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"When we turn on our observation capabilities, we become much more in the moment and much more powerful. Psychic powers have been known to develop from consistent practice of paying attention. It's available to us all. It's all in what we choose to practice."

~~Tara Stiles

– Max Planck
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Christmas was fast approaching, and as usual, Asheville's seasonal tourists were gone and UNCA's students headed home for the holidays. Although traffic was lighter and there was hardly any waiting in lines, most of Asheville's businesses felt the financial loss. They depended on tourists and student revenue. Now, with only local residents getting out and about, the city felt deserted.

Still, Christmas was one of the River Arts District Antique Store's busiest times of the year.  Mainly because Becky Tibbs made shopping at her store not only festively entertaining but also the place to purchase unique gifts for loved ones.

As soon as she pulled into the parking lot, Becky was thrilled to see that the spaces were already crowded with morning shoppers. Although Becky's store hours were from ten to six, some of the other businesses opened at nine.

Becky couldn't have been happier. It was a sign that Tully Peterson's influence over the strip mall was finally gone. Moreover, the big Halloween Bash had served its purpose. Over the last several weeks, all the storeowners benefited from the return of their customers.

Every business at the River Arts District strip mall was pleased that November had been a booming month. Now they were optimistic that December would be even better. A couple of good months would make up for the lean month of January when all sales dropped off and only picked up again in February for Valentine's Day.

It seemed that life revolved around holidays.

As Becky pulled into her parking space directly in front of her store, she was happy to see a couple of regular customers there waiting for the store to open. Madison would arrive in only a few more minutes, but Becky unlocked and opened the door.

"Come inside, Heather. It's good to see you, Gillian. Come in," Becky encouraged the women to follow her inside.

"Thank you, Becky," Heather replied. "I'm so glad you are here early. I just found out that I need a gift for a holiday party and I needed an early start. You always have the best selections in town."

"Can I help you find anything in particular, Gillian?" Becky asked next.

"I just want to browse for now, Becky," Gillian replied, "but could you tell me about the rhinestone necklaces? A friend was wearing one last night at a cocktail party and she said she got it here.."

"I love word-of-mouth advertising," Becky smiled. "Follow me to this showcase. I have matching sets, necklaces and earrings, in almost every color."

"Oh, well Cassandra wasn't wearing earrings, just the necklace, and it set off her dress beautifully," Gillian replied.

"That's understandable. When these were fashioned, posts hadn't been invented yet. Many of the earrings were clip-on and they can pinch the earlobe," Becky explained as she led Gillian to the glass showcase.

Since non-mediums were present, Becky's daily greeting to the helper ghosts would have to wait until later. Although she still hadn't gotten used to Myrtle's absence; Becky smiled at the ghosts standing near the cash register. That's when she noticed a third ghost standing with Jacob and Lois in the back of the store.

This female ghost was younger than Myrtle but Becky could tell by the way she dressed that she was from Myrtle's same era. Her long tiered bell-shaped dress, supported by crinoline petticoats, was fitted at the waist and a paisley patterned shawl casually draped across her slender shoulders. Her dark auburn hair was parted and coiled in a side bun on the left of her head.

Had Myrtle sent the ghost as a replacement?

Myrtle had been from a small town near Greenville, South Carolina. However, once she visited Asheville, she discovered that she enjoyed the camaraderie of the other spirits there more than those in her hometown. Myrtle soon took up with Jacob and Lois and the three ghosts had haunted Becky's antique store ever since...well, at least until Myrtle became so distraught and overcome by the world's recent challenges that she crossed over.

Jacob, Lois, and Myrtle were in their forties even though they'd lived several decades apart. They seemed older to Becky, but that was because each of them had been affected by the era in which they’d lived. Myrtle was from the late 1800s Lois was from the 1920s, and Jacob had lived during the 1950s.

The new ghost looked to be in her early twenties. However, due to the harsher conditions of living nearly two centuries ago, she could have been younger than she looked.

***
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Madison arrived on time and Becky sent her to work the register while she assisted those looking for something in particular. Soon, those shoppers completed their purchases and were out the door, giving Becky a moment to talk to the ghosts.

"I see we have a new ghost. Am I correct to assume that she is to replace Myrtle?" Becky smiled at the three ghosts again.

"That's right," Jacob spoke up. "Becky Tibbs, please meet Tonya Woods. Tonya, this is Becky, the owner of this store and a medium."

"Hello. Nice to meet you," Becky and Tonya exchanged greetings.

"Myrtle sent her, and although Tonya is young, Myrtle vouched for her, saying that she is courteous and discreet. I believed this was Myrtle's way of making up for the way things ended before she crossed over. Are you all right with that, Becky?" Jacob asked.

"Tonya will be spending more time with you and Lois than with me, Jacob," Becky replied. "I'll leave that decision up to the two of you."
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Before more could be said about Tonya, an elderly woman came into the store, weeping loudly as she shuffled forward, "I can't find my husband. I have looked everywhere and I can't find him. Some people at the hospital told me that Becky Tibbs could help me. Is she here?"

"I'm Becky and I will help you. What is your name?" Becky gently questioned as she took in all that she could about the tiny and ancient ghost.

The woman's blue eyes had paled and lost their luster over the many decades of her life. Although her hair was still thick, it was as white as snow. She seemed to be swallowed by a cozy long flannel gown that was too big for her and fell to her ankles. Thick booties covered her dainty feet.

"I'm Virginia Doyle," the ghost replied. "My husband Donald and I were both sick with that newest Covid variant that affects digestion and the ambulance came to take us to the hospital. I must have passed out from the awful pain. When we got there, I looked everywhere but Donald was nowhere to be seen. He simply disappeared."

Becky was surprised that remembering her name didn't change Virginia's appearance. She remained in her death state.

"Did you see his body?" Becky carefully asked next.

"No," Virginia replied, looking startled. "Why would you ask that?"

Becky remained silent and watched as Virginia began to put it together.

After a few moments, Virginia revised her answer, "Yes, well I did see him lying on a gurney but HE wasn't there. Do you understand what I mean? It was just a body. It wasn't Donny." She once again began to cry and then abruptly stopped.  Her jaw dropped open as something occurred to her. She reached out to touch a nearby shelf and her hand slipped right through it. "Oh my goodness!" the ghost gasped. "We died, we both died." Then, Virginia disappeared.

"Will you please follow her, Jacob?" Becky asked with concern. "I'm sure she has gone to the hospital to find her body."

Jacob disappeared too and Becky returned to Madison to go over the schedule for the winter break that had caused a little trouble between her and Leah. Both of them wanted more hours but neither of the girls could manage the store on their own. They had to be content to split the shifts and only work when either Becky or Sally was working.

Soon, Jacob and Virginia returned.

"I found our empty bodies," Virginia softly admitted. "People talk about souls but they never know much about it. If the soul is the part that puts life inside the body, then Donny's soul is gone. This, what you see standing here, must be mine."

"Yes, Virginia, what we see of you is your spirit, your soul, your life force," Becky soothed. "It is everything that characterizes a human being as living. Once dead, this is what remains. Do you see the three spirits in the back of the store? They are also spirits, what some people call ghosts. They help me help other ghosts."

"Then, those were ghosts or spirits at the hospital that told me you could help me. Why are they hanging around that depressing place? Why haven't they come to you for help?"

"Each spirit, just like each living person, is on its own path or journey. When they are ready, they will find me," Becky continued in a soothing voice.

"So what happened to Donny's soul? Where is he? We both died and I am here while he is gone. I don't understand why I can't find my husband," she sobbed. "I found you so why can't I find him?"

"Donald probably crossed over and that's good news," Becky tried to encourage the newly departed spirit.

"Crossed over where?" Virginia demanded. "If he went somewhere, he should've waited for me! It's just not right for him to leave me behind. For the past sixty-nine years, we've always done everything together. He shouldn't have left me behind!" As fresh tears streamed down her wrinkled cheeks, Virginia wailed, "Oh, Donny; why did you desert me? Why di d you leave me here alone?"

"It will be all right, Virginia; I'll help you sort it out," Becky soothed just as Donald appeared.

"Oh you sweet silly girl, I didn't leave you," he softly scolded Virginia and then chuckled. "Well, at least, not in the way you think. I died on the way to the hospital but I thought the ambulance got you there in time and that you would live. I was dead and I knew that you would never be able to see me because no one else could see me."

"Why didn't you wait for me?" Virginia asked.

"A beautiful light opened and I could see all my relatives were there waiting for me. They called to me and told me to come with them." He paused briefly and kissed his wife's soft cheek before adding, "You do know that you are dead too, don't you, Ginny, my love?"

That kiss and the memories of the life they had shared as Donny and Ginny were the catalysts needed to transform the couple into their very best selves. Now in their mid-forties, the age-related illnesses that had wreaked havoc on their bodies were gone, along with the wrinkles.

The flannel gown and booties were replaced with black leather pumps and a double-breasted white shirt tucked neatly into high-waist pleated slacks. Donny wore a brown leather bomber jacket over a neon blue tee and faded jeans. Ginny's white hair was now dark blonde and styled in the "big hair" look of that era, while Donny's was once again a thick brown mullet. Ginny's blue eyes sparkled with recognition of the love they had shared.

"You mean we managed to withstand the first wave of the Pandemic and all the other Covid variants just to let this one kill us?" Ginny teasingly scoffed. "Well, as long as we are together I don't guess it matters a bit."

"We're together all right," Donny reassured. "I think you'll love it on the other side."

The light came down and Ginny gasped with delight, "Oh it's beautiful! I see my parents, my sister, my favorite aunt, and so many more. I see your parents too. Oh, Donny, Is that our sweet little Michael?"

"It certainly is. We lost him at birth and now we have him back," Donny cried with joy. "Oh, how wonderful to be reunited with all our loved ones. Come, Ginny, it's time to leave this world."

Becky, Jacob, Lois, and Tonya watched as the loving couple disappeared behind the veil. It was a wonderful sight and a reminder that death is not the end.

Tonya's jaw dropped and Jacob lightly tapped her chin to encourage her to close her mouth as he said, "Get used to it, Tonya. Being here with Becky gives us more satisfaction than anything else we can imagine."

"I can see that and I'm honored to be a part of it," Tonya tearfully agreed.
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The next day, Dusty Yeager phoned Becky to ask for her help on a case that had him stumped. Throughout the years of their friendship and work relationship, Patrick had encouraged Dusty to get his Criminal Justice degree and take every exam the police department offered. Dusty was prepared for his new job; however, after Patrick left the police department, Dusty complained that he was in over his head.

"I'm just a cop, Becky, and I've always been just a regular old police officer. Patrick was the one who could figure everything out the moment he walked into a crime scene."

"Dusty, you're doing a fine job and we're all proud of you. Don't be so hard on yourself. Now, what do you know so far?" Becky asked as she priced a new shipment of glassware.

"A thirty-five-year-old woman, Tiffany Adams, was found dead in her kitchen after her neighbor noticed the papers piling up at her front door," Dusty explained.

"Tell me more, Dusty. What was the cause of death?"

"The coroner thinks she was poisoned by Christmas cookies or a brandied fruitcake but he won't know until the autopsy. That could take a while. Although the authorities don't like to give out accurate statistics, The Covid virus is still kicking our butts in Buncombe County. He's backed up with prior requests for autopsies."

"And what do you think happened?" Becky asked next.

"Well, the body was in the kitchen and she'd just made a fresh pot of coffee. Coffee goes well with cookies and cake," Dusty supposed, before adding, "and she was found face down in a slice of the cake."

Becky ignored his cop humor and continued to question him, "Did you canvass the area? Did the neighbors see or hear anything?"

"Yes and no one saw anything. This is where it gets even trickier – She was well-liked by about half of her neighbors while the other half didn't care for her. It seems she was having an affair with one of the neighboring husbands but neither he nor his wife is talking."

"If she was poisoned, an affair could be a motive," Becky mused.

"Yep, it's the only one I have so far. I was hoping you'd stop by the crime scene and just ask her who wanted her dead. Would you do that for me, Becky?"

"You're assuming that her spirit is still there, but that might not be the case," Becky replied.

"This is my first official case as a detective, Becky, and I need to close it or the Chief might rethink my promotion. It wasn't much of a pay bump but the wife has already gotten used to spending it." Dusty chuckled.

"Text me the address and a time to meet you there," Becky acquiesced. "I'll see what I can do."

***
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When Becky arrived at the east Asheville address, Dusty was outside waiting for her. They entered the home together and went directly to the kitchen where the body had been found.

All evidence was removed as soon as the coroner finished his initial examination.  Other than yellow tape strung here and there, the house was clear. Dusty laid a few photos across the breakfast bar to show Becky how Tiffany's body was found.

"Did the coroner at least tell you how long Tiffany Adams had been dead?" Becky asked.

"He said three days, maybe four."

Becky looked around at the kitchen's layout. They had entered the galley-style room from the foyer. At the end of the kitchen, another door led to the laundry room and then into the garage. The only window in the room was above a double sink, and it overlooked the backyard.

"When was the death reported?"

"It wasn't reported as a death. Three days ago, the next-door neighbor, Betty Sue Wynn, called saying she was worried about her neighbor because the papers were piling up. It wasn't an emergency and we were busy with more serious calls so no one came out to check on it that day."

"Betty Sue called three days ago? Didn't you just say the coroner thought Tiffany Adams died three or four days ago?" Becky reminded.

"Yeah, that does sound suspicious now that I think about it. How many papers could stack up in one day?" Dusty scratched his head, wondering how Becky and Patrick always seemed to see so much more than he did.

"So what did Betty Sue see that prompted her to call the police?" Becky mused. "She couldn't have seen the body from the outside. There aren't any windows that show the inside of the kitchen from the front of the house. Did she say that she looked in the backyard window and saw the body?"

"No, she didn't mention seeing a body at all. If I recall correctly, she just said it was suspicious that the papers were piling up at the front door," Dusty recounted. "However, as I said, we were busy and it wasn't an emergency so no one responded until she called a second time."

"When the investigating officers arrived, did they come inside immediately?" Becky asked.

"No, there were only two papers on the front stoop. That didn't warrant forced entry. They looked around the outside of the home, and like you just pointed out, they looked into the kitchen from the backyard. When they saw the body, they called it in and it gave them cause to enter the home through the front door. When I got here, the nosy neighbor was still hanging around. I interviewed her first."

"Was Betty Sue Wynn's husband involved with Tiffany Adams?"

"No, Mrs. Wynn lives directly next door while the affair happened with the husband in the next house over from hers," Dusty replied.

Just then, the ghost of Tiffany Adams appeared. She looked at the photos of her dead body but didn't say anything.

"Tiffany's ghost is here now, Dusty," Becky advised. "Maybe she is willing to tell us what happened. Let me talk
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