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The thump, thump, thump in my inner ear started three days before I discovered who tormented me. After a late night of surveillance and too little sleep, I awoke early intending to write more of my manuscript. With groggy eyes, and a first cup of coffee, I sat in front of the computer to read over what I'd edited the day before. Words written below mine caused me to gasp in surprise. Different words. Different font. 

you cant ignore me – they told me you can help me – youre always too analytical – always the private investigator – STOP IT – 

Im here 

Assuming someone played a joke, I grinned. How did this happen? I used my key in front last night. I got up, ran to the back door, and turned the handle. It didn’t move. 

I whispered to the air. “Maybe a hacker?” 

Back at the computer my heartbeat went into overdrive. 

doors cant keep me out my story needs to be told – youre chosen to tell it 

Hair rose on the back of my neck. Rational thoughts twirled. How would a hacker know I did P.I. work? Who could see inside the house to know I checked the doors? 

Cases I handled pissed off people who were often criminals, from white collar cons to murderers. When I testified against them in court, my name and address became part of their case file. Running a home business made it easy for them to know where I live. 

Something I couldn’t put my finger on played in my subconscious, slowly pushing forward. It came to me sharp as a slap when I laid my hand on the mouse. Without doubt, I’d turned the computer off before I went to bed. The odd writing hadn’t been there. Solid white temporarily blocked my senses and I sought rationality. 

I clicked for a quick scan then put the mouse over the web cam. It remained off. 

A normal person would think they’d gone insane, but I was anything but normal. My gift and curse from infancy involved seeing the dead, hearing voices, and channeling spirits. The eternal light of positive energy, Miss Karma or God—whatever title one chose to use, decided when most kids outgrew their imaginary friends, mine stayed with me. Only they’re not figments of my imagination. Once I got past the fear of mental illness and moved from denial to acceptance, my life became easier. I decided to live pretending everything was fine, but deep down, I knew it never would be. When I did doubt, I got served a big bowl of “deal with it.” 

Indistinct clicks summoned my attention to the computer. I minimized the scan window. The writing program popped up with another message. 

you check the web cam – do you think im spying with it – i am the rational explanation – this wouldnt be necessary if you opened the door – what are you afraid of – its a gift and you 

My jaws clenched and thoughts paused. I inhaled deeply realizing I’d held my breath. Trepidation pounded inside, I looked over my shoulder. Blinds were pulled, the dog slept curled in the chair, my jacket still tossed over the arm. The doorway was empty. 

The scan beeped to notify it'd completed the search. I shot to my feet, hands clenched into fists, and legs like steel rods. 

“Geez!” I sat back down hard. No intrusions or spyware was found. The mouse bounced lightly; my hands shook. 

Can this be real? If it is a spirit, what does it want? Why did it stop typing in mid-sentence? 

I gathered my resolve and typed: What’s the matter, are you bashful? Why can’t I watch you write words? 

A pause in the room covered me like a blanket. Something stirred deep within and the distant sound of mumbling started. I focused hard to stop it, but the tricky spirits used my distraction to get in. I’d slipped over and now swam against the current to come back. Or, so I thought. 

Questions pounded and turned from past experiences with entities. They won’t or can’t tell everything and it’s always been as if I have to die to get all the answers. While my fear of death has dissipated completely, I declined an untimely departure in order to be satisfied. Yet, it seemed unfair since I yielded in spite of all the internal wars, religious accusation of demonic forces, and implications of imagination. I knew the truth. That’s what mattered. Each day the world shifted and new spirits entered the changeless realm. Some reached out to me, most often I locked the hatch and ran. 

I typed; nice try. Now answer me. Why can’t I watch you type? 

Irritable determination moved toward me from the other side. 

are you sure you want me... 

The words went across the monitor. I shoved myself backwards using the edge of the desk, stood and stepped back. Hair spikes rose on my arms and I covered my open mouth. Breathe, breathe! Air rushed into my lungs, I squeezed my eyes shut. They popped open and the words came to life slowly. 

...to do that – can you handle it – calm down – i cant move on until... 

Uncertain, I relaxed in the chair but didn’t pull up close to the desk. I clasped my fingers together and resisted sitting on my hands. No denial remained; I had a spirit who overpowered my resistance to nether-land communication. Surreal moved to hyper-alertness. I began to hear the distant roar of innumerable voices pleading for me to listen closer. The screen continued to fill. 

...you help me – it was so fast – too fast – no time to think – to decide – to run – to move 

More questions waltzed rapidly through my consciousness, yet in the flurry, I lost them. The lack of punctuation drove me wild. Really? I’m critiquing a spirit? My mouth went dry. My eyes began to itch... Could I be asleep? Could this be a dream? 

Inexplicably, I thought to click buttons and save the document. 

Extreme curiosity caused me to read more. 

we are silenced – we shout – we weep – we are – we know – we speak – most cant hear – will you help me 

A revelation became lucid like troubled water smoothing crystal clear. 

The mud settled and the foam dissipated. Awareness unleashed deep emotions; locking my internal doors never held me from those on the other side, it merely kept them from me. 

I typed: This is overwhelming. I need to get something to drink and stretch. Just go ahead and type what you need to. I’ll be back in a while. 

An instantaneous reply moved across the screen. 

just speak – you dont have to type 

My voice sounded scratchy. “All right. I’ll be back soon.” 

Guilt hammered into me as I turned the overhead light on in the bathroom. I felt cold and distant. When the gift of channeling came, I tried not to accept it, singing to drown out the sound of someone calling my name or looking away, pretending not to see them. When I was younger, yet unexpanded, it had been tolerable, curious, and easier to deal with. I washed my hands. As I walked out, I chose to leave the light on. Why am I afraid when this is just a new take on an old game? Is it my loss of control or is something else trying to surface?  

In the kitchen, I turned on all the lights, put ice cubes in a glass then poured creme soda over them. I watched the glass instead of picking it up. Bubbles surfaced then burst. I listened closely to the sound when small fractures creased the cubes. Pop, crack, snap: each sound made me flinch inside. Am I like those cubes? If I walk back to the warmer Spirit will my cold surface crack? Maybe, when I return, the only words on the screen will be the ones I wrote. 

In the hallway I turned the light on as I passed. 

Paused in the doorway to the home office, I stared at the computer screen. Gray blurs of words moved along lines on the screen. 

I cleared my throat. “I’m back.” I felt silly when I spoke. 

The reply appeared in all caps: I KNOW. 

Typing was slower and moved one letter, paused, then another appeared. I sipped soda and tingling moved all over my body. Without me, it scrolled lower on the screen so I could start at the beginning. New words formed at the bottom. 

ITS ALL IMPORTANT – inside lessons are lessons 

I slowly digested the words and thought about Charlie Manson’s rants. Another thought hit. Has he passed over? Do the caps mean this is especially important? I read it again and my own understanding rushed forward. Unsure if that was a good thing, I continued. 

what we speak echoes and ricochets 

across all time – what is in the heart and soul is all the baggage we are allowed to take on the final journey 

I read and reread while I grasped fragments and pieces, mentally placed commas, and reread a third time. The final sentence had been painfully slow as my frustration and impatience grew, for by then, I understood and the understanding ran deeper than my conscious mind had ever gone. When I continued, my head began to swirl as the spirit wrote about its life. 

my lessons and opportunities were many – i believed i got a big fat F in life 101 – the energy circled me – then i knew no one gets an F – its all important – predestination is predisposed only by values 

Startled to my core, I felt my own spirit nod in agreement. In the spirit’s words, I saw heartbreak, loss, and anguish. It washed over me then I understood the supernatural energy it expended to move the keys and make the words. 

The next words came slow and laboriously across the screen. 

need...to...build...energy 

I pulled three files from the stacker near the back of the oak desk and noticed bright sunlight peeking through the new, insulated, celery green, pleated drapes. When I opened them the light blinded me. I thought of the light that some say comes at death. It always stumped me why some didn’t just go. Can this spirit be the source of answers? 

I opened the first file and read case notes I’d written the day before when an eager mother contacted me to locate her missing son. Details were sketchy, but what I had, gave me little reason to suspect foul play. His car and some personal belongings went missing the same day he did. Thoughts of my mother overrode the onset of a new investigation. 

My sister, Deana, often asked me to look for mom, and I refused. Anger and hurt stayed with me through every year, every holiday, and every achievement of my life. She left when we were toddlers and never looked back. 

We both looked like her. Old pictures showed Dad with blond hair and blue eyes. Over the years, his hair turned gray prematurely. Grandma always said it was because of a broken heart. My sister and I had auburn hair and hazel eyes like the smiling woman in the picture with us. Her hair hung past her shoulders with layers cascading, curling iron twirls. 

My sister once mentioned how differently we wore our hair. I preferred my natural color, layer cut on top above the ears and just to my shoulders in back. A quick shower and blow dry set me up for the day. Deana bleached hers to platinum and wore it cropped short around her ears and lightly spiked on top she spent an hour to perfect. We once agreed hair styles were another way to remove ourselves from connection with the woman who’d shredded our young hearts. I didn’t want to look like or find her.  

I sipped pop watered down by melted ice cubes, then looked back at the words the entity had typed, surprised when my obvious questions slipped away and those I could use for investigation launched. 

Head back, eyes turned to the ceiling, I spoke in a whisper. “Who were you here on earth? How did you die and when?” 

Returning to the case load, I reviewed files, wrote outlines, and typed reports. In between each task, checking for a reply from the spirit left me disappointed. 

Just before midnight, I turned off the light and reluctantly got ready for bed. The spirit left and my body refused to stay awake for the return. Several times during the night I awoke with a startled jerk, oddly as if I was falling awake instead of asleep. I fluffed the pillow and flipped the quilt away to slow the sweat. A gentle, cool breeze came from the open window to cool me into a fitful sleep. 

The answers were on my screen when I awoke early the next morning. 

the earth parents made me to be called joylynn Donavan – I left too soon – there is no time here – you must be my completion

– CALL ME MURDERED
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Sunlight beamed into the window, my eyes burned and batted at the rays. The bed sheets were still piled in a crumpled heap just as I’d left them when I rushed to the home office hoping to confirm my crazy nightmare was just that; a nightmare. 

What’d happened left me astonished, confused and frightened. The same thoughts that robbed most of my sleep time, began dominating anew. How did she get in my computer? What should I do about it? The most important questions rushed forth and temporarily immobilized me. What would it all mean for my ability to block spirit invasions if I danced with this devil, again? 

The spirit was real. It was no dream. 

I slipped into jeans and a button down shirt. At the mirror, I dabbed concealer on the dark circles under my eyes. Disjointed thoughts proved a lack of sleep clouded my brain. How could I sleep with her here? 

From the bathroom, the smell of coffee enticed me soon after the timer sent a pot to brewing. I spit the mouthwash into the sink and heard the alarm beeping from the bedroom. 

My words came out mumbled and gurgled. “Too late” 

The volume increased and I frowned. I hate that thing. Awake or asleep, it was an intrusive, rude, invasion. 

In the bedroom, with the noise turned off, more thoughts twirled. Was this how I felt about her? All of them, popping in and showing up when I least expected? 

I halfheartedly tossed the quilt my grandma made over the sheets then sat to put on my pumps. With thumb and middle finger, I unconsciously flicked the leather tassel on the left one; an outward act reflecting my inner conflict. Why me? Wasn’t someone else, say a willing person, able to do this for her? Help her? 

My chest tightened when I clipped my shoulder holster into place. Making a small adjustment, I felt the weight of the snub nose thirty-eight against my rib cage. The coffee’s tempting aroma pulled me toward it like a mermaid’s restless beckoning of a sailor to death against merciless rocks. Aware of my heavy soul, I moved on compelled to face my fate. 

Halfway to the kitchen I stopped so abruptly I threw my arm out toward the wall to catch my balance. Music blared from the doorway of the office. What in the world is that? Without forethought, my feet moved and carried me into the room. 

Mourning Sabbath played at full volume from my computer speakers. The receptors in my brain processed the lyrics and my throat closed; It’s not good-bye, we didn’t die, our spirit lives, can you hear us call, cross the line, come on over, the water’s fine. 

When my hands grasped the edge of the counter, I realized I’d run into the kitchen. My intended destination arrived before me and I stared at the pot. I experienced a time warp, movement without thought. I’d turned the computer off. The truth shot into my thoughts. She came back, turned it on and played music for me. 

I giggled, then belly-laughed, near hysterics overcame me, and soon tears ran down my face. 

With both palms pressed to my ears, I fought for composure. I needed coffee. Strong coffee. I poured a large mug. Blowing across the surface, I watched the steam float away. Somehow, at the moment, it felt indicative of my life. Control fading into the atmosphere like vapor. With the first sip, my hands stopped trembling as the song continued to play. 

The James Bond 007 theme song came from my phone. Seth's call pulled me back to reality. 

“That bounty hunter, Chubby, who I told you about, did call back. I have a meeting scheduled with him and his wife this morning.” 

“Hi, Hon. Getting right to business, I see. Why do you call him Chubby?” 

“You'll see.” He chuckled before he continued. “This is a big takedown. If the bad guy runs Chubby’d never be able to catch him.” 

“What time and where are we meeting?” 

“That doughnut shop on Clarksville Road and one-twelve. I set it for 8:30. Hope that's good for you.” 

“Kind of tight timing, but I'll be there. I haven't taken Drew out for his morning walk, yet. I'll hurry.”

As we moved along the sidewalk, Drew tugged his leash in order to sniff everything in his path. His short, Brussels Griffon, legs propelled him at lightning speed. He made me jog, and stop abruptly with his intermittent stops to smell some essence of other dogs. The odors pulled him in one direction or another. 

Impatient to get on with the day, I snapped the leash to get his attention. 

“Come on, Drew, pee pee, will yah?” 

His copper eyes turned up to me a moment, and as if he’d understood, he lifted his leg and hit the target of a small tree. 

False enthusiastic praise came from me on auto-response. “Good boy!” 

Satisfied, I headed back home. Drew repeated the walk, sniff, jog, stop, smell, pee routine. Suddenly, he stopped, looked behind me, and growled. Hair rose on his back as my own prickled. Spinning around, I looked toward a neighbor’s yard. Drew growled, again. 

Cars filled the driveway and lined the street. Am I so consumed in thought I’ve lost attention to detail? 

Near the front porch a spirit shimmered in and out of focus. As much as I wanted to look away before it connected with me, curiosity forced me to watch. I recognized who it was and gasped. 

“Brandon? What happened to...” My twenty-nine year old neighbor’s name came from my lips before better judgment took over. 

I turned my eyes to Drew and lied. “What are you growling at?” 

Jerking on his leash, I forced him away, but he kept his head toward Brandon's spirit. 

Anxious and perplexed, I hurried along. What happened to Brandon? He died? That’s what the cars are about? Why hasn’t someone come over to tell me? 

Inside the house, my cell blared the ring tone for Seth. I pulled it from the holder on my belt and glanced at my watch. I noticed it was 8:20 all ready and I’d be late. Pushing the button at the bottom, I sent the call into voicemail. 

Drew barked twice and slapped his empty bowl. 

“Okay, okay. Chill out.” 

I ripped a single-serve bag of dog food open and dumped it into his bowl. 

Busy eating, he never noticed when I slipped out the door.

At the doughnut shop, the smell of cinnamon, fried dough, and coffee enticed me through the rows of tables. I found Chubby and his wife, Marilyn, with my partner, Seth, near the back of the crowded dining area. After introductions, I slipped into a chair. 

“Sorry I’m late. Something came up in my neighborhood.” They all looked at me. “A neighbor died. A young guy.” 

“That’s too bad. What happened?” Chubby talked around a bite of éclair he’d just taken. The yellow filling clung to his upper lip like an ooze of puss. 

My stomach churned up toward my throat. Looking at Seth, my words skirted the edge of a lie. “I don’t know. I just found out about it this morning.” 

Marilyn sipped her coffee, then spoke in a whiny, nasally voice. “How old was he?” 

“Twenty-nine.” Seth pointed at the box of doughnuts. I redirected my conversation to him. “It was his birthday party last month. You know, the block party for Brandon?” 

He handed me a chocolate éclair without reply. I sensed his eagerness to get on with the meeting. 

Chubby ignored Seth’s gaze and reached for another doughnut. 

My partner cleared his throat loudly. “So, how dangerous is this guy?” 

Chubby used his napkin and his baritone voice drew the attention of other customers. Several heads turned in our direction. “Dangerous. It’ll have to be a blitz takedown. He was a professional boxer for years, known for knockout punches in the ring.” 

“Wonderful. And, you want me to be the one to approach first?” My facial muscles tightened. 

Marilyn giggled. “That’s a point. But you’re the only one who could get close enough without him being suspicious. He's on the run and paranoid.” 

Seth put another doughnut on a napkin. “Why not just contact law enforcement now that you have him located? I'm not necessarily comfortable with backing you up on a bounty case with a guy like this. I like them to go easy and harmless.” He paused. “Especially for us.” 

“Because we'd lose the fifty grand for bringing him in.” Whipped cream filling clung to the corners of his mouth as he waved the fried dough in the air. His chin jiggled. 

No wonder he's two hundred pounds over-weight. What was that, his fourth since I showed up? The money dominated my thoughts while I slowly chewed. “We get two-thirds when it’s dangerous. Are you agreeable to that?” 

Seth's tap touched my leg. “We still need to talk about it first.” 

“Of course. I was just making sure they understand our fee in 

situations like this.” 

Marilyn's voice grated against my eardrums. My jaws involuntarily clenched. 

“It still leaves us seventeen grand. That’s good money for just following the leads right to him.” 

“That’s right, Sweetheart,” Chubby said. Whipped cream clung to Marilyn’s arm after his pat. 

My stomach flinched again. How can she stand to let him...? No, I didn’t even want a visual of that popping in my head. I pushed the thought away. 

Chubby grabbed the last two donuts on their way out. 

I looked at Seth when he tapped my hand. “What’s really going on 

with you?” 

Not surprised by his question, I smiled lightly and looked at his face. Steel blue eyes with a mischievous glow, circled by dark lashes, a stately nose, and square chin gave him a ruggedly handsome look. His mouth turned into an expectant grin. Lust made me aware of every inch of my body as I resisted running my fingers through his dark brown, thick hair. The smell of his aftershave mingled with musk deodorant. I touched his cheek and used my thumb to brush a crumb off his lip. 

We’d been partners and lovers for six years. While I gathered my thoughts, he used his thumb to rub the engagement ring he'd put on my finger four years earlier. 

The story about the spirit in my computer left him staring at me in silence. 

“I’m not crazy. It’s happening.” 

“I know you’re not. This is just so...” 

“Overwhelming?” 

“Yeah, and spooky weird.” 

“She told me her name.” 

He leaned forward, eyes large. “No shit? What is it?” 

“Joylynn Donavan. With an A before van. That’s how she spelled it.” 

The crowd cleared as we talked and drank coffee. We discussed the upcoming case, but my mind kept wandering back to the spirit who needed my help. Why would she choose me? I didn't even know where she lived or when she died. It could even be another country. 

“Earth to Sondra.” 

I looked up. He spoke through a napkin he'd rolled up like a megaphone. 

“Sorry. I keep thinking about that spirit. I'm listening to you.” 

“Why didn't you answer me?” 

“What?” 

“Are you up for this case? When we back Chubby, we do the take down.” 

“Yeah, I am. That's a lot of money to pass up.” 

“It's not worth it if you get hurt.” 

“I'll be careful.” 

“I hope he hasn't armed himself.” 

My mind drifted back to what the spirit had written; predestination is predisposed by what we value. “It wouldn't be worth it if I got shot.” “Nothing is worth that.” He squeezed my hand. 

I smiled at him just before my mind wandered and left him alone at the table, again. 

After minutes of silence, I poured out my thoughts. He listened and nodded. 

Tapping the table, I said, “I want to find out where she lived.” 

“I know you do.” 

“I want, no, I need to learn all I can about this case.” 

His eyebrows raised and his head tilted. “Then what?” 

“I'm not sure. It depends.” 

“Depends on what? You have the experience and tools to find her almost instantly. But, once you do, what can you do about it? We're here now, living our lives. She's dead and gone.” He paused, looked into my eyes then sighed. “Fine, not completely gone, but I don't see how you can possibly do anything.” 

“Will you help me get the data?” 

I changed seats to sit side by side. We put our laptops on the table at the same time. 

The smell of over-heated grease and fresh coffee filled the air as Professor Google whirled the search icon. 

A list of headers ran down the screen. Teeth gritted in impatience, I scanned the list. Search sites announced they’d found her and reunion sites proclaimed her old classmates were looking for her. Nothing popped out on page one. 

“Look at page two.” Seth's voice landed on my frazzled nerves. 

“I’m getting there.” In the middle of the page my finger froze in place. Professor of Computer Science at the University Of... killed in the early morning hours... 

The Grand Rapids News archive page appeared and linked to the associated internal storage. Internet security popped up and notified me a file was trying to load on my computer. 

“Damn it,” I mumbled, eager to read the article. “Just load it.” I ignored Seth’s chuckle. 

Seth pointed at his monitor drawing my attention. “It says she was killed in the...” 

“Let me read it.” 

“Well, excuse me. Want some more coffee?” 

I nodded and waved him off. The warmth of a spiritual embrace caressed me when I read the first sentence. She’s here. 

The Grand Rapids U of M campus students and staff continue to grieve the death of Professor Joylynn Donavan... 

It named the university I graduated from ten years earlier and eleven hundred miles away. Did I know her? Goose bumps rose on my thighs. When the cup of coffee tapped the saucer, my body stiffened and head jerked. My face got warm as I smiled. 

“Spooked?” 

The tease glided past me as I continued to read. 

...who was found dead in her eastside home early Monday morning. The date the article was first published: April 1, 2010. 

Electrical currents danced over my skin and confirmed a Spirit’s presence. 

Joylynn died almost two years to the day from showing up in my computer. 

Police Chief Dakin issued a statement today that no person of interest has been identified and he’s seeking anyone who may have information about the killing. You can call 616... 

I scanned to the next paragraph. 

Seth tapped his fingers on the table. “It says she was a professor of computer science. That she was thirty-two and her parents came...” 

“Will you let me read?” 

“I’m just saying. Calm down. You’re all on edge.” Without reply, I read on. 

Dakin replied to a reporter’s question concerning rumors Ms. Donavan was sexually assaulted and stabbed eight times. He stated the medical examiner’s report would be announced Friday. Funeral Services will be Saturday at...” 

“Drink your coffee before it gets cold.” 

I shot him a look and jotted notes on the pad. Then, sipped coffee and clicked to the next link about her death. The story the day after her body was found informed readers her ex-husband, who went to drop the two kids off at 6:30 Monday morning, discovered the murder. Was he a suspect? Has anyone been arrested? 

I touched Seth's hand with my little finger. “Have you found any follow ups? Arrest? Convictions?” 

“Thought you wanted to read it all yourself?” 

His eyes turned to mine and he offered his boyish grin. His head shook as he looked back at his screen. “Looks like the last thing was yesterday when they had another memorial on campus. They had one last year, too.” 

...and prayed near the makeshift memorial in memory of... 

I searched past the descriptions of weeping students and stacks of flowers, and located what I sought. 

Adding to the pain is the reminder, two years have passed without the person who sexually assaulted and brutally murdered this beloved professor being apprehended. Chief Dakin assured the grieving crowd the case was not closed. Remember, any help from the public could be beneficial. In his brief statement, he pleaded with the onlookers, “Someone knows who did this. Someone has information that can solve this case. Just call. You can remain anonymous... 

After making a note, I said, “She told me her time here was so brief it didn’t even count. She was thirty-two.” 

He hummed Taps raising and lowering his eyebrows a few times. 

“Same age as you.” 

“Uh huh.” I sipped cold coffee and stuck out my tongue. 

“Same university you graduated from, too.” 

“Coincidence.” 

“I thought you didn’t believe in coincidences.” 

I turned my head and stared at him over the rim of my cup. 

“Hum?” Seth raised his eyebrows. 

“Shut up, okay? 

“You’re crabby as a cat and you look awful with those dark circles under your eyes.” He caressed my hand with his fingertips. “Need me to take you home and put you to bed?” 

Pulling my hand away, I grinned. “Nope. I’m going on caffeine and two hours of sleep. If I go to bed today, it'll be alone, thank you very much.” 

“Can’t blame a guy for trying. Are we done with your spook searches?” 

“Yeah.” 

An hour later, I walked into the house. Drew wiggled, jiggled, and whimpered a greeting as if I’d been gone a week. When he peed on the floor, I squatted and patted him. “Silly boy. Look what you did.” 

Eager to take a nap, instead I poured a cup of strong coffee and headed to my office. 

Once I wrote down the messages from the business phone, I dialed 

Seth's cell. 

“Hi Babe, is something wrong? You must have just gotten home.” 

“I'm going there.” 

“Huh?” 

“Michigan. I want to leave as soon as I get some more information.” 

“Whoa, Partner. We have cases going here. Besides, you can't go on a murder investigation by yourself. It's too dangerous.” 

“I'll wait until we wrap up the cases we have. Don't take any more that I have to be involved with. When I get there, I can't get in any trouble just interviewing people and checking out what I can't get through FOIA.” 

“Freedom of Information Acts will give you all you need and you can do the case evaluation from right here in Texas.” 

“Seth, I'm going. I just need your support and maybe your help. Can I count on you?” 

He exhaled loudly and I pictured him with eyes almost crossed. “I guess. How long will you be gone when you do this?” 

“Three or four days. I figured I could do it in that time if I stick to a plan.” 

When the computer came awake, I was surprised to see a message from Joylynn in all caps. 
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Drew jumped in the recliner, made three circles, scratched the upholstery, and laid down in a heap of fur. He kept his huge, copper eyes turned to my face. 

With my back turned to the computer, I sipped bitter coffee. A stack of mail remained unopened. I thumbed through it, slowly dropped three pieces into the trash, and continued to avoid the monitor. 

The sense of being sucked into a vortex encircled me and I tried to shake it off. The electrical tingle announcing the presence of a spirit increased. I rubbed my arms. 

“All right, all right.” 

Procrastination lost its grip, I turned to the awaiting words.

Is Joylynn angry? Is she trying to show me her disdain?

YOUR GIFT – YOU UNWRAPPED IT LONG AGO – POPPED OFF THE LID – LOOKED INSIDE AND TOUCHED IT – YOU CAN’T STOP IT FROM FALLING OFF THE SHELF CAN YOU – PICK IT UP – EMBRACE IT – USE IT FOR OTHERS – THAT’S WHY YOU 

HAVE IT WHY RESIST 

“This is not a gift. Not really, it’s like a curse, makes me feel like a freak!” 

No reply came on the screen. Just the words remained, left for me to take with no negotiation. Given like all of this—dumped in me and on me without my consent. Why would I want something so unnatural, so frightful, and disturbing? 

My longing to solve Joylynn’s murder turned into resolve while I thought about her children and the students who faced the world without her influence. Determined, I called a travel agent and purchased a round trip ticket dated one month ahead. I hoped the hectic business schedule wouldn’t delay me any longer. As much as I wanted to leave right away, work held me in Texas. Focusing on my daily work became more difficult with each passing hour. 

Determination turned to obsession, I closed my eyes to focus on Joylynn, and reached out into the light. Other than what she’d left on my computer, all that remained of her became an empty place in my mind and life. 

“If you can hear me, I need you to tell me who killed you. I want you to give all the information you can to help me.” 

At once, a ping noise snapped in my head. Some kind of a message system? Would she get it when she returned? Where had she gone? 

After I made a few business calls, and typed notes, I started to fill in data for billing. Overwhelmed by the necessity to complete the tasks with Joylynn’s notes waiting, minimized and ignored, I chose hers. 

As I read, the tension of urgency and doom became a satisfied glow. It turned into a frown within seconds. 

HE KNOWS YOU SAW HIM – YOU CAN’T FOOL US – WE SEE WITH EYES UNVEILED 

– HE NEEDS YOUR HELP 

She knows about Brandon. Are they talking? What can he need from me? I read on perplexed and churned stomach acid into my throat.

HELP HIM – HELP HIM – HELP HIM WHILE 

YOU CAN – WHILE YOUR GIFT REMAINS 

I couldn’t shake the feeling she was yelling. In her prior profession she knew internet language. Or, does this mean urgency exists? Was Brandon murdered, also? What does the foreboding of my gift remaining and still being here mean? Is it a threat or a warning? 

I read more and tried to understand the meaning. It became an exercise in linguistics. 

YOU SEARCH WHAT DOESN’T MATTER WHILE WHAT IS IMPORTANT IS IN FRONT OF YOU BEGGING FOR RELIEF – YOU MISS 

THE ANSWERS TO CHASE THE 

QUESTIONS – HELP HIM HELP ME HELP THE OTHERS.

Instinct pulled me in the direction of insult, but I’d given the message an angry tone. With a calm inner voice, the message came gentler. “What’s in front of me begging for relief?” I sipped coffee and watched the monitor. 

“Hello? Are you gone or not speaking to me?” 

Maybe I’d been wrong to correct the tone. 

In the kitchen, an emotion of hurt feelings moved over me. My throat tightened, and I could barely whisper. “Don’t be ridiculous.” 

The room remained silent, but in the Netherworld a tapping turned into the thump—thump—thump. 

The meatloaf TV dinner I’d popped into the microwave smelled wonderful. Less than a minute after I pulled the plastic off, Drew ran up to the counter. He spun in a circle and barked impatiently for a scrap. 

“Smells good to you, too, huh?” 

With a glass of iced tea and stale, buttered bread waiting on the table, I carried the TV dinner toward the dining room. Drew skidded to a stop and growled. I stopped and the plastic burned my fingers. I set it on the center island and looked down at Drew. His ears tilted back and he snarled toward the hallway. 

THUMP -THUMP -THUMP. 

The lock slid open inside the secured part of me, and I shouted, “What?” 

I struggled to suck air into my lungs, gasping as I felt the thud of my heart against my chest. No response came. 

Grabbing the hot container, I hurried into the dining room. 

An unmistakable male voice called my name and ricocheted through the echo of timeless space. “Sondra. Sondra?” 

I took a bite of bread and listened with the invisible essence turned toward the door and recognized the hum of voices when it came open a crack. Unafraid, I realized I had no control. No choice except to obey, but whom? 

The meatloaf tasted like plastic smothered in ketchup. I chewed in slow motion and heard shouts of the throngs in millions. None focused on me. They carried on conversations like crowds in an auditorium before the game starts. 

A whimper, a nudge, and my eyes popped open. Drew begged for another bite. I ripped the small piece of bread in two, popped half in my mouth and the rest in his. Like a mother sleeping with one ear open, I cleaned the table off and waited for the cry from the other side. 

The throng's volume peaked when I forced my hands to push the plate into the rinse water. Suddenly, a voice broke through the masses as it always happened. 

“Sondra? Sondra, can you hear me?” 

My inner voice shouted back. “Yes, I can hear you.” 

It reminded me of picking up a wayward voice on a CB with a booster in a thousand mile transmission. His voice came to me just over thousands of others, as I tried again, I resisted shouting: Break o-zone, do you have a copy on the Sondra? 

His voice boomed in my mind. “Look, look and you will see.” 

My head snapped left, then right, and I swung around. A glass fell from my hand into the rinse water with a smack. 

“Look where?” I sent the shout through space. 

“Look everywhere.” 

Something didn’t feel right. It wasn’t anything like the recently passed-over messages I usually got. I focused into the light of timelessness. 

“Brandon?” I sent the question so loud the throngs seemed to quiet down. “Sorry.” I mumbled and focused to hear a reply. 

The male voice rolled in. “It’s Tom.” 

My eyes popped open and the internal door slammed shut. 

“Who in the hell is Tom?” 

Although annoyed, I remained curious about his message. The advice to ‘look around’ played in my mind while I let the water out of the sink. I wiped my hands, a sudden noise startled me back to the world of the living. My cell blasted the 007 theme song. 

“Yeah?” 

Seth‘s voice moved over my soul like a soothing balm. “Did you get some sleep?” 

“Nope. Just ate lunch and cleaned up. Are we on for three?” 

“It’s a go. Dress in a skirt, pack the twenty-two on your thigh. This guy is dangerous, but we want you to get his attention. We’ll all be there, separated, and having a drink.” 

Excitement charged through me, and I trembled lightly as I settled on a light pink, linen skirt, cream colored halter, and uplift bra. 

With Drew on my heels, I walked into the bathroom naked and screamed. 

“Brandon!” 

I threw my arms over private parts as he shimmered. Slowly, he became crystal clear. Keenly aware of my nakedness, I noted his face showed no recognition. I turned my back and grabbed the robe off the hook behind the door. 

His voice sad, and low, he said, “I’m dead. Sondra. I’m dead. I died.” 

With my robe on, I tied the belt, he illuminated, paused, and came back solid. 

“I know, Brandon.” 

“Sorry, so sorry, so sorry, I left them like this.” 

“Like what?” 

“You know.” Obviously angry, he raised his voice. 

“I don’t know anything, but that you died recently.” 

“Drove drunk. Tell them. I’m years too soon. Waiting now.” 

“Tell who? What are you waiting for?” 

A murmur of urgent otherworldly voices dominated the
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