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— Wess Stafford, President Emeritus of Compassion International
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Becky lovingly gazed at the wedding set on her right hand. The diamond solitaire twinkled as it reflected the sunlight that streamed in the windows, causing her to timidly smile. She loved Patrick completely and she was very happy as his wife.

A year or so ago, if she had been told what "wedded bliss" actually meant she would have never believed it. She would not have been able to even imagine it! Being married to the love of her life and sharing her body, mind, and soul with that person was simply something one had to experience firsthand.

She blushed lightly as an image of their entwined abandonment flitted across her mind. Yes, it was wedded bliss all right and she couldn't get enough of it. The blush grew brighter and she nervously glanced up, wondering if any of the three ghosts who frequented her store had noticed her telltale signs. They didn't miss much but thankfully Jacob, Lois, and Myrtle were involved in some other topic of interest which produced a lively discussion.

Oh, she would be the first to admit that the first few months of her marriage to Patrick had certainly not been all smooth sailing. That time had even been a bit rocky. Not because of their feelings for each other but because so much had happened since their wedding day. When she considered it all, it was quite astonishing.

For one thing, his mother had died from the Covid virus. Then, Patrick had very nearly died from a serious head injury sustained during the riots a few months back. And, finally, his father had begged him to quit his job in Asheville and move back to Durham to take over the family business.

No, it had definitely not been a time without problems or heartache but being together, leaning on each other, and solving those problems together as a married couple, made all the difference in the world. It simply made everything they shared, whether good or bad, easier to bear.

Daily life in the Tibbs-Burns household was still not back to normal but each family member did whatever they could do to share in the chores and responsibilities. Since Bobby and Hillary had moved into Bobby's childhood bedroom, they helped with the shopping and cleaning chores. Christopher and Barbara had also stayed for a while. They helped out too before they moved back to his apartment in Raleigh.

Even though Becky was able to reopen her antique store, things have changed a great deal for everyone in Asheville, especially for business owners. Those changes are primarily due to the Pandemic. Becky shook her head several times as she thought about the last nine months.

Now, only a few customers were allowed inside the store at one time, making it easy to hear their mournful grumblings as they wondered if life would ever go back to normal. She wondered it too.

Becky had set up a table in front of the checkout counter to safely maintain social distancing. Patrick had secured yellow tape to remind customers not to crowd each other in the different sections and aisles of the store.

In hindsight, she silently smirked at that idea, "There certainly had not been much crowding into her store lately." She was lucky to have two or three customers each day!

She wore a face mask for protection and required all shoppers to also wear a mask while inside her store.  Browsers who were not serious shoppers anyway were easily discouraged when they read the large hand-printed sign on the front door:

For your safety and mine, please wear a face mask before entering.

Admittedly, these measures made business slower than normal; however, Becky was relieved that she was allowed to reopen her store once again. It was her livelihood and she truly enjoyed it. She would have never been content to stay at home forever.

She trusted the state and CDC health guidelines and diligently followed them. After putting these recommendations into effect, she realized that most of her customers were there on ghost-related business rather than antique-hunting.

That work was fulfilling but sad.

Jacob, always a helper ghost, had been of great assistance while Becky and Patrick were on their honeymoon. Then, like Bobby, he had stepped up to help again while Patrick was in the hospital. While Bobby had helped those at the hospital, Jacob had helped those who had succumbed to the virus in retirement homes and around the city.

At the moment, sharing his discoveries with Becky, Lois, and Myrtle, he explained, "Some of the ghosts were angry that they had not known their deaths were imminent. Thinking the virus was not that serious, they felt betrayed when they learned firsthand that it was extremely lethal. Once on the other side where all knowledge flows freely to them, they were incensed that a mere mask could have saved their lives!"

"Oh my goodness," Myrtle commiserated.

"Some were upset that they had been isolated from their loved ones and had not had a chance to say goodbye," he continued. "Others felt forsaken. For the most part, however, the elderly who perished from the virus crossed over without much trouble or fuss once I explained that it was the next step on their journey."

"I'm so glad you helped them," Lois praised.

He had been thoroughly honest with Becky about all that he had seen and done while she was preoccupied elsewhere. In return, she was extremely grateful for his help and tightly hugged him while she expressed her appreciation. Lois and Myrtle crowded around to be included in the group hug.
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Now, for the most part, life was back to normal. It was a "new" normal for sure but even that newness was becoming routine. Becky, like most people in Asheville and around the world, was adapting to a different way of living and doing things.

As Jacob continued to share more stories with Lois and Myrtle, Becky's thoughts drifted to other matters. She was concerned about Patrick. She had been worried about him for what felt like a long time now... ever since his injury and even throughout his recovery time.

When he was finally able to return to work, that brought up a different set of apprehensions but she had remained silent about it. She wanted him to be happy and fulfilled... like he had been when she first met him.

However, he was not happy being chained to a desk now that he was back at the precinct. She hoped he would get good news at his final therapy appointment this afternoon because she knew how much he wanted to return to active duty.

Or did she?

Like Mr. Burns, Patrick's father, she worried that he could be injured or worse while fulfilling his duties and responsibilities as a police officer. Until the recent riots that had left him seriously injured, she had never realized how dangerous his job was. In truth, she now understood that he took his life in his hands every single day!

Yet, she should have known!

She wondered what she should know right now... her instincts warned that something had changed between her and Patrick after his accident but she did not know what it was or how to fix it.

I am so foolish! He carries a badge and a gun, for heaven's sake! But I have kept my head in the sand and only look on the bright side! I repeat clichés such as "Everything happens for a reason"! I must be an utter idiot! Becky silently berated herself for only seeing the best, most practical possibilities in all of the situations that surrounded her life.

Would knowing have made a difference? Would her relationship with Patrick have had a different outcome if she had fully considered the possibilities in the harsher light of reality?

She suddenly felt miserable even though she could not explain the change in her temperament. A few moments ago she was blissful and now she felt mournful. What had changed?

She heard Zetmeh say:


The mind cannot entertain two thoughts at once, my pet. Joyful thoughts bring joyful feelings while unhappy thoughts bring unhappy feelings. You know this to be true and you have chosen to be filled with joy rather than filled with sadness by entertaining the many 'what-ifs' and worries of life's questions. Choose to return to joy once again. Accept what is and let go of concerns that may never happen. This is the way, dear one. Breathe, my sweet child. Just breathe.



––––––––
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She took a deep breath to calm herself.

Then, Becky was distracted by the same black woman she had previously noticed shortly after she returned to work. Was it a coincidence that the woman had nervously passed in front of her antique store entrance on several occasions? Becky was not completely sure about the reason for it.

Usually, when someone came to the River Arts District, it was with a specific purpose in mind. They were either there to visit one of the amazing artistic shops... or to visit with her about a ghost problem.

Becky moved closer to the front windows at the far end of the store to get a better view and she discovered that this particular woman seemed dazed and very alone. Her short ebony hair was blonde-tipped with clumps that stood out in a 'bed-head' arrangement. Becky was pretty sure it had not been purposely styled that way. She continued to take in every detail about the woman's appearance.

She was dressed in baggy flannel pants and an oversized sweatshirt that made her slender body appear even smaller. Her shoulders were stooped as if the heavy burden she carried was more than she could bear. She was also wearing a face mask but her cocoa-colored eyes were red-rimmed from crying. She constantly dabbed at the corners of her eyes with a tissue but she was unable to staunch the flow of tears. Her entire appearance caused her to look older than she was.

Just before she was out of sight, the woman turned and headed back in full view of the store windows. As she drew closer to the front door; a teenage ghost suddenly appeared by her side.

Could he be her son? Was he the reason for such overwhelming sadness and despair?

His coffee and cream complexion gleamed with private amusement as he played with the woman's hair and teased her. His own dark brown hair fell in soft fat ringlets across his forehead as he lively danced around her.

Becky was reminded of the way Bobby had teased her when they were adolescents. He would have never teased their mother this way but he had played many pranks on Barbara and Becky.

Maybe, this woman was an older sister.

His hands fluttered around her head as he mussed her hair and tickled her ears, tugging on her earlobes. Unaware that she was followed by an irritating jokester, she unconsciously swatted at the unseen hands that pestered her.

Knowing she had to help if she could, Becky headed to the door to offer her support. However, before she could cover the distance, the frustrated woman hurried away and soon disappeared from view. She had given up on her quest as she had done before.

Becky realized that her pity party a few minutes earlier had kept her from immediately going to the woman's aid. She had reacted far too slowly. However, at least now, after seeing the young ghost that accompanied her, Becky was certain of the reason for her visit. And she was determined not to make the same mistake twice. She would help her when she returned.
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In the meantime, Sheryl Black was dealing with what she could only assume would develop into a crisis. She was on the phone with her mother in Florida. Sheryl feared her mother needed her there even if she was too stubborn to admit it.

"How long have you had that cough, Mom?" Sheryl asked for the second time. "Tell me, please."

"It is nothing for you to worry about, dear. I am fine, really."

"Mother, you do not sound fine. You sound congested and I bet you have a fever."

"No, no, well it might be low-grade at worst."

"How high is it?" Sheryl demanded.

"It is only 99.3. It is nothing at all to worry about."
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