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“When people are like, 'Life is good,' I go, 'No, life is a series of disastrous moments, painful moments, unexpected moments, and things that will break your heart. And in between those moments, that's when you savor, savor, savor.'”

~~Sandra Bullock
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Although it was now only Friday morning, Becky Tibbs felt as if the past three days had been the longest she'd ever experienced, especially after everything that had happened with Bobby, her brother. Had it really only been 72 hours since their innocent dinner at the pub with Sheryl and Suzie Black? Had that dinner really ended in disaster?

Despite feeling utterly weary and as if she was walking through mud, Becky forced herself to do what her parents had taught her to do – she got up and followed her daily routine. Putting one foot in front of the other, Becky prepared Patrick's breakfast and got him off to work. Next, she made sure Cassidy had something to eat and caught the school bus on time. Then, she drank her first cup of coffee while working on a Sudoku puzzle. During the workweek, she always took those same steps.

It was routine and routines were great because they could be followed with little effort or overthinking too much. Becky also found that routines were comforting.

Just as Becky finished the puzzle, she heard her ghost mother call out, "Becky, can I pop in for a quick visit?"

"Sure, Mom, come on in," she hoarsely agreed. Prissy appeared and immediately hissed at the ghost mother. The kitten's antics caused Becky to reflexively stroke her head and back as she cooed to the kitten. The hissing turned to purrs of delight.

"Good kitty," Joyce offhandedly echoed her daughter's response to Prissy.

"What's up, Mom? I just saw you last night; has something happened?" Becky asked.

"I only wanted to check on you, honey. I can tell that you're exhausted but I wanted to thank you for hosting the family meeting for Bobby," Joyce replied.

"It's the least I could do. I love Bobby and I want him to get the help he needs before his condition blows up his life."

"That's just it, Becky," Joyce said. "You're familiar with the adages such as you can lead a horse to water but you can't make him drink, and so on. I have learned that a person will ask for help if they want it but that no amount of assistance will do any good unless the person truly wants it."

"What are you trying to tell me, mother? Are you saying that Bobby doesn't want our help? Will this treatment plan fail? Have you seen something? Tell me!" Becky's voice had risen slightly with each new question and worry.

"Now, now, honey, don't get your undies in a twist. I only wanted you to know that I'm proud of you for being so strong. Stay strong. I love you," Joyce's voice faded as she departed.

Her mother's hit-and-run visit was typical and it had left Becky even more fatigued and unable to think straight. In a daze, she spent a few minutes with Prissy before gathering her purse and keys and heading off to work. However, on the drive, she tried to make sense of Joyce's not-so-subtle warning, "Stay strong." Alarm bells went off in Becky's mind.

What is Mother trying to tell me?

Taking the words at face value, Becky imagined that Joyce was trying to warn her that she might need all her strength if Bobby's rehab didn't work. With her heart in her throat, Becky sent up a silent prayer that Bobby would get the help he needed. Then she determined to stay strong and keep the faith.

As soon as she pulled into the parking space in front of her store, Jason Mead was there to greet her and eagerly called out, "Good morning, Becky."

"Good morning, Jason. You're here early. How can I help you today?"

"I heard about Tully Peterson's murder on the news and hoped that it would be safe to come by your store. You can't trust everything you see on the news though. Is she really dead?" Jason asked as his nervous blue eyes darted around the empty parking lot.

"Yes, she is really dead," Becky confirmed.

"Then I guess your customers are safe from her and can return. As for me, I'm sorry to bombard you first thing in the morning but I want you to come to my father's house and repeat the session you had with him and my mother," Jason explained. He pressed an envelope into Becky's hand. "I have the money for a house call right here and I've taken the day off from work. Will you please come today?"

"Yes, I can come this morning after my clerk arrives for work. I can probably get there by ten-thirty. Will your father be there too?"

"Yes, he'll be there. He would never tell me the truth about the first meeting so he'll have to tell me now when you show up with my mother."

"Jason," Becky cautioned, "I can't guarantee that your mother will come. Allison had hoped that Harry would tell you the truth and she didn't want to say anything more unless he was honest with you."

"If she loves me, she will come," Jason stoically announced.

"I'm not sure that an ambush is the best way to handle this situation with your father but I'll be there," Becky replied. She didn't have the energy to argue with Jason. In addition, even though it wasn't the way she would have arranged the meeting, she knew that Jason needed to know the truth.

Becky went inside and greeted Jacob, Lois, and Myrtle, the three helper ghosts who regularly haunted her store. As she prepared to open for the day, she followed the routine there just as she had done at home.

Madison arrived on time and Becky had her start pricing a new shipment of vintage glassware. Then Becky explained, "I have an appointment but I should be back by noon."

"Will you want me to get your sandwich from Billy's coffeehouse?" Madison asked. "I know that Sally often did that for you and I would be happy to do it too."

"I'll let you know when I get back," Becky smiled at the eager teen.
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When Becky arrived at the Mead residence, Harry answered the door and he wasn't happy to see her. He grumbled, "What's going on? Who invited you here, Miss Tibbs?"

"I did, so don't be rude," Jason announced as he came into view behind his father.

Allison also appeared but before Becky could announce her presence the ghost pleaded, "Please don't let them know I am here for now. I'd like to see if Harry will do the right thing for Jason without my interference."

"Why?" Harry demanded of his son. "I told you about the meeting with your mother. There's no need to repeat it because there's nothing more to be said."

"I disagree. I went to see Becky at her store a while back and mother joined us there. Then, she refused to speak about it unless you first came clean, Dad. I've asked you several times but you brush me off as if my feelings don't matter. It's not fair of you to treat me this way. I have a right to know all of it the same as you and Becky," Jason adamantly voiced his objections.

"Listen, Jason, you suggested that I go through your mother's personal effects. I intended to give them away just as you urged," Harry said, emphasizing Jason's part in the fiasco. "Instead, I found a shoebox filled with love letters, and your mother confessed to loving the man who wrote them."

"So now you're blaming me? I'm the reason you found the shoebox. I can't believe this!" Jason was irate. "Don't you get it, Dad? If you hadn't found them, I would have found them years from now after you died. I would have been the one to go through the personal effects of both of you. Geez, Dad! Better now than later!"

"I'm not blaming you, Son. I just don’t know what else you want to know. I don’t understand the young people of today. You treat everything you disagree with like a dog with a bone. You simply won't let it go or quit...but must you drag me over the coals with you?"

"Dad, I'm sorry that it's uncomfortable for you but I need to hear mother's explanation for myself. I loved her as much as you did. I need to hear what she has to say because if she cheated on you, she cheated on me too. You can't deny me the right to hear her out."

"I never said she cheated!" Harry stormed as his face splotched red. "I said she loved someone else."

Harry's admission was enough for Allison. She indicated it was time to let the Mead men know she was there.

"Allison is here now," Becky announced. "She is ready to answer your questions, Jason."

"Tell her that I'm happy she came," Jason said and then turned to his father and placed a hand on his shoulder as he urged, "Look, Dad, you don't have to sit in on this; it's up to you. Nevertheless, I hope you will." Then Jason turned to Becky, and added, "Please follow me to the den. It was mother's favorite room."

After everyone was seated, Allison once again shared her story of loneliness and heartache so that Becky could repeat it for Jason and Harry's benefit. And, once again, Harry cried as he accepted the truth of how he had neglected his wife while married to her.

"I'm very sorry you felt so lonely, Mother," Jason wept too. "I wish I had done something back then to ease your suffering. I was so busy with my own life and never even considered that you were hurting."

"It is what it is," Allison softly soothed.

"It wasn't your place as her son to make things better. It was my place as her husband and I failed her. Maybe I needed to hear it twice to truly accept it," Harry finally admitted.

"We both needed to hear it," Jason said. Then he looked at Becky and added, "It sounds like a lesson to be learned. As much as I admire my father's work ethic, I don't ever want to end up like that with the woman I love!"

"That is the message your mother hoped you would get from this, Jason," Becky smiled.

***
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As it always seemed to do, helping the living with their ghost problems and helping ghosts with their unfinished business restored Becky. It gave her a second wind and she no longer felt so weary.

She returned to the antique store feeling refreshed and ready to face the next item on her agenda – Myrtle's attitude and the prospect that it might be time for the helper ghost to cross over for good.

Even though Tully Peterson was dead, the news hadn't reached everyone who frequented the River Arts District strip mall yet. Some who heard the news had recently met Tully and it was always a shock to find out that someone you knew was now dead.

When Becky returned from the appointment with the Meads, her store was still empty of customers. Jacob, Lois, and Myrtle were in the back of the store and having a lively discussion. Madison busily placed the newly priced glass items on shelves in the glassware section and was oblivious to their shrill banter and laughter. Except for the ghosts, the antique store felt desolate.

Customers had begun to avoid the reporter shortly after Becky's successful Grand Opening and the strip mall had been dead ever since. And although the other storeowners suffered too, Becky worried that her store was no longer the hot spot for gifts and treasure hunters.

I’ll just have to do something about this! Becky silently vowed. She racked her brain and then magically came up with the perfect solution.

It's almost Halloween so we can use that occasion to host a party with prizes and games. We can use the section across the entire strip just in front of the sidewalk to set up attractions for the kids and their parents. Yes! We’ll have a Halloween bash and get our customers back!
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Having a plan helped Becky feel better.

She took a deep breath, preparing herself for what she had to do next. Even though she dreaded confronting Myrtle, something had to be done. The ghost's flippant attitude for the last several months had become a liability to new ghosts looking for help. Becky went directly to the back of the store to face the three helper ghosts.

"Myrtle, I recently asked if it was time for you to permanently cross over. You wanted to talk to Jacob before you committed. Have you spoken to him? Have you made a decision?"

"Wh-what?" Jacob responded in surprise. "This is the first I'm hearing of it."

"It's true, Jacob," Lois chipped in. "I was there when Becky asked her. Myrtle has been caustic to those who need Becky's help. I dare say that if she hadn't been so rude to the child ghost this past week, Becky and Patrick would have solved that one far more quickly. Myrtle just doesn’t show any sympathy for others anymore, whether living or dead."

"Why don't you stab me in the back, Lois?" Myrtle cried out, shaking with embarrassment and anger. That her best friend threw her under the bus was bad enough but to do it in front of Jacob was too much!

"They needed to know," Lois defended.

"Myrtle, is this true?" Jacob asked.

"Go on and admit it, Myrtle. You know it's true, and I'm telling him because I care about you," Lois chided. "She does it the most when you are gone, Jacob. For example, while you were searching for Becky, Myrtle was so rude to Bobby that he threatened to have Becky ban her from the store."

"Why am I just now hearing about these things?" Jacob bristled.

"Bobby never said anything so I didn't know anything about that either," Becky admitted.

"Well, Bobby didn't have to tell you because his threats stopped Myrtle from interfering. The point is that he had to threaten her in the first place," Lois explained.

"Interfering in what?" Jacob demanded.

"You were looking for Becky after her accident. You found her in the hospital as Jane Doe. You didn't want to leave her until someone from the family arrived. Rather than blink back here, you sent a message to Bobby through ghost radar. We were so worried about Becky that we forgot Bobby couldn't hear ghost radar. I heard you and I was trying to repeat the information to him. Myrtle kept interrupting me. She said I was overstepping and it wasn't my place. Bobby had to threaten Myrtle to make her stop."

"In her defense," Becky interceded, "when I noticed Myrtle's attitude change and asked what was wrong, she told me that it felt like the world had gone crazy, and so had she. I always thought that spirits were detached from the chaos of life. Now I realize that ghosts, like people, can only take so much stress."
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