to share? Or was she there looking for some tidbit about Becky to blab around town?

"How would I know?" Jillian responded.

"The first clue about having a ghost would be whether or not anyone close to you has recently died?" Becky informed.

"Oh no, not the case here. All of my family members are alive and well," Jillian quickly replied. However, the twinkle was still in her eyes as if she was secretly amused. 

Suddenly, Jillian's visit reminded Becky of the old days that seemed so long ago. Back when she had first received her gift as a medium, some old friends came into the shop just to tease her or call her names. Freak was the most common slur back then and it was also Patty Lawless's favorite term for her. Becky pushed the sad thoughts about Patty aside as she wondered if that was the purpose of Jillian's visit. Was she there to make fun of her?

"What are the other signs that a ghost has come to call?" Jillian inquired.

"You might notice a chill or perhaps the lights would flicker on and off. Has anything like that happened to you recently?" Becky cautiously replied.

"Wait," Jillian giggled as she pulled out a small notebook and pen. "I just want to take a few notes so I can be sure."

Although Becky was already suspicious and questioning the purpose of Jillian's visit, she heard Zetmeh whisper a caution:

You always want to believe the best in everyone, my sweet pet. I ask you now to use all of your senses. What are your instincts telling you about this young woman? Is she sincere? Does she appear to inquire in the same manner that many others have come to you about ghost troubles? 

Becky took Zetmeh's advice and thought about the numerous people who had come to her over the years. Often, when someone had a ghostly encounter, it usually scared them. It changed them and shook their worldview about life and death.

Jillian wasn't shaken, she seemed to be gathering information; however, the purpose was still unclear. Why would Jillian fake a ghost problem? Did she do this as a prank or did she do this because the real person with a ghost was too embarrassed to ask these questions? 

Becky thought more about it and realized that Jillian wasn't the kind of friend who would help someone. However, she was the kind of friend who would try to get the scoop. Becky began to suspect this visit was just another attempt to humiliate her. But why now after all this time, and if so, who had put Jillian up to this? Who was behind the game?

"You don't have a ghost problem do you, Jillian?" Becky maintained her sweetest voice. "So, if you'll excuse me, I have to get back to work. I wish you the happiest holiday greetings."

Jillian was surprised that Becky had figured it out so quickly and even more upset that she was dismissed from the medium's mind. However, since Becky was already helping a customer, Jillian had little choice but to leave. 

On her way out the door, Jillian huffed, "Well, my goodness! That certainly didn't go the way I expected."

When there was a lull in customers, Sally asked, "What was Jillian's visit about, Becky?"

"I'm not sure, Sally. Jillian seemed to be gathering information about me and taking notes for someone," Becky laughed at how ridiculous it sounded to say it aloud. "She was acting very odd even though she tried to pass herself off as someone with a ghost problem."

"Jillian Anderson is the biggest gossip in town, Becky. My mother knows her and doesn't care for her very much. If she came in and started asking questions about ghosts, she was looking for something she could use in some way."

"I got the same impression, Sally."

​

Chapter 4

There was no way for Becky Tibbs to know that more than a week earlier Reverend Lawless had visited with Josh Edwards' mother, Betty. Nor could Becky have known that the reverend's visit was the catalyst for the activities that soon followed...the very events that had worried Joyce Tibbs. 

Josh Edwards just happened to be Becky's first boyfriend. They had grown up together and had shared a lot during the school years. Sometimes they were friends, and at other times they had been rivals. Once they had finally gotten over their competitive natures, their long-standing bond had allowed them to date during high school.

Although Josh was not Becky's first love, and Patrick would claim that honor years later, Josh was her first kiss. As more than friends, Becky and Josh dated whenever either of them required someone to go out with and when Josh wasn't busy practicing with his rock band. 

Josh had been Becky's plus one for her Sweet Sixteen Birthday party and he disappeared before the night was over. Just as any teenage girl would, Becky had been heartbroken when her date deserted her on that special night. She had dreamed turning sixteen would be magical and she'd felt abandoned as she watched the other party-goers dance under the twinkle lights while she stood alone. 

The next day, Josh's body was found on the side of the road about twenty miles outside West Asheville. After it was all said and done, the police considered Josh's death as accidental. His case was closed until Becky Tibbs got involved two years ago. 

According to Becky, Josh had shown up as a ghost on her 26th birthday, ten years after he had ditched her party. Once Becky realized that Josh didn't know he was dead and didn't know what had happened to him, she tried to help him. 

As a medium, Becky knew he had to find closure with any unfinished business so he could cross over into the light. For Becky, that was always the ultimate goal when helping any ghost.

When it was discovered that Josh was accidentally killed by his father, Betty's heart was heavy with anger and resentment. She had trouble forgiving Bradley for the part he played in her son's death. However, Betty's greatest grievance was against Becky Tibbs. The mere mention of the medium's name set Betty's teeth on edge, and since she blamed Becky for everything that had happened since that discovery, her anger was building toward a genuine explosion.

Reverend Lawless, a man with the true Christ-spirit, used various methods to attend to his flock even when those members were considered black sheep like the Edwards family. He stopped by every holiday to pray with them and he'd suggested counseling during each visit also, explaining that talk therapy would help overcome their grief and anger about Josh's senseless death as well as the changes in their community standing. 

So far, the Edwards had not followed his advice and he had become their counselor as well as their only friend. Now that it was the Christmas season, the reverend once again made his holiday visits to the homebound in his community. He knew the winter months were the hardest on everyone, especially in high-altitude towns where the clouds seemed to sit on top of the mountains and blot out the sun. 

Reverend Lawless paid special attention to those church members who suffered from SADs, the seasonal affective disease, hoping to ease their pain. Although Betty did not have the disorder, he still included the family on his visitation list.

While at the Edwards' home, the reverend's prayer that day was that the couple would find the true meaning of Christmas or Christ Mass and that their love of God would return as a response to His love for them. It was a simple yet powerful prayer.

The reverend had last seen Betty during the Thanksgiving holiday, and before that, he'd seen her at Easter. Each time, Josh's father Bradley, had been conspicuously absent from the meetings.

"How have you and Bradly been since our last visit, Betty?" the reverend jovially asked. His perky upbeat voice did nothing to lighten Betty's mood.

"Bradley ignores me and disappears into his man cave. That's where he is hiding out now. He is not avoiding your visit, Reverend Lawless; I'm sure he appreciates it. He is dodging me as usual. We are like ships passing in the night," Betty admitted. "As for me, I still make my crafts to sell on eBay but I find little joy in the work anymore. I'm still angry about all of it but Becky Tibbs should be punished. She is a hoax and a liar. How can we believe anything she says since she is the only one who can see and hear ghosts? I...I hate her! There, I finally said it. I hate her."

It was unusual for Betty to openly express her grievances against Becky Tibbs but she let it all out now. Reverend Lawless was a little shocked by Betty's heated outburst and there wasn't much that could amaze him. Nevertheless, he recognized it as the first time Betty had been honest with him. He understood that the vile truth had finally spewed out of her like hot lava and would hopefully allow them to make progress in her recovery.

"Betty, you just pulled out the nasty splinter causing your festering pain. Now the pus can drain and the healing can begin. Let's look at Becky's part in this. If Josh had not gone to her, she would've never gotten involved in the mystery of his death. She didn't go looking for Josh. He went to her as a lost soul hoping to find help so he could cross over. Ten years is a long time to be lost and your son was unable to find his way without Becky's help."

Betty recalled the things she had heard about Josh's afterlife. He had wandered around lost for all those years because he had believed that there was nothing for him after death. Josh had believed what she and Bradley taught him and then Becky Tibbs had proved them all wrong. 

Shivers ran through Betty as she thought about that. If everyone was right about the universe, then it was a massive endless place. How would it feel to be lost in all that vastness, that darkness? Betty felt overwhelmed and feared she would fall down the rabbit hole if she pursued those thoughts so she nervously pushed them away.

As the father of Patty Lawless, the reverend knew all too well the mistakes that parents make with their children and how those errors could lead to disaster. He still grieved for his daughter yet he knew that despite the terrible conclusion of her life, Patty had found the light in the end. And that was all any parent could hope for.

Only because Becky Tibbs helped her to find it and cross over just as Becky helped Josh and so many others, he silently reminded. 

"I resent that Becky Tibbs got more fame and fortune from her involvement in Josh's case than she deserved," Betty angrily continued. "Now, even the police department calls on her to help solve cases. It isn't fair and it disgusts me."

Betty Edwards poured out her resentments against someone that the reverend held in high regard and once the venomous accusations stalled, the reverend said, "Boy-oh-boy, the infection has poured out of the wound, Betty. You might get over this crippling bias yet. I'd like you to remember that Ephesians 6 tells us that children should honor their parents but it also tells parents not to provoke their children and to instruct them in the training of the Lord. The training of the Lord is love. Love is the most important aspect of all faiths, whether Christian or otherwise. Love is all there is, Betty."

​

Chapter 5

Betty silently recognized the chastisement in the reverend's response and looked at her hands while she considered what he had said. Strangely enough, it echoed what Becky Tibbs had said also. 

At the front door, the reverend said his goodbyes and vowed, "I'll see you again during the next Christian holiday, Betty. I hope by then that you and Bradley will have found some measure of peace between you. It's not good for a husband and wife to be estranged. Try to mend things with Bradley and allow your affection for each other to return."

As Reverend Lawless left the Edwards home, Jennifer Stewart, a nosy neighbor watched from her kitchen window. Not presently stirring any social pots to the boiling point, Jennifer was bored and her curiosity was getting the better of her. She was new to the neighborhood and didn't know anything about Josh's death. However, having seen the reverend visit the Edwards during each holiday over the past year, she was dying to know why he gave the family such special attention.

Earlier that morning, as soon as she had seen Reverend Lawless arrive across the street, Jennifer began to bake her famous brown butter chocolate chip cookies. By the time he left the Edwards home, the cookies had been cooling for fifteen minutes. Jennifer quickly dished two dozen of the still warm morsels on a decorative plate, covered them, and hurried across the street. She knocked softly and waited.

Betty Edwards answered the door with red-rimmed eyes. She had been honestly considering the reverend's words about the way she reared Josh and his message had deeply pierced her heart. Betty had been close to a spiritual breakthrough when Jennifer knocked on her door. The sudden distraction, like a phone ringing or dog barking, hindered Betty from attaining the understanding she desperately needed. 

"Happy Holidays," the stranger greeted. "I'm Jennifer Stewart from across the street. I don't think we've met before but as your neighbor, I wanted to bring you a little holiday cheer with my delicious cookies. May I come in?"

"I'm kind of a mess right now and I might not be very good company," Betty hedged. She had never liked surprise visits.

"Oh, that's all right," Jennifer soothed. "We all need someone to talk to on occasion and you look like you could use a friend. Did you get bad news today?"

"I suppose that would depend on a person's perspective," Betty said as she considered that the woman was a neighbor after all and she had been lonely for female companionship. The isolation Betty had recently experienced softened her next response, "OK, sure. Come in; the cookies do smell delicious and I'll put on a fresh pot of coffee to go with them."

Betty's final reaction was heartwarming to Jennifer and she quickly accepted the invitation. Although Jennifer Stewart thrived on the sorrows and misfortunes of others, it was rare for her to venture outside her home to meet any of her neighbors. Jennifer's house sat on a double lot with extra yard space on either side of her property that provided an extra barrier. She preferred that buffer between her and the other neighborhood residents. 

Jennifer Stewart was forty-two-years-old and nondescript. She was of average height and weight along with average features. These attributes made her appear nonthreatening. She was also a recluse and rarely went outside. It was fitting that Jennifer suffered from paranoia. She illogically feared that others could simply look at her and discover the terrible things she had done. 

It was far easier for her to hide at home and reach the outside world from behind her computer screen. Loving the anonymity and safety provided by an avatar and username, Jennifer spent a great deal of her time online in recovery groups using different identities. 

She joined AA and NA groups to learn about those who had addictions and then mirrored their symptoms. She joined the LGBTQ support groups to hear the unique problems those members faced and emulated those as well. 

If there was a group for any disorder or disease, she quickly joined to hear the sad stories of others and share her own convoluted stories too. Jennifer had many tales she conjured up to gain the trust and support of others. She used these stories to keep the dialogue of her life going. Otherwise, it was silent and empty.

Jennifer was not an addict nor was she working out issues of gender identity. She did not have cancer or diabetes or Crohn's either. Jennifer suffered from Borderline Personality Disorder with an additional diagnosis of Munchausen Syndrome. She could be anything or anyone for a week or two and regularly faked the symptoms of other diseases and disorders to gain sympathy. 

All of these personalities were a lot to keep up with. However, for Jennifer, hiding behind these fake personas was far easier for her to maintain than allowing someone to see her as her true self.

Not only that, Jennifer was highly intelligent and used that intellect to manipulate the internet to her advantage. Since she could easily turn on your webcam from the comfort of her home office, Jennifer used her skills to watch anyone she deemed worthy of investigation. 

She spied on everyone she knew and often stole personal and financial data about them. Like a spider waiting to catch a fly in its web, Jennifer watched and waited for the best opportunity to use the information she found.

No computer or electronic device was safe from Jennifer once you caught her eye. Through these hacking measures, she found numerous reasons to retaliate against any acquaintance that had the misfortune of getting on her naughty list. And oddly enough, you didn't have to do anything to incur her wrath either. 

Wrecking lives was fun to her. It was a game and she thoroughly enjoyed the chaos that followed after she canceled a membership, closed an account, or leaked a secret.
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Chapter 6

Betty Edwards had unwittingly allowed this devious person into her home, and once inside, Jennifer used her smartphone to access the Edwards' wifi address. It only took the computer genius a matter of minutes to crack the Wi-Fi Protected setup pin. It would allow Jennifer to take her time getting to know her neighbor's secrets.

"Now, tell me why you look so sad during the happiest time of the year," Jennifer coaxed with a warm smile.

"I just have a lot of questions about my life and beliefs," Betty admitted. 

"We all come to a point in our lives where we question our worldview. It is not uncommon. The best way to deal with those problems is to talk about them, to put them out on the table so they can be examined in the light of day," Jennifer repeated the words her many therapists had said to her. "I'm a friend you can trust, Betty. Don't ever forget that. And I can stay as long as you need me to stay. I can listen until midnight if necessary and if it will make you feel better. I'm just so happy we finally met."

After months of being shunned by neighbors and former church friends, Betty was desperate to be heard and feel appreciated again. She wanted to say her peace without being chastised. Besides, hadn't Reverend Lawless encouraged talk therapy?

Jennifer's nice smile and kind words gave Betty the incentive she needed to open up to this new friend. The previous spiritual breakthrough was now only a forgotten feeling, a wisp of smoke, and with the reverend no longer there to temper her, Betty returned to her earlier state of hostility about Becky Tibbs. The entire story spilled out of her as she poured out her heart to the new neighbor. She shared everything, including her deepest hurts about Josh and her husband Bradley.

As Jennifer listened to Betty, she began to form a plan that she could easily implement. It would be so much fun and she was eager to get started. However, to make sure she knew as much as she could about Betty's grievances, she asked appropriate questions and got all the information she could from the distraught neighbor.

Jennifer was a master manipulator and easily influenced situations and people to her advantage. She used new acquaintances as if they were merely game pieces or pawns put in her path to help her. And heaven forbid if she ever got any dirt on anyone. She blackmailed those to do her dirty work while she hid behind the scenes. 

It was amazing that she could get a new friend to do her laundry, another to do the dishes, another to clean her house while still another picked up her prescriptions. She had a valid reason – she was disabled and needed their help. That excuse was far easier to explain than the real truth of her resources. She blackmailed people for the income she used for her living expenses and the funds needed to exploit others.

However, the benefits were often short-lived because Jennifer was incapable of being a friend for very long. She could never sustain the ruse and the new friends soon discovered that they were being manipulated and used. 

Jennifer had used these same tactics on her family. She burned through relationships like they were mere tissue paper causing them to quickly go up in flames. She had alienated her family members one by one until none of them wanted to have anything to do with her. 

Being highly intelligent, she could outwit just about everyone. Her plans to destroy a life seemed to happen randomly; however, her schemes were carried out with the precision of laser surgery.

If Jennifer felt any remorse or guilt for using the people around her, it wasn't obvious. It seemed that she didn't feel much at all.  

Chapter 7​

Back at the antique store, Jillian's visit might have been disappointing to Becky since she enjoyed helping anyone with ghost problems; however, she had little need to worry about that. The universe was working its magic to ensure that all those who needed her help got it. Besides, it was the time of year to remember the good times with lost family members and friends. Those reminders stirred the spirits of loved ones. 

Such was the case for David Weatherby and his wife Sherry. David had passed away while overseas on a business trip and Sherry never had the chance to say goodbye to her husband. They had been married for twenty years and had done almost everything together for most of their adult lives. 

Normally, Sherry would have accompanied David on the trip to Germany but she had a fever when they checked in at the airport and it kept her from boarding the plane. David went ahead without her and it was the last time Sherry had seen him. His death wasn't related to the Covid virus; it was a car accident that left him in critical condition in a foreign hospital. Sherry, still on the no-fly list for another week, wasn't allowed to go to him and he had died alone.

Sherry would've been heartbroken no matter how David died but to lose him that way and to be helpless to do anything about it had crushed her spirit. She mourned David every day but this time of year was especially difficult for her. The couple had usually taken the entire month of December off work just to be together.

Sherry missed her husband terribly and she cried every time she thought of him...which was often. David felt her suffering, and he truly wished he could escape it but he couldn't seem to do so; their bond of love was strong, transcending death, and the threads of her grief entangled him.

David stood with Sherry each time she cried or grieved for him. He wanted her to know that he was all right but he couldn't make her understand. He wanted her to know that he was in a better place and not to worry about him. 

At least I would be if she would only let me go, David grumbled. 

Sometimes, David followed Sherry around Asheville when she went on errands. He begged her to stop being so sad, but of course, she couldn't hear him. He sat with her in their home to comfort her but that didn't do any good either. 

Sherry's grief and despair caused him to feel trapped, and in a fit of anger, he finally used that static energy to swipe a favorite red bowl off of the sideboard. It shattered on the porcelain tile floor.

"Oh no!" Sherry clamored. "That was my favorite Christmas bowl. It's irreplaceable! David and I picked it out when we were in London."

After the tears of the moment were spent, Sherry decided that she would just have to replace the bowl if she could. That was how she ended up at Becky Tibbs's store in the River Arts District. Sherry had heard that the shop carried a large assortment of antique and vintage glassware.

When Sherry arrived at Becky's antique store, David's ghost was with her. Unaware that she was being followed, Sherry made a beeline to the many display cases in the dining section that were filled with glassware. She was drawn to the bright red bowls that were so similar to the one that was now broken. 

On the other hand, David noticed the helper ghosts standing behind the cash register.  His first instinct was to flee. So far, he had avoided other ghosts and the places they seemed to frequent. To David, ghosts stood out while the living folks were kind of a blur. He could never see their features unless he focused his attention on them.

Now, he wondered what kind of store would allow ghosts to hang out without any trouble. When David saw the beautiful Persian kitten in Lois's arms, he wanted to hold it. He wondered how it was a ghost and he marveled that it was the first ghost animal he had ever seen. The kitty looked exactly like the one he'd had as a child.

Then, David heard his wife's voice and was distracted again. He turned away from the counter and began to follow Sherry once more. That's when he caught Becky's eye. Something about her stood out and she didn't appear like the other people in the store. He could see every detail of her face.

At first, he was alarmed by her clear, blue-eyed gaze as she studied him. Then, he thought it was a fluke and reasoned - she didn't actually see him; she was just looking in his direction. When the young woman turned away from him and followed his wife, David followed both of them.

"Hello," Becky greeted Sherry. "I'm Becky Tibbs and I'm the owner. Are you looking for anything in particular that I can help you find?"

"I'm looking for a red vintage Christmas bowl," Sherry replied.

"Well as you can see, we have plenty of red bowls and glassware," Becky commented. 

"She wants to replace the dang red bowl I broke this morning!" David claimed. His frustration was obvious. 

Becky glanced in his direction and then asked Sherry, "Are you trying to add to a current collection, or is it a replacement piece?"

Sherry was lost in thought and didn't reply.

"She simply can't let go of the past," David continued to complain. "She is grieving herself to death and I can't do anything about it."

"Perhaps I can help," Becky replied looking pointedly at the husband.

"Wait; can you see me?" he gasped.

"I can see and hear a lot of things," Becky softly acknowledged. 

"What?" Sherry finally came out of her daze and questioned as she too turned to look at Becky.

"Sorry," Becky replied, "I was just talking to myself. Let me know if you need any help." She gestured for David to follow her and moved away from Sherry and the other customers.
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Chapter 8

When Becky was in a more private position with the ghost, she said, "My name is Becky. I am a medium, and yes, I can see and hear you. What is your name and how can I help you?" 

David told her the long sad story and Becky listened carefully to his concerns about Sherry while Sally helped customers. Sally always knew when Becky was busy with a ghost case by the way she tilted her head. It was as if she was listening to someone that no one else could see. Sally giggled. She found all of it fascinating and she also loved and admired Becky Tibbs.

"David," Becky advised, "I don't usually help the living unless they realize they have a ghost problem. Sherry doesn't seem to be aware of you or your worries. Still, she would have to come to me and request my help."

"That's ridiculous!" David stormed. "You can see she has a ghost problem...Me!"

"Yes, but Sherry doesn't even know you are here. You are asking me to fix your wife's grief and I can't do that. I solve ghost problems and Sherry's crisis is sorrow and heartache. Even if she knew you were here, she might not seek my help."

"How do I let her know I am around?" David asked.

"Ghosts are pure energy because they are no longer bound by the material confines of a body. When a spirit touches a living person, they feel a little tingle of electricity. Have you tried to touch your wife?"

"No, I didn't know I could touch her."

"You do hear ghost radar, don't you?" Becky asked as she glanced at Jacob. The helper ghost was petting Prissy and didn't notice Becky attempt to get his attention. Becky didn't honestly need his help; she simply wondered why David didn't know more about the afterlife.

"I hear a lot of chatter but I block it out. It's very distracting, and as I have explained, I want to get out of here and get on with the next part of my journey. What other ways can I let Sherry know that I am here?"

"She might feel cold spots around the house. Lights might flicker on and off. Things might be moved around, or as you mentioned, something might get broken. There are lots of ways a ghost makes its presence known to the living. Sadly, I can't do anything to help Sherry until she asks me."

"We'll just see about that!" David declared. 

David quickly caught up with his wife and laid his hands on her shoulders. It would have been a gentle touch except that his annoyance about the situation caused her to feel chilled. Sherry briskly rubbed her arms and looked around in confusion. Next, David's angry static energy caused the store lights to flicker off and on. 

Becky realized she had given David enough information for him to be dangerous and it worried her. As the lights blinked off and on, Sally glanced up to notice that Becky was frowning.  She hurried over to the medium and asked, "What is it, Becky?" 

"I'm afraid my ghost might cause serious damage if I don't intervene, Sally. Can you herd the customers to the other side of the store, please? I need to keep them away from the glassware and dining sections."

When the shelves started to creak and groan, Jacob intervened however when he approached David, the ghost fled in frustration. 

Sherry was finally frightened enough to call out, "Miss Tibbs, What is happening? Is your store haunted?"

"Yes, I am afraid it is, Sherry. Your husband David was here and he is very upset," Becky calmly replied.

"Why on earth would David be here? He's dead." Sherry began to consider what that could mean. "Are you saying that his spirit is here? Can you see him, Miss Tibbs?"

Becky handed Sherry her card which explained everything including her fees, and admitted, "Yes, Sherry, I am a medium, and yes, I could see and hear David. He was upset because he broke your red bowl. He was trying to let you know he was there and that he doesn't want you to grieve for him."

"David must have told you my name...Wait. Why would he be upset? I'm the one who should be distraught. I never got to say goodbye to him."

More customers came in to shop and Becky quietly encouraged, "If you'd like a chance to say your goodbyes to your husband, we can make an appointment to privately discuss this in more detail, Sherry."

"I would like that. I'll write a check for your house call fee and my address is on the check. Can you come tonight?"

The appointment details were worked out and Sherry left without a red bowl. 
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Chapter 9

Becky called Patrick to let him know she had a client that evening and would be late. He agreed to stop by and pick up Prissy on his way home. Once he arrived, he was quick to reassure, "Don't worry, honey, after I take our little princess home, I'll go to the market and pick up dinner for us to eat when you get there."

"Patrick, you are the sweetest and best husband a girl could ever want," Becky whispered as she kissed him. 

When it was finally time to close the store that evening, Becky prepared to go to Sherry Weatherby's home in East Asheville. Sally had already left and Becky was alone except for her three ghost helpers, Jacob, Lois, and Myrtle. 

Becky always followed a closing routine because it kept her on track and ensured she was less likely to forget anything. She followed it now as she first gathered her purse and keys. Next, she said goodnight to the helper ghosts. Then, she flipped the door sign from open to closed. And lastly, she turned out the lights. 

Once outside, she locked the door. The habit was all very simple, very Becky. However, when she turned away from the parking lot to lock the door, something unusual happened. 

She heard a scuffling sound on the sidewalk, and as it grew closer, there was a click noise just as a bright flash went off in her face. The light nearly blinded her. Disoriented, Becky threw up her hands in defense and stumbled against the locked door. 

Now stunned and with blurry vision, she didn't see or hear anything else except faint laughter just seconds before a car door slammed shut. Then the car sped away. 

Jacob heard Becky crash against the front entrance and was there in a heartbeat to check on her.  She assured the helper ghost that she was all right even though she was a bit dazed. 

"Since your brother Bobby is also a medium and I can blink there in seconds, do you want me to go get him?" Jacob worried. "He can phone Patrick. This situation could be dangerous, Becky. You were attacked."

"I don't want to needlessly worry either of them, Jacob. Besides, I wasn't attacked, I was only startled. I'm all right. Really."

Becky assessed her condition and realized that she was more rattled than anything else. She was also curious. Why on earth would someone take a picture of her like that?

She could imagine how ridiculous she must have looked when the image was taken – eyes wide, open-mouthed, falling backward with her hands raised in self-defense. 

Yuck! She silently protested.

Still, after taking a few moments to collect her thoughts, Becky continued on her way to Sherry's home for the appointment. It was a nice twenty-minute drive in evening traffic. 

The neighborhood homes were lit up with twinkling Christmas decorations, reminding Becky of the joyful holidays from her youth. She had many wondrous memories spent with her parents and siblings, especially when they were all younger. 

Those recollections caused Becky to wonder if she had been too hard on her mother during her last visit. Yes, Joyce could be a nuisance. However, Becky reminded herself, she was still her mother and the only mother she would ever have.

Becky also knew that something had to give. Her relationship with Joyce had gone downhill after her parents died because her mother couldn't accept that her children were adults who were capable of making their own decisions. That, along with her continual snooping and the way she loved to pit her children against each other, was the reason Becky and her siblings had blocked Joyce's visits with a protection spell.

Becky knew that if Bobby could listen in on her thoughts, he would scold her. He would remind his sister that it was the very reason Joyce had stopped by Sunday morning. She was trying to wiggle her way back into their lives.

Would that be such a bad thing? Becky wondered. 

In all truth, she missed her mother, didn't she? Or was it that she missed the way the family had been when her parents were alive?

That was it. 

Becky missed her family the way it had once been. But it was gone now. She was holding onto things that were now gone just as Sherry was doing. 

Although Becky truly loved Barbara and Bobby, and they were her family it just wasn't the same family she had known while growing up. Justin and Joyce had been nurturing parents. They had taught their children by example. Their parenting skills had given each of the Tibbs siblings a strong sense of security...and that safety net was now gone. 

Why had Barbara and Bobby adjusted so well to that loss when Becky couldn't? 

Becky's feelings about her mother had been up and down like a yoyo for the last couple of years. One minute she wanted Joyce in her life, the next she didn't. Becky missed her mother even though Joyce sometimes irritated her to distraction. 

Becky truly needed to understand that she wanted Joyce in her life the way it had been when her mother was alive and that it could never be that way again. Joyce was no longer alive and things could never go back to the way they had once been.

She heard Zetmeh whisper:

Acceptance, my pet. It is a lesson we must learn again and again. 
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Chapter 10

When Becky arrived at Sherry's address, it was the only home on the street that wasn't alight with holiday decorations. David was beside Becky before she could even get out of her truck and she silently chuckled at his eagerness. 

Becky found it odd that, as a spirit, David couldn't wait to be set free of the earthly bonds that held him. Why was he so different from her mother who didn't want to let go of her earthly life and living children.

"I'm here, I'm here," Becky teased. "Things will get resolved in a very short while now, David. Sherry will see reason and understand what you need from her. It seems that is the way it is with the living. They have no idea about the spirit world and how their grief holds onto their loved ones."

Her words of comfort to David jolted Becky. Did her grief keep her mother tethered to her living children as well? Could it be that simple? Becky suddenly realized that she would have to give that idea more consideration later. For now, she knocked on the front door and waited for Sherry to answer it.

"Happy Holidays!" Becky cheerfully greeted when Sherry opened the door. 

"Hello, Becky. Won't you please come in," Sherry responded without much merriment in her voice.

"You see," David complained, "she is still moping about."

Becky followed Sherry inside, and after they were seated in the den, she said, "David is here now. He seems to be upset that you are moping. His words, not mine," Becky smiled.

"Of course I am miserable. It is just the way it all went down," Sherry grumbled. "I never got to say goodbye to my husband. I was supposed to go with him but I couldn't. It simply isn't fair."

"David explained all of that to me, Sherry, but what he wants me to explain to you is that your grief and despair keep him tied to you. He would like for both of you to be free from your heartache."

"He wants me to forget him and move on!" Sherry gasped. "I could never do that. It would feel like cheating on him. I will not abandon him and his memories just because he is gone. If that is your plan to help me, Miss Tibbs, then I think it is time for you to leave." Sherry stood up to indicate the visit was over.

David couldn't believe what he was hearing from his wife. Becky hadn't even been there five minutes and Sherry was ready to show her the door. David was furious that his wife had given such a self-centered response to the sensible request. Abruptly, his pent-up rage erupted.

His white-hot anger first caused the lights to flicker and then a few bulbs burst. His energy shook trinkets off their shelves. The sound of his shrill voice cracked the glass-enclosed bookcases and windowpanes causing Becky covered her ears. David's icy tone also caused Sherry's head to hurt and sent a chill down her spine, and even though she couldn't hear what he said, she felt the force of it as he yelled, "Selfish, selfish, selfish! She won't even listen to reason. She won't even hear you out!"

"What is happening?" Sherry cried out in terror.

"David is very angry that you won't listen to reason, Sherry. He wanted me to explain how your grief hurts him. Now, he feels that you don't care about his pain; you only care about your own."

"That's not true. It's certainly not what I want," Sherry defended. "What I really want is my husband back. I want for things to be the way they once were."

Sherry's response shook Becky. Wasn't that what she wanted too? She wanted her family the way it had once been. Becky realized that she had more in common with Sherry than she'd thought.

"Let's sit and talk," Becky suggested. "I know that you understand you can't have your husband back. However, David would like for you to understand his side of things. Will you listen to him, Sherry?"

Sherry plopped down on the sofa in defeat. "Yes, I will listen to him. I'm sorry. I want to hear what he has to say and I want the opportunity to say goodbye to him."

"Tell Sherry that I love her and that I always will," David began. "Tell her that love is eternal and never dies. It is in our hearts even after our bodies no longer exist. Nevertheless, she also needs to understand that once we die, we are spirits. The spirit is not meant to linger on this earthly plane."

After Becky had shared that much with Sherry, David continue, "Tell her that her grief has kept me from fully moving on. Each time I get close to that place where I can heal and learn more about the purpose of my life, her tears bring me back to her. I have things to do. I have lessons to learn and I need to get on with it. Likewise, Sherry still has things to do and lessons to learn. She needs to focus on her life before her time is over here, and like me, she also needs to get on with it."

He paused again and waited for Becky to repeat his message. Sherry wanted to object and started to say, "But...but what if I don't want to get on with it?"

"Please, Sherry, let your husband finish his message to you," Becky interrupted.

"Tell her that the grief she languishes in is not healthy for either of us. Remind her that our vows were traditional. We promised to love each other until death we do part. We fulfilled those vows. If I could redo that, I would have vowed to love her until we meet again. Those words are much more appropriate now that I see so much from this side of the veil. Because we always meet again. All of us. We meet over and over again in many different roles in many different lives. Mainly, tell her to let me go so we can both heal."

Becky gently repeated David's words to his wife and after she was finished, Sherry said, "All right, I think I understand now. Please tell him that I love him enough to let him go. Tell him goodbye." 
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Chapter 11

When Becky got home that evening, Patrick was waiting for her. The meal he had picked up from the market was in the warmer. He fixed their plates and the two of them sat at the breakfast bar to eat together. 

While enjoying their dinner, they shared the details of their day. When Becky told him about the odd flash outside her store, Patrick remembered all too well the crazy hillbilly women who kidnapped Becky not so long ago. He grew concerned for her safety.

"Tell me every single detail, Becky," Patrick urged. "Close your eyes and try to recall it exactly the way it happened. What did you see? What did you hear? What did you smell? All of it is a clue."

Becky closed her eyes as he suggested and followed his tips. Then she said, "All right, honey. I came out of the store and the air was crisp and icy. The parking lot was almost empty and it was dark except for the street lights scattered around the edges. I turned to lock the door."

"Hold on; what did you see in the parking lot?" Patrick coaxed.

"Nothing really. A couple of cars. My truck. Wait, I think I see the exhaust coming from one of the cars. I guess it was sitting there with the lights out as it idled. I think I smell diesel fuel too."

"That's good, honey. Keep your eyes closed and try to see the make of the car."

"It's a small, dark-colored SUV," Becky said as her eyes popped open. "Oh, Patrick, that's kind of amazing. How was I able to do that?"

"It's called focused intention," he replied. "We try to use it all the time with witnesses; however, sometimes they just won't open their minds and cooperate. You are doing very well but we're not finished. Let's start again. Close your eyes again and tell me about the flash of light. Where did it come from and what did you hear?"

Once again, Becky closed her eyes and followed her husband's instructions as she answered his questions. "I turned to lock the door and I heard soft footsteps running up to me and a soft click just before the flash went off. It sounded like a phone camera so I guess they took a picture of me. I was startled and blinded which caused me to fall back against the door. Then, I heard a car take off and muted laughter like it was coming from inside the vehicle. Yes, I definitely smelled diesel fuel."

"That was truly amazing, Becky. It gives me enough information to search the CCTV footage and look for a small, dark SUV leaving the area around six o'clock tonight. If we can get an image of the license plate and then verify that it uses diesel fuel, we have our culprits. I am very proud of you."

"What do you think it means, Patrick? Is someone stalking me?"

"I don't know yet, Becky. If I had to guess, it might be a fan or some teenage dare or some kind of a challenge that teenagers sometimes experience during their early days of high school. We had one where the goal was to run up to this old house that looked haunted and knock on the door. Maybe it's something like that. Maybe there is a dare going around to get close enough to Asheville's famous medium to snap a picture. Who knows for sure? But I don't like it one bit and I will certainly check into it. I'll also ask Chief Davidson if he will allocate a few extra patrol cars to watch the area more closely on their rounds."

"Oddly, it happened tonight after I had a peculiar visit from a high school acquaintance I haven't seen in years," Becky commented.

"What do you mean? Why do you say it was odd?" Patrick, always the detective, quizzed. 

Becky told him about Jillian's visit and how, in the beginning, she pretended to have a ghost problem. When she got to the part about Jillian pulling out a notebook as if ready to take notes, Patrick stopped her. 

"Hold on, Becky, This just went from odd to dangerous."

"Why would you say that, Patrick?"

"I don't believe in coincidence, Becky. Two oddities happening to you, of all people, in one day are not chance happenings. Someone planned both occurrences."

"Mother knew something after all," Becky gasped. "Her visit was to warn me about something dangerous, Patrick. She couldn't just come right out and say it. That would be breaking the rules; however, she gave me clues. She first asked how I was and then she asked about the store. She was warning me that something was about to happen to me while I was at the store."

"Maybe you are right, honey, but you could be reaching about your mother's knowledge about this. For now, I am worried that someone is stalking you. Can we talk about your mother later?"

"Of course," Becky agreed. "What should I do now if I have a stalker?"

"Now that I know the rest of the story, I am sure the Chief will have more patrols circle the area around your store but you have to be very careful, Becky. You have to be vigilant and pay attention to everything. Maybe you could ask Jacob to keep a closer eye on you until you are safely inside your truck after you leave the store. Maybe I should drop you off and pick you up each day."

"Now hold on, Patrick. Let's not get carried away. I can still get to and from work on my own. I will make sure that Sally stays with me until I close and I will ask Jacob to be extra vigilant too. Until we know more, that should be enough."

"I'm not so sure. I would never forgive myself if something happened to you because I didn't pay attention to this. We need to consider all the details. Right now, I'm going to get someone at the precinct to start looking at the CCTV footage to spot the vehicle involved. I won't rest easy until I know you are safe, Becky."

Patrick made a few calls to set those plans in motion and then they retired for the evening.
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Chapter 12

Becky went to work the next day, and as Patrick had cautioned, she remained vigilant. When she arrived at the store, she looked around at the other cars in the parking lot. It was early, so there were only a few. None of the cars were idling and nothing looked suspicious. 

Before she got out of her truck, Becky made sure the path to the entrance was clear and no one was loitering about. Still, as a precaution, she held her keys in her hand, making a fist with the longest key pointed out. Patrick had demonstrated how it could be used as a weapon.

"Just imagine that someone tries to grab you and you punch them in the arm with it. It might hurt them enough for them to let go of you and you could get away," Patrick had explained. Of course, Becky had protested but her sweet husband had reassured, "I'm only thinking about your safety, Becky."

Becky felt a little ridiculous but she was also more confident. She admitted that if she had known these defensive techniques before, she might have escaped the abduction two years ago. Then again, she reminded, if she had thwarted that kidnapping, she might have never met Patrick. Still, Becky knew that the precautions were good advice for anyone out alone.

Jacob watched Becky's cautious entry and asked, "What's going on, Becky. I've never seen you use that routine before. Tell me. Has something else happened?" 

Becky told the three helper ghosts that Patrick was convinced she had a stalker. The news upset Jacob, and as Lois and Myrtle listened to Becky's explanation, they grew alarmed too. 

"Who would want to hurt our sweet, little Becky?" Lois huffed while Myrtle nodded her head in agreement.

Jacob was really worried after that. Like Patrick, he remembered the strange women who had kidnapped Becky and quickly reassured, "Becky. I promise that all of us will remain here with you each night until you are safely in your truck. I can even ride with you to make sure you get safely inside your home."

"Thank you, Jacob, and all of you," Becky lightly laughed, "but that won't be necessary. I'm sure that whoever it is wouldn't dare bother me at home. They must surely be aware that I'm married to a policeman."

When Sally came in for work, Becky also told her about the flash and Patrick's theory that she might have a stalker. Together, they checked Sally's schedule to make sure she would be there until the store closed each night for the remainder of the holiday season.

"Becky, it's just crazy that someone would scare you this way. I promise to do anything I can to help you. I just can't believe it," Sally churned. "Oh, it just makes me sick. Some people have nothing better to do than try to alarm others. Do you believe it is a dare or that someone is trying to punk you as Patrick suggested?"

"I honestly don't know what to believe about it, Sally," Becky admitted.

Meanwhile, it was another busy day for the antique store and the bells on the door merrily jingled all day long as customers came and went. Nothing out of the ordinary happened and Becky was beginning to think she had imagined her worries about Jillian's visit and the flash outside the night before.

Patrick called around noon, and to Becky's way of thinking, his report confirmed that their worries were unfounded.

"Becky, there was nothing on the CCTV footage showing a small SUV on the streets leading out of the River Arts District last night," Patrick explained. "Perhaps they went into a neighborhood or took a route where there aren't any cameras. We will keep looking and the Chief agreed to send extra patrols by the area. I'm sorry that I don't have better news."

To Becky, it was great news and she was determined to put it out of her mind and to let the worries go. She recalled Zetmeh saying that it is impossible to hold two opposing thoughts. Becky knew that she couldn't appreciate the prosperity her store was enjoying this holiday season if she let this strange feeling that something might happen weigh her down. So, she did what any sensible, happily married young woman would do, she just stopped worrying about it.

However, unknown to Becky, whoever was behind this personal vendetta didn't let it go. They were just getting started and the first of several nasty tweets appeared on Twitter.

@Nose4NewsNAsheville

Becky Tibbs...so-called medium or joke or hoax? U decide. Get the scoop on #AshevilleMedium here.

​

Chapter 13

A friend of a friend of a friend called Hillary at the precinct to let her know about the tweet. Hills immediately looked it up on her phone, using the hashtag the friend had referenced. 

Shocked, Hills couldn't imagine who would do such a thing. Becky was the sweetest, kindest person she knew so how had she made such a vicious enemy? 

There was also a link in the tweet but Hills refused to click it. She didn't want to give the responsible party the satisfaction of knowing that anyone wanted to read the disparaging comments.

Hillary considered that it couldn't be anyone Becky had assisted with a ghost problem. Even those who started out as skeptics were true believers after Becky helped them. So where did it come from? Why would anyone want to humiliate Becky?

Hillary's next question was whether or not she should tell her best friend about it. Hills knew that tenderhearted Becky would be devastated that someone, anyone, was publicly critical of the work she loved to do. 

Unsure about the best course of action for Becky's sake, Hillary called Barbara to get her opinion. It was a good idea to talk it over with Becky's older sister; however, neither of them knew the rest of the story. 

They were unaware of the strange visit from Jillian Anderson and the flash outside Becky's store. They didn't know that Patrick was on full alert to protect his wife after what he had learned either.

After telling Barb what she had discovered, Hillary listened to Becky's older sister's advice, "Don't tell her, Hillary. She doesn't need to know that. It will only upset her. Whoever did this is merely a troll. Trolls post hateful and inflammatory messages and reviews on social media to get attention and cause heartache to others. Besides, it could be months before Becky finds out, and by then, maybe this person will have found someone else to torment. I say that because I know Becky simply doesn't have time to check social media sites. She never cared for it much. I bet the last time she shared anything on Facebook was her wedding pictures and even those were late. Let's let her have a happy Christmas with Patrick."

"Well, I have to tell Bobby. It will upset him and he will want to tell Patrick. I suppose we could all make a pact to keep it from her but it just feels dishonest, Barb. Becky would say we are treating her like a child and making decisions for her," Hills cautioned.

"We tell little white lies all the time, Hills. And we omit the truth all the time also. We do it because we love our family and friends and we don't want to hurt them. I believe that telling Becky this would cause more harm than good."

"It would at least warn her in case it goes deeper than either of us knows," Hillary argued.

"Of course, it is up to you, Hillary. I don't envy that you have to be the one to decide. Let me know how it goes. Otherwise, we'll see you at Becky's for Christmas dinner."

Hillary wrestled with the decision to tell Becky for the rest of the afternoon. She had become overwhelmed from the burden of not knowing what to do about it. By the time Bobby came home that evening, she was ready to burst into tears. 

Bobby knew his wife rarely cried. When he wrapped Hillary in his arms for their normal greeting, she spilled all her worries onto his broad shoulders. After the story was finished, Bobby held his wife at arm's length and reasoned, "Honestly, Hills, since you're the one who got the information and you can't decide whether or not to tell Becky, then I think Patrick should decide, not Barbara. I love my big sister, but she is a little removed from our lives by living in Raleigh. I have to call Patrick and tell him. This is something he needs to know. Maybe he can stop by on his way home." 

When Bobby got Patrick on the phone, he was nearby and explained, "I was on my way to Becky's store, Bobby. I can be there shortly but I can only stay a few minutes because I need to make sure Becky's closing is uneventful tonight."

"What do you mean by uneventful, Patrick? Has something happened?"

"It's too much to tell over the phone, but I'll give you the short version when I get there," Patrick replied.

"I suspect that what we have to tell you might add more worry to whatever has already happened," Bobby forewarned. He could hear the cruiser accelerate through the receiver just before Patrick ended the call. 

"Oh boy," Bobby groaned as he looked at Hillary. "Something is going on regarding Becky other than that tweet. Patrick's on his way so we'll find out soon enough." ​

Chapter 14

Meanwhile, when it was time to close the store that evening, Sally walked outside with Becky. Not that either one of the young women was capable of defending themselves in an actual assault; however, there was safety in numbers. Sally wanted to make sure Becky got safely to her truck, or at the very least, she wanted be there as a witness if anything else happened. 

The three helper ghosts were also with them. Sally stood beside Becky while her employer locked the door but she kept her eyes on the parking lot. 

Although Sally didn't see anything that looked suspicious, she remained alert. The public parking area was nearly empty because customers and most of the store owners had already gone home. 

As it is in most foothill towns and cities, once the sun dipped behind the mountain range, it quickly grew darker and much colder. Their eyes struggled to adjust to the changing light.

Unexpectedly, a vehicle without lights on came out of nowhere. It sped toward them and the headlights came on, blinding Becky and Sally.  That was bright enough but the passenger also held a large spotlight pointed directly at them. It was even more glaring. Becky and Sally reflexively put up their hands to shield their eyes just as some type of small missiles whizzed by their heads. 

Becky and Sally ducked for cover but there wasn't anything to hide behind. Still, they remained crouched low on the sidewalk. Both of them heard a cracking noise as the projectiles broke against the storefront, and then they heard a splat sound as whatever it was landed on the sidewalk. 

Next, there was loud laughter and hooting before the car sped away. Then everything was eerily quiet and pitch-black.

"What did those creeps throw at us?" Sally demanded as she jumped to her feet and pointed her phone's bright light on the splattered mess around them. "Eggs!" she indignantly yelled. Her high-pitched voice splintered the soundless night. "They threw eggs at us! Is this some kind of stupid high school prank? Ack! What is wrong with people?"

Moments after Bobby and Hills had shown Patrick the tweet and explained their dilemma, Becky called. Patrick quickly answered his phone and heard his wife tearfully sob, "Oh Patrick, someone attacked us outside the store again. They threw eggs at us!"

"Eggs?" Patrick repeated in astonishment. It didn't sound like a high school dare now and he was worried for Becky. He reassured, "Honey, go back inside the store and wait for me. I'll be right there. I'm close by." Then he headed straight to Bobby's door. 

"What's going on, Patrick Burns?" Bobby demanded. "This is my little sister we're talking about and I need to know everything!"

"It will have to wait, Bobby. I have to make sure that Becky is safe and I also have a vandalism and nuisance crime scene to investigate."

"A crime scene! Is Becky all right? What in the world has happened?" Hillary blurted out her worry.

"I don't have time to explain," Patrick said.

"Then I'm coming with you," Bobby fumed as he looked around for his coat.

"We're coming with you," Hills corrected as she scurried to find the shoes she had kicked off earlier.

"Just follow me to her store," Patrick tossed over his shoulder as he headed out the front door. He didn't have time to wait for Hillary to put on her shoes and both of them to grab their coats. 

Flabbergasted, Bobby and Hillary heard the cruiser roar to life and speed away. Now ready to leave too, they hurried after Patrick.

As he drove through evening traffic, Patrick berated himself. He should have followed his instincts and gone straight to Becky's store as he'd planned. If he had, he would have been there when whatever happened went down. Now he was worried sick that Becky had been injured. 

She sounded upset but unharmed, he argued with himself. Yes, but the cruelty of the world could harm her beautiful spirit. For Becky, that would be worse than any physical pain she might suffer.

In a few moments, Becky heard the siren wailing, and then she saw the flashing lights on Patrick's police car as he rushed to her side. She sighed with relief. When he got there, she rushed outside to meet him and threw herself in his arms.

"Oh Patrick, this is just awful. Why would anyone egg my store? Not to mention that I have to clean it up before the sun hits it tomorrow morning or the stink will drive off my customers. Oh, I'm just sick over this!"

"So am I, Becky, and I hate to tell you this but I believe we have more to worry about than your customers' sense of smell right now. I don't think this is about your store at all; I now believe it's about you," Patrick admitted, trying to break the news as gently as possible. "This was a personal attack on you, Becky. Go back inside please and let me make some calls. I need some trusted officers here to help investigate this."

"I don't understand, Patrick. Why would you say that the attack was against me?" Becky asked just as Bobby and Hillary arrived.

Since Becky was busy talking to Patrick, Jacob chose his second favorite medium to confide in. The helper ghost rushed over to Bobby to tell him what he had witnessed. Jacob also let Bobby know that he had followed the car and knew the direction it took out of the parking lot. 

Bobby didn't yet know the importance of that but his attention was divided between Jacob's message and listening to Patrick. It was difficult to keep up with both conversations.

"Your brother can fill you in, honey. Now, go back inside and let me do my job. I love you. I need to see if they left any evidence behind so we can catch the devils that did this. Bobby?" Patrick called out, "you and Hillary should tell Becky everything you know about that tweet."

"What tweet?" Becky asked.

"Come on," Hillary encouraged, "and we'll tell you all about it."

Once Becky went back inside the store with her brother, Hillary, and Sally, Patrick called Jeff Hinds and Dusty Yeager to the scene. He trusted the two men more than anyone else he had ever worked with and they had been friends for a long time. Besides, both officers had learned to put their faith in Becky's ability as a medium after the Marty Smith fiasco. 

They would want to help her too.

​

Chapter 15

Once inside the store, Hillary started at the beginning to explain what she knew about the tweet. She included the phone call to Barbara and their reluctance to tell Becky about it. 

While Hillary explained, Sally used her phone to access Twitter. Loyal to Becky, Sally wanted to see the nasty tweet for herself. She searched the hashtag Asheville Medium as one word and found it right away.

"Wait," Sally spoke up. "I know that Twitter handle - @Nose4NewsNAsheville. She has a blog and she posts detrimental stuff about Asheville's residents. She has tweeted about some truly vicious stuff in the past."

"Who is it?" Becky and Hills echoed the question.

"You mean it's a woman?" Bobby frowned. He hated the idea of women knifing each other in the back but he particularly disliked the thought of someone stabbing his little sister.

"I didn't mean I know her personally," Sally quickly corrected. "I don't even know for sure that it is a woman. It could be anyone. Most trolls hide behind their fake identities and accounts. What I meant is that I'm familiar with this Twitter handle because I have seen it before."

"What else can you tell us?" Bobby asked.

"I can tell you she's a flake. If you notice, she barely has three hundred followers. In a town the size of Asheville, that isn't very many. To be average, she would have closer to seven hundred followers."

"Hills might understand you, Sally," Bobby complained, "but you are speaking Greek to me and Becky."

"I know what a follower is, Bobby," Becky objected. 

"Well, I don't and I wanted some company on the ignorant side of the table," he teased. "Tell me more, Sally."

"I would think that Nose 4 News is mostly ignored," Sally continued. "She or he probably uses inflammatory tweets to get attention. It sounds like high school drama to me. Does Patrick believe that all of this is related? You know, the visit from Jillian, the flash last night, the tweet, and now this egging?"

"Wait, wait, wait," Bobby interjected. "Back up a little bit, Sally. Who is Jillian, when did she visit, and what happened last night?"

Sally answered all the questions about Jillian Anderson. Then, she looked at Becky to answer the last inquiry about the flash.

Becky reluctantly told them about the bright flash followed by a click outside her store the previous evening. Everyone understood what it meant – someone had snapped her picture. 

"I'm sure the picture they took of me while I was frightened is very flattering," Becky whispered, "and that was probably why they took it."

"You said she has a blog, right Sally?" Hills quietly asked. Sally nodded and held Hillary's gaze for a few moments. They were both worried about the same thing – there might be pictures of Becky on the blog to support the nasty comments. 

As for Becky, she didn't like all the fuss and she certainly didn't like that this entire situation was directed at her as a medium. 

"I think this was the purpose of mother's visit, Bobby. I think she saw something on the spirit plane that suggested I might be in danger and she tried to warn me," Becky admitted,

"Maybe, and maybe not," Bobby rebutted. "The main point I see right now is that this has escalated from a visit to an egging. Maybe Jillian Anderson knows something. I'd sure like to know why it started with her visit. Has Patrick considered interviewing her?"

"We went to school with Jillian," Hillary interrupted. "Sure, she was a gossiper and thrived on the personal details of other people's lives but why would she be involved in anything like this? Becky has proven herself to be a true medium and an asset to the community. I just don't get it. Becky, have you had any other dealings with Jillian since graduation?"

"None," Becky admitted. "It had been so long since I'd seen Jillian that I almost didn't recognize her. She has changed a lot over the years."

"That's true," Bobby allowed. "People can change a lot over the ten years between graduation and the first class reunion. I've heard it gets even worse at the twenty-year mark."

"Becky," Jacob quietly interrupted, "I told your brother but I think he forgot to tell Patrick. I followed the car out of the parking lot and I saw the route they took. It might be important for Patrick to know this."

"Of course, you're right, Jacob. Let me text him to come inside and we can tell him together," Becky suggested.

"I'm sorry, Sis," Bobby apologized. "Jacob did tell me that and then Patrick told me to come inside and tell you about the tweet. I forgot. Has anyone else noticed the brain fog or memory lapses lately?"

"I read it is a symptom of the virus," Sally replied, "but to be honest, I thought it only affected old people." After she said it, she giggled. "I'm not implying you are old people, Bobby." She laughed again.

Meanwhile, Patrick came inside and Jacob told Becky where the vehicle went after it sped away. He admitted that he was worried about her wellbeing and came back to check on her. 

"Patrick, Jacob followed the same small SUV I saw the previous night to Riverside Drive but then he returned to check on me," Becky relayed the information to her husband.

Although Patrick was glad that the helper ghost had put Becky's safety first, he wished Jacob had followed the car to its final destination. 

Becky couldn't help wondering why now. Why had this person, whoever it was, chosen this particular time to personally attack her? Did it have anything to do with the Christmas season? Was it connected to some particular ghost she had helped sometime during the past eight holidays?

While Becky worried about that, Patrick continued to scour the parking lot for any evidence the eggers might have left behind. He came up empty-handed.

There were few CCTV cameras in the area and none in the parking lot. Then he recalled that when Becky was abducted he had learned one of the store owners had video surveillance set up to keep an eye on the parking lot while the stores were closed. He hoped for a little cooperation when he requested access to those recordings first thing the next day. 

After everyone had done all they could, for the time being, Sally promised she would be at work the next day and left. Bobby and Hilary also went home. Patrick thanked Jeff and Dusty for their help and then he took Becky home too.

Despite the need for rest, it was a sleepless night for all of them.

​Chapter 16

It was difficult to keep Becky Tibbs down since she always tried to see the best in every situation. Because of her optimistic attitude, Becky and Patrick were at the antique store early the next morning. Together, they power washed the store's windows and the sidewalk out front. 

When they were finished, Becky quipped, "Thank goodness the eggs were fresh instead of rotten. Besides, the storefront was long overdue for a good scrubbing anyway, wasn't it?"

"It does look good, honey. I'll go get us some coffee and breakfast croissants while you open up," Patrick suggested. He put the power washer in the back of her truck and then headed to the little coffee shop a few doors down. 

Becky greeted Jacob, Myrtle, and Lois and then went about her ritual of opening for the day. Once Patrick returned, she was ready for the coffee. They sat at a dining table to drink the coffee and eat the flaky pastries but it was obvious that Patrick was in a hurry.

"Why are you rushing your breakfast?" Becky asked.

"I want to check with the card shop down the way. They have a security camera pointed at the parking lot. Maybe it picked up something last night or the previous night," he explained.

Before he could follow through with the plan, however, he got a call to report to a crime scene and left. When Sally arrived, she found Becky in an unusually cheerful mood and noticed there was nothing left to indicate the eggers had ever been there. Sally surmised that Becky was happy to put it out of her mind.

Meanwhile, when Patrick arrived at the homicide, he was stunned. It was one of the worst crime scenes he had ever seen. Blood splattered the walls in nearly every room of the house. Three small bodies were found stacked on top of each other in the bathroom, filling the walkway between the toilet and vanity. 

All were members of the household, all were young. Patrick estimated that the eldest was about eighteen years old while the youngest was close to thirteen. The mother was found in the bedroom and the father was discovered in the garage.

They were all bludgeoned to death.

Why had some lunatic done this to the Hill family? Patrick concluded that it had to be more than one perp because it was unlikely that a single person could control five other people without one of them surviving or escaping. He didn't have any answers yet but he would find them. He only knew that the situation made him sick.

A lamp began to flicker on and off, and Patrick suspected that one of the spirits associated with the family had something to say. Nevertheless, it was such a horrific scene, that it would have to wait until the bodies were removed and the crime scene unit had finished gathering their evidence. 

He didn't relish calling Becky; not after the restless night she'd had. Becky, already haunted by the idea that someone meant to harm her, had allowed those fears to invade her dreams. His wife had tossed and turned for most of the night. 

Always desiring to protect her, Patrick wasn't sure that she needed such a gruesome ghost case right now. However, logic soon won out as Patrick realized that it was exactly what she needed. 

Becky is happiest when she is helping the living and the dead, Patrick silently admitted.

Patrick struggled with his worries and finally decided to call Becky just as a different family member arrived. Trina Hill, the eldest daughter, had been away at school. She had come home for the holidays to find her entire family gone, slaughtered, and she needed answers. She needed to understand why this had happened.

"No, no, no, no, no, no, no," Trina cried.

One by one, Trina watched the five bodies of her family members carried out of the house and to the ambulance. They were ready for transport to the morgue. 

"My mother and father? My brother Brad, my sister Tracy, and my little brother, Aden? All dead? What happened? How can this be? Who would do such a horrible thing to our family...and so close to Christmas?" Trina sobbed. She collapsed on the sofa and sat silent and stunned while the crime scene unit quietly left too. 

As planned, after the home was finally clear, Patrick called Becky and then texted the address. She left the store in Sally's capable hands and arrived quickly. Worried about the many ways the living could hurt his favorite medium, Jacob tagged along with her.

Meanwhile and unknown to Becky, a second tweet appeared. 

@Nose4NewsNAsheville

Becky Tibbs hates Christians. Get the scoop on #AshevilleMedium here.

Hillary and Sally were queued to receive alerts if and when a nasty tweet appeared again. They each received a ping on their phones that took them directly to the post. 

Sally called Hillary immediately to ask, "Do we tell her?"

"We have to tell Patrick and leave it up to him. Especially after everything else that has happened," Hillary replied. 

"Are you sure?" Sally inquired.

"Yes, Patrick needs to know and he'll make the best decision for Becky."

​Chapter 17

When Becky entered the Hill residence, she immediately saw a terrified young ghost standing beside his older living sister. The youngster was trying to get her attention, trying to grab her hand. As a spirit, he couldn't. He was confused that she ignored him and finally started to cry.

"Trina, I need you, Why are you ignoring me? It's Aden. Oh Trina, please help me," Aden sobbed.

Patrick had not yet made the introductions, however, when he heard Becky's quiet voice, he knew he had done the right thing by calling her to the Hill's family home. She was already talking to one of the spirits.

"It's all right, Aden. I will tell Trina what you have said," Becky reassured.

"What?" Trina gasped, suddenly coming out of her dazed state at the mention of her brother's name. "Who are you and how dare you come here and make such insane statements when my entire family is murdered? How do you know my brother's name? How do you know my name? This is absurd."

"Trina, Aden is here. He is standing by your side and crying," Becky softly replied.

"Aden wouldn't cry. He is nearly a man," Trina protested.

Becky ignored the sister's comments and knelt beside Aden. She was concerned that he had not immediately crossed over like all children and young teens did. Aden looked at Becky and wiped his face, trying to dry the tears.

"Trina's right, I'm too old to cry. I'm almost thirteen. Why can you see me and my sister can't?" Aden stammered. "I really need to tell her what happened but she can't hear me either, can she?" 

"No Aden, she can't but I can. My name is Becky Tibbs and I have the gift to see all ghosts. If you tell me what happened to your family, then I will tell your sister, " Becky gently replied. 

"You can see ghosts? Are you saying I am a ghost? Does that mean I'm dead?" the youngster asked.

"Can you tell me what happened here, Aden," Becky coaxed. She knew that as Aden shared the story, he would remember his death. She also understood that he had stayed behind to give his accounting to his older sister who was due to arrive home. Then she repeated, "Will you tell me what happened, Aden?"

"Three men came to the door. Dad didn't let them in; they shoved him out of the way and hit him in the head with a big hammer. It knocked him out and when he came to, he ran to the garage where he keeps the shotgun for hunting trips."

Aden stopped for a few moments as he recalled the terrible ordeal. Becky repeated that much of the story and then encouraged, "Go on, Aden. What happened next?"

"Mother ran to the bedroom to get the pistol they keep on the top shelf of their closet. One of the men went to the hallway and started to tear out the wall. He was looking for something and when he found it, he took it outside. The other one followed my father to the garage. I heard the shotgun blast so Dad must have fought with that one. When the man came back inside, he had a lot of blood on him. I was terrified he had killed my father," Aden paused again and choked back tears as he glanced up at his sister. He didn't want to cry.

Becky waited.

"The last man went after my mother. I snuck out to the garage and saw that Dad was dead. All three of us tried to fight them to protect our mother but they hit all of us in the heads with the big hammers and I blacked out. That is all I remember except that I knew Trina was coming home today and I needed to warn her. I didn't want the men to kill her too."

Becky repeated the rest of Aden's story for Patrick and Trina's benefit. After the tale was done, Patrick went to check the hallway again where the drywall was gutted. He didn't find any clues other than an empty beer can and a half-eaten bag of chips. From the dust on the items, he figured the trash had been there for a while...maybe ever since the house was built. He bagged the articles as evidence. There might be fingerprints on the items that could be a lead.

Trina finally said, "Aden was very brave. They all were. Why do you think the men broke in here and tore out the wall?"

"Aden said they were searching behind the walls for something," Becky answered. 

"If they were looking for something stored in the wall, then they must have been the ones to hide it there," Patrick reasoned when he came back to the living room. "It will be easy enough to get construction records and permits to find out who the builder and subcontractors were when this house was built. I'll get started on that as soon as I return to the precinct. Trina, do you have any relatives that you can stay with until the home is released?"

"I've already called my Aunt Joy and she is on her way," Trina said and then asked, "Becky, what will happen to Aden? I don't understand why my youngest brother is still here while the rest of my family is gone. How did he get left behind?"

"Trina, Aden's love for you was so great that he waited here to make sure the criminals didn't hurt you too. He stayed behind to warn you. Now that his unfinished business is resolved, he will easily reunite with the rest of your family. In fact, they have just arrived," Becky advised as the room filled with the spirits of the family's dead loved ones. 

Aden gasped in awe when he saw not only his parents and siblings but also his grandparents and many ancestors long gone and almost forgotten. He joyfully clapped his hands.

"Becky, tell Trina that I see everyone and I do mean everyone from both sides of the family. Tell her that I'm going with them now. Tell her not to be sad because every one of them is smiling and I am smiling too. Goodbye."

"I'll tell her," Becky promised as tears of joy pooled in her blue eyes. Spirit reunions like this one always made her cry a little. Not from sadness but from the purity of love that was so strong when ancestors gathered. 

​Chapter 18

Becky had promised to wait with Trina until her Aunt Joy arrived; however after the aunt by marriage got there, things took a different turn causing Becky to linger. Joy Hill had come in her husband's stead since he was out of town.  She was there to help make the funeral arrangements and to offer her niece a place to stay until the home was released. When Joy realized that it was a break-in and that the culprits had torn out the drywall, she began to cry. 

"What's wrong, Joy?" Trina worried. Her concern about Joy allowed Trina to forget her distress for a moment. Trina had always admired her Aunt Joy. Only a few years older than Trina, Joy was married to Trina's youngest uncle and therefore her aunt was more hip and youthful than anyone else in the family. "What significance does the drywall hold for you? I don't understand."

"Oh, it's probably nothing. It just brings back memories. Years ago, before I met and married your Uncle Larry, I dated a drywall subcontractor. He told me that the workers often placed things in the walls as practical jokes," Joy confessed as she dabbed her eyes with a tissue.

"What kind of things?" Becky asked. 

"Usually trash and stuff like that," Joy cited. Her tears had stopped and she warmed up to telling the story, "My goodness, I haven't thought about these things in years. He said the crew often threw leftover food wrappers and empty beer or soda cans between the studs before the walls were sealed because they were too lazy to throw their waste in the trash bin."

"That explains why Detective Burns bagged the trash he found," Trina added.

"Yes, it does," Becky agreed, "Although, it's kind of creepy to think of the smell of rotting food left behind that could permeate a room."

"Ew, it is pretty disgusting, especially when you think about how much a house costs and to know that some disgruntled worker polluted it for the owners. Leaving things like that behind would attract insects and rodents too," Trina added as her nose crinkled in revulsion. The unusual tale had taken her mind off her grief for the moment.

"You don't know the half of it," Joy claimed, eager to tell more. "If these laborers hated their general contractors or the owners, they urinated on the wall studs and sometimes left other excrements behind. I was shocked by the things he told me, and although I really liked him, I finally quit dating him when he couldn't deny he'd done the same things."

Becky remained silent and quietly studied Joy as she shared several stories. The aunt seemed energized as she talked about this man and the things he said when she should have felt grief for her murdered relatives. Becky's instincts warned that something was off but she hadn't figured it out just yet.

Trina, on the other hand, was disgusted and criticized, "It's bad enough to think that any upset wait staff might spit in your coffee or soup if you offend them. I thought I had heard it all while at college but those stories take the cake."

"Oh, he had plenty to say about plumbers and electricians too," Joy contended. She didn't seem to mind Trina's criticism. "He said it was not uncommon for helpers to Sawzall a tiny crack in the main water line that would eventually spring a leak under the foundation. And he said that an electrician could staple the main wire past its coating to cause a short one day. He had lots of stories to tell about the ways laborers got even with their bosses and uppity homeowners on construction sites."

"Still," Becky reasoned, "These men would not return, murder a family, and tear out a wall only to pick up their garbage. They were looking for something else."

"That's just it, Becky," Joy's excitement was obvious. "He also said that sometimes the workers hid valuables behind the drywall so they could return for it later," Joy alleged. Then she stopped abruptly when something occurred to her and cried out, "Oh! I think I know who did this to our family. I think the guy I dated worked on this very house. Oh my god, I'm going to puke."

Joy was overcome by a panic attack and she almost passed out, leaving Becky and Trina to calm her. After Joy had settled down, Becky called Patrick to tell him what she had learned. 

Patrick already had the builder's records and he had a list of the men from the drywall crew. He was still waiting for fingerprints from the trash he'd collected. He listened to Becky's recount of the aunt's confession and then asked, "Can you get Joy to give you the name of the man she dated back then? It would save us a lot of time. The contractor ran a crew of about twenty men on drywall alone. That's a lot of names to run down."

"I'll ask her and call you back," Becky agreed. She ended the call and then asked Joy the million-dollar question.

"Oh, I can't be the one to snitch on him!" Joy objected. "Surely, Detective Burns can discover that on his own. It would be wrong of me to give names or point fingers after all this time. Besides, I can't believe that he would ever kill anyone."

"You want to know what is wrong, Aunt Joy?" Trina admonished as fresh tears filled her eyes and her grief returned with a vengeance. "It's wrong that you never mentioned that some psychopath had probably left something buried in the very walls that sheltered us. This is the home your brother-in-law bought and reared his family in. These are the walls that we grew up in and you failed to warn us."
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