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"You see things; and you say, ‘Why?' But I dream things that never were; and I say, 'Why not?'"

~~George Bernard Shaw
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On this lovely summer morning, Becky Tibbs was so busy with customers that she didn't even have time for a bathroom break...or her second cup of coffee. The women that flocked into her antique store were apparently on the same errand. Each purchased similar items of glassware or small costly trinkets along with gift bags.

As Becky worked at the checkout counter, she listened to the chatter of the three helper ghosts who regularly haunted her store. Knowing that Jacob, Myrtle, and Lois were always there was comforting to Becky.

"Looks like they're all headed to the same place," Myrtle commented as she tittered with Lois and Jacob in the background.

"It must be something special, they're all dressed to the nines," Lois sardonically added.

"They do favor each other, don't they," Myrtle tittered again. "Perhaps it's a guild or club for golden girls."

"Ladies, please. Don't distract Becky," Jacob gently scolded his ghost companions before adding, "Besides, I believe the term used in this day and age is silver foxes."

"No," Myrtle protested, "they're all blondes. It's the kind of bottle-blonde hair to cover their grays."

When Becky glanced up, she could tell that Jacob was amused as well even though he continued to shush the two women ghosts, "Quiet, ladies."

It wasn't uncommon for Becky's store to do well. After all, it was located in the River Arts District, one of Asheville's most popular scenic destinations. However, on this particular day, the steady stream of customers indicated a special occasion other than the normal seasonal holidays.

Sometimes the women shoppers came in one right after the other. At other times, they came in groups of three or four. This flow of paying customers seemed to be coordinated with each other. Some of the women selected their items without needing help or asking questions.

There were so many of them that Becky was curious, and as she checked out one of the stylishly dressed women she finally asked, "What is the special occasion today?"

"Oh dear, don't you know? It's LAAS," the sixtyish-year-old woman replied. When Becky still looked confused, her voice changed dramatically, and as if speaking to a child, she emphasized, "Ladies for Asheville Arts Society. It's our annual luncheon. The cover charge is a minimum donation of fifty dollars but the donation can't be money. It must be a thing of beauty or art. The best donations are rewarded with the better seats near the guest speaker."

"I've never heard about it," Becky admitted.

"I don't imagine that you have but the owner of this store must know about it. The store is filled with items of beauty that can be considered art, and with so many objects to choose from, it's a bonanza for our members. The owner must be a genius and someone we would welcome as a member of our little club. I'm Joanne Blix. I'll leave my card so you can pass it along to your employer."

Becky had seen that look before on Mrs. Burns' face. Patrick's mother had never approved of Becky. She sighed and then smiled her sweetest smile at Joanne Blix while wishing that Sally, the teenage clerk she'd hired several years ago, hadn't asked for the morning off. She needed her help. More than that, Becky depended on her help and worried that the time of Sally's employment might be coming to an end.

Sally would graduate soon and go to college. Becky worried that Sally might not want to spend her free time surrounded by old items of glass and furniture. Not everyone appreciated antiques the way Becky did.

Just before Joanne, the chatty customer moved away from the counter, a young male ghost appeared. He looked to be in his late teens and reminded Becky of Josh Edwards, an old boyfriend from her high school days.

The young ghost stood between Joanne Blix and Becky as he begged, "Are you Becky? Will you help me, please?"

"Of course, I will help you," Becky softly replied.

"No, I don't need anything else," Joanne replied. "I was looking in my purse for a brochure but I don't have one. Just make sure to give the owner my card," Joanne said as she turned to leave.

Becky smiled again and nodded her head at Jacob, indicating that she needed his help. He was there immediately to assist the young ghost but was greeted with fear.

"No, I don't want you. I want her to help me," the boy objected as he pointed to Becky.

"Look around you, son," Jacob implored. "Just take a moment to notice that the store is filled with customers and Becky is the only one working this morning. She will help you but you must be patient. She can't help you while she is assisting these living people with their purchases."

"Then I'll make them leave!" he threatened. "I'll scare them away. I know how to do that." The lights flickered erratically, causing one woman to gasp in alarm. The ghost boasted, "See. I did that. I know how to do things."

"Nothing to worry about, ladies, just old wiring. It happens all the time," Becky called out to soothe the mild panic.

"Yes, you know some tricks but if you scare away her customers, Becky might not want to help you. She depends on these sales to keep her store running," Jacob softly advised.

"I didn't think about that," the boy replied.

"What is your name?" Becky asked while checking out another customer.

"I'm Sondra Cleary," the woman replied rather snippily. "Do I know you?"

Becky, distracted by the ghost, didn't answer her.

"See," Jacob said to the boy to prove a point, "Becky can't talk to you right now without causing the customer to think she is talking to them. I promise she will help you if you just give her time. Now, what is your name?"

"Oh, I see now. Becky asked me my name, and the woman thought she was asking her. Well, I'm Tommy, Tommy Hatcher. I'm a friend of Sally's."

"Is Sally all right?" Becky asked in alarm.

Sondra once again thought Becky was talking to her and said, "I'm sure I don't know anyone named Sally. Are you all right?"

Becky pointed to her ear, a trick Sally had taught her, and whispered, "Blue tooth, sorry. I'm talking on the phone. It's an emergency." Then, she repeated the question while looking pointedly at the ghost, "Is Sally all right?"

"Oh sure. Sally is fine; at least, as far as I know. I didn't mean I was here about Sally, only that I know her and we are close friends," Tommy replied.

"I can't do anything to help you right now," Becky said, once again looking directly at Tommy as she pretended to talk on the phone, "because I have a lot of customers who are going to a luncheon. They will finish their shopping soon and clear out. I can help you then. Will you be patient and wait for me to call you back?"

"I didn't realize this would be so difficult for you, Becky. I'm sorry," Tommy apologized before adding, "Yes, I can wait."

"Great!" Becky smiled.
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Since the luncheon started at one o'clock, the mad rush of customers was gone by twelve-thirty. Becky sighed in relief. Not that she didn't appreciate the business, she did. That one morning was a great boon to her store's monthly success.

Still, Becky felt exhausted and she was so hungry she didn't think she could wait for a minute longer to eat lunch. She also needed a bathroom break. That came first, and then she explained her plans to the ghost.

"Tommy, I need to get a bite to eat from the coffee shop next door before I faint. I can close the store for lunch and help you while I eat a sandwich. Just hold on a little longer, please," Becky urged.

She changed the sign to be back in thirty and left immediately. Not wanting to let her out of his sight, Tommy tagged along behind Becky. That worried Jacob so he went along too.

Once inside the coffee shop, Becky was accosted by Suzie Black. Suzie was there with her mother Sheryl.

Suzie rushed over to throw her arms about Becky's waist as she said, "Oh, I was hoping to see you, Becky. I asked Mother to take her lunch break and bring me here. Do you have time to talk?" Before Becky could answer, Suzie fussed, "Oh, never mind, I know you don't have the time right now because Tommy has found you already. I can hear his spiritual companions and they hope you will help him next. I understand you have to help him first, but could we talk later? I need your help with something too...something very important and we might need Patrick's help too."

"Do you want the usual, Becky?" Billy Brock, the owner, and sometimes cashier called out. Becky nodded in response. "It'll be ready in a jiffy," Billy replied.

"You’re right, Suzie. I've already promised to help Tommy but I can come by after work to hear about the problem. Will that be all right with you?" Becky asked. Suzie still clung to her and Becky patted the child's back to reassure her.

"Yes, that will have to do," Suzie sighed. "I'll ask about Cassidy when we have more time."

By the time the Blacks had said their goodbyes, Becky's order was ready. She paid for it and returned to the store. She took the sandwich to the dining room section and invited Tommy to join her there.

"Okay, Tommy. You have my full attention now. How can I help you?" Becky asked after she gobbled down half of the sandwich.

"You must have been really hungry. I eat like that after running," the youth commented. It was already apparent to Becky and Jacob that he was much calmer now that he was assured Becky would help him.

"I felt like I was starving," Becky admitted with a slightly embarrassed smile. "I suppose I did wolf that first half down. Now, tell me how you died."

"That's just it; I don't know what happened," Tommy declared. "I just woke up dead. I went to bed last night at home. When I got up this morning to get ready for my interview, it was the same one Sally is going to attend today, I was dead. I guess that's why she isn't here to help you."

"Yes, Sally took the morning off today for something special at school. I didn't know it was an interview," Becky confessed.

"Anyway, Sally and I are taking the same courses and we'll graduate together at the end of the summer...would have graduated together," Tommy corrected his statement.

"What happened next?" Becky encouraged.

"When I didn't go to breakfast, my mother came into my room to check on me, to make sure I was up. She didn't see me standing in front of my closet. Instead, she went straight to my bed and started shaking me and calling my name."

"Is that when you realized you were dead?"

"Yes, my body was still on the bed. I didn't understand that I was dead until my mother began to cry and called out to my father. He came in and did pretty much the same thing. He tried to rouse me and then he cried. I tried to tell them that I was all right, I was there with them, but they couldn't hear or see me. When I heard Dad call 9-1-1 to report my death, I ran away. I couldn't bear to see them suffering that way."

"How old are you, Tommy?"

"I'm eighteen, the same age as Sally," the ghost replied.

"Is it that you don't know how you died or that you don't remember?" Becky asked.

"No, I don't have any idea what happened to me from the time I went to bed until I woke up this morning. How can someone just die in their sleep, especially at my age?"

"I'm sure your parents will want to know the same thing, Tommy. I hate to ask because you are Sally's friend but did you take drugs or were you drinking the night before?"

"No, and I'm insulted that you would ask that, Becky. Sally is the president of our group, a group that abides by the honor system of No Pills, No Powders. She created that group after the deaths at the parks last year. I'm the vice president and I would never be allowed to hold that position if I broke our most sacred rule."

"I'm sorry I had to ask, Tommy," Becky conceded, "but I still have more questions if we want answers. Did you eat anything unusual or have any stomach pains last night?" Tommy shook his head. "Did you have any enemies? Was there anyone who would want you dead?" Tommy shook his head again, "All right, Tommy, did you have any health problems?" Becky continued to question.

Again, Tommy shook his head and added, "None that I know about, Becky. I'm a runner. I eat healthy foods and I jog eight miles every day. I'm in perfect health. This really sucks. I was looking forward to attending UNCA and being there with Sally."

"Do you and Sally date?" Becky asked.

"We’re just friends," Tommy replied, "but she'll still take my death very hard. We've been friends since we were freshmen. We count on each other. I just know how much I would miss her if our roles were reversed."

"I guess I should call her," Becky said.

"The interview is over by now," Tommy advised as he looked at the store clock. "If she was only taking off time for that, then she should be here soon."

Just then, Sally came in the front door. Her tear-streaked face revealed that she already knew of Tommy's death. Becky hugged her and patted her on the back while she whispered, "Tommy is here. He doesn't know why he died and he has come for help to understand what happened."

Sally stopped crying long enough to ask, "What do you mean he doesn't know how he died? Everyone at school says it was an overdose. That's why I'm so heartbroken. I can't believe it!"

"According to Tommy it was nothing of the kind," Becky defended the ghost. "He says that he went to sleep and woke up to learn he was dead. He swears he didn't take any drugs or drink any alcohol."

"Well then his parents need to request an autopsy because that is the rumor at school, and if it isn't true, they need to clear his name," Sally was adamant.
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"I want to talk to them," Tommy demanded after listening to Becky and Sally's conversation. "I need to talk to them. I can't let them think I was high or overdosed and that's what they'll believe if they hear the gossip. I didn't do any drugs. You know I didn't, Sally."

"Tommy, Sally can't hear you but I will repeat what you have to say to her. I'm not sure that Sally is up to working today which means that I can't leave the store to go speak to your parents. Keep in mind that I've already promised Suzie Black that I would stop by to see her after work. We will have to talk to your parents tomorrow, but again, that depends on whether or not Sally is ready to return to work."
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