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Becky Tibbs, wrapped snugly in a gently worn pink terrycloth robe and with her feet clad in her favorite purple bunny slippers, descended the stairs while attempting to rub the sleep from her eyes. She padded softly into her large, cheerful eat-in kitchen on the first floor level of the family home where she had lived for... forever. 

The aroma of freshly brewed coffee, thankfully set on a timer the night before, drew her like a magnet. If she'd ever needed the hot, caffeinated brew, she needed it on this bright, sunny morning. She hoped it would perk her up a little. 

She hadn't slept well during the previous night. Truth be told, she felt as if she hadn't slept at all. Her night had been filled with foreboding and unsettling dreams. 

Becky always drank black coffee. Fancy coffee shops with their exotic flavors and steamed milk choices were lost on her. Give her a good cup of dark roast anytime and she was happy. She hoped the strong, fragrant coffee would clear the cobwebs from her mind. 

She'd just filled a large mug when suddenly she felt her long, unbrushed, coppery red hair lift at the back of her neck. A chill ran down her spine. Alarmed, she jerked around, sloshing her full cup in the process. The steaming-hot liquid scorched her hand. 

"Ouch! Dang, it!" Becky complained as she quickly set the steaming cup on the counter. "Look what you made me do! Didn't anyone ever tell you that it's not polite to sneak up on folks?" She'd planned to give the unexpected guest a piece of her mind but stopped mid-sentence when she recognized her visitor, "What the heck... Josh... is that re-really you?" she stammered. 

"I'm sorry," Josh said as he reached out to stroke her arm. 

His touch sent a chill slithering down her warm flesh. Then, he leaned forward, took her hand, and kissed her damaged fingers. His icy breath soothed the hot, burned skin immediately, but Becky secretly wished he hadn't done that. 

She felt creeped out enough already. She was shocked to see him. 

Josh looked at Becky with a lopsided grin, "I just wanted to surprise you for your birthday." 

"You certainly did. I haven't seen you in ten years and you show up like this?" 

Becky was flabbergasted. Her heart raced erratically and pounded so loudly she wondered if Josh could hear its booming thwack in her chest. She certainly could. 

Tha-thump, tha-thump, tha-thump. 

"Well, don't be mad at me, Becky. I love you," His reply was quick and indignant. His strident voice caused the clean plates in the dish-drainer to rattle. 

Becky moved back and away from him. "Look, Josh, this is so inappropriate," Becky struggled to keep her voice calm. Her five-foot-five-inch frame quaked with fear and trepidation as she looked up at him. She knew better than to rile him, "You've been gone a very long time and well...," her words hung in the air between them. 

"That's not my fault, Becky. I stopped by to see you last night, but you were sleeping. I waited in your room and I checked on you several times. You never woke up. I wanted to see you so badly that I came back this morning." 

Becky shuddered. That explained a lot, especially the restless night. It's difficult to get any sleep when someone is watching you while you're in such a vulnerable state. 

She felt exposed and tried to shake off the uneasiness of that thought as well as seeing Josh again after such a long absence. 

She certainly hadn't expected to wake up to the sight of her long, lost boyfriend today. His presence after such a long absence scared the bejesus out of her. And, to be honest, she wasn't easily surprised or frightened. 

Somehow, Josh had managed to do both. 

Becky inhaled deeply in an attempt to calm her jittery nerves and then asked, "What happened to you anyway?" 

Josh only shrugged his lean shoulders in response. He looked the same as he had all those years ago: tall, young, and with his blond hair slightly spiked up like a rock star. 

He'd always had an appealing, sad-and-lonely-artist-thing going on. Those traits seemed to be essential to all artists whether painters, novelists, or musicians. 

Josh was a budding musician back then. And, back then, she hadn't been able to resist his allure. Now that she was twenty-six years old, however, it just seemed unsettling and out of place. 

"Where have you been all this time? I think you owe me an explanation." Becky softly said, trying to keep her tone even and pleasant, trying not to upset him. 

"I don't know," he replied, as he looked away. 

"What's the last thing you remember?" Becky asked, gently prodding Josh again. 

"I remember dancing with you in the backyard under the sparkly lights your parents set up. We slow-danced. Your folks were awesome. They were always so cool and thoughtful, making everything just right for you. Not like mine at all." 

The last sentence sounded bitter. 

"My parents were great, Josh. They died five years ago," Becky said. 

Josh fell silent and looked at his feet. He couldn't seem to maintain eye contact with her. 

Becky carefully chose her next words, "What else do you remember?" 

Flashes of lights and people... loud noises... filled Josh's mind. He shook his head back and forth several times as if trying to shake the images out of his skull. He felt pain... terrible pain in his head. Next, it seemed to center in his abdomen. He clasped his hands across his stomach and leaned over, gasping. Then, the pain traveled back to his head, ear-splitting anguish gripped him. Josh grabbed his head with both hands as if that would stop the onslaught of incomplete visions and torture, but he was still in agony. 

Becky watched Josh struggle for several moments. She realized that he was scared. Not just scared, but terrified. Worried about his condition and the consequences more than she wanted to admit, she asked, "Josh? Are you all right?" 

"I don't want to talk about it," Josh said, his voice suddenly high-pitched. 

"I think we need to talk about it, Josh." 

"Why? What good will it do?" he asked. 

His tone was icy and Becky knew what that meant. Trying to spark his memories had only succeeded in making him more agitated. It was evident from each clipped sentence he spoke next. 

"I don't want to talk about it. I don't want to think about it. I came here to wish you a happy birthday and to see you because I love you. You're my girl, Becky. You've always been my girl. Ever since second grade, you've been my Becky. Can't you just let the rest of it alone? Can't you just be happy to see me?" 

"So wish me a 'happy birthday,' Josh," she whispered, trying to soothe the highly unstable friction. 

"Happy birthday, Becky," he repeated but his heart wasn't in it. He was already too far gone, too angry, and too volatile. 

She'd pushed him to remember and he didn't want to remember anything about it. She didn't know the reason for that, but she knew she'd have to find out. She'd have to help him if she could. 

As Josh's frustration grew, Becky noticed all the signs of instability. The lights in the kitchen flickered off and on as if they were also irritated. The electrical charge seemed to spur his anger on. Static filled the air emphasizing his raw emotions. 

A harsh chilled air blew across Becky's face. She took a deep breath determined to face Josh head-on. She didn't want to hurt him. She just needed him to see the truth. 

"Josh, look at me," she calmly demanded. "What do you see?" 

He looked at her and then looked away; his response a harsh, noncommittal grunt. This wasn't going to be easy, but Becky forged on. She'd been here before, she could handle it. 

"Do I look like a sixteen-year-old girl to you?" she softly asked. Josh stubbornly ignored her question. He wouldn't even look at her for more than a few seconds. "Dang-it, Josh... I'm serious. Please, look at me. Do I look like I did the last time you saw me?" 

"You might if you had on the same yellow dress," he said, mumbling so quietly she almost didn't catch it. Maybe his reply indicated he was calm again. Becky hoped he was, and wishing for that possibility, she kept going with an ultimate goal in mind. 

"Josh, even that dress wouldn't make me sixteen again," she said, deliberately keeping her voice soft and gentle. "I'm not that skinny little girl anymore. I've grown up. I live here alone in the family home because after my parents died I took over their family business. Look at me, Josh, please." Becky continued to use all her skills, gently pleading with him, but when Josh replied, the contrast was so severe, that Becky jumped further away from him. 

"Don't do this!" Josh screamed; his high-pitched voice reverberated around the kitchen bouncing off the tiled floors and countertops. 

Too late, Becky realized even her best efforts had failed. She'd pushed him too hard and too soon. His mood swing had zoomed from one to ten in milliseconds. 

Becky's coffee mug shattered into a hundred pieces of sharp porcelain shards. The now warm liquid splattered her face, hair, and upper body. A splinter of broken glass barely missed her left eye. Her ears rang... painfully, causing tears to sting her eyes. She trembled from the dampness that clung to her and the anger Josh displayed. 

She had to admit that Josh was dangerous, more dangerous than she'd imagined. Suddenly, Becky didn't feel equipped to deal with him. She questioned her position in this situation. She knew that she was also in pain. Hadn't she suffered the loss just as much as Josh had? 

Becky shut her eyes and tried to calm herself again, but there was no calming this panic, this fear. Still, she knew in her heart that she was the only one who could help him. 

Didn't she know Josh better than anyone else? 

When she opened her eyes again, hoping to try once more, the room was empty. 

And Josh... well, Josh was gone.
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Becky looked around the now deserted kitchen. Hot tears streamed down her freckled cheeks. Frustrated, she jerked a paper towel off its rack and haphazardly wiped at her face. The rough surface scratched her cheeks but she hardly noticed. 

This just shouldn't have happened, she thought. I should've been able to help him. If not me, then who can do it? Who will do it? 

After Josh had gone, a distinct calmness settled over the room. She looked around for clues, anything that might help her understand how it had gone so wrong. Even though the kitchen was a mess, it remained utterly silent. She didn't find any evidence that might show her how to fix this. 

Becky was a mess too. The coffee mug only held twelve ounces, but she felt as if she'd been drenched by a gallon of the brown liquid. She felt dirty after the encounter with Josh and she couldn't wait to get a shower. She wanted to wash off the coffee stains and erase Josh's angry display from her person. 

Just as she finished cleaning up the broken coffee cup pieces from the counter and floor, the phone rang. She hurriedly swept the pile of shards into the dustpan, dumped it into the trash can, and answered the call on the third ring, nabbing it just before the recorder could pick up. 

"Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday, dear Becky, happy birthday to you!" her brother's deep baritone voice sang out the familiar tune. Becky laughed aloud. The last few terrifying minutes spent with Josh were happily pushed aside for the moment. Leave it to Bobby to call at the perfect moment to lift her sagging spirits. 

"Aw, thank you, Bobby," she said with heartfelt sincerity. 

"I thought you could use a pick-me-up this morning." 

"You're very astute as always," Becky replied. 

"I sensed you weren't having such a great morning. So what happened?" Bobby asked. 

Although Becky suspected that her brother already knew most of it, she answered, "Josh showed up to wish me a happy birthday and it didn't go well." 

"Josh?" Bobby asked in surprise. "Do you mean the Josh that ditched you on your sixteenth birthday?" 

"The one and only," Becky replied. Then, she recapped their brief, torrid exchange and conversation. By the time she'd repeated the story, the horror of it didn't seem as terrifying as it had while happening and Becky began to relax. She had regained faith in her abilities to figure out a way to help Josh. 

"What are you going to do about him?" Bobby asked with genuine concern. 

"Well, it's not like I can get a restraining order," Becky admitted with an ironic chuckle. 

"Yeah, that won't work," Bobby agreed and then laughed with his sister. "Seriously, do you need any help? I mean, do you need me to help you handle him?" Bobby was concerned. She could hear it in his voice. 

"No, I'll take care of it. Don't worry. His visit caught me unawares, but now that the shock is over and I know what to expect, I'm sure I can manage on my own." 

"If you say so, Sis... but, you might be too close to it to handle it on your own. Still, that's a heck of a surprise for your birthday. Speaking of your birthday, what time is the big birthday bash anyway?" Bobby asked next. 

"It's not big, just the three of us. But we'll get together this afternoon around five o'clock. Will you handle the grill for me?" 

"You got it. What are we having? Barbeque, potato salad, baked beans, and the usual southern picnic fare?" 

"Yes, exactly." 

"Mmm. I can't wait. I haven't eaten anything except burgers and fries for the last week. And, I do love your potato salad. You are making it, aren't you? I'm not coming if you aren't," Bobby threatened and then chuckled. 

"You know I am, Bobby. I'm making the potato salad just for you." 

"See you around five." He said and ended the call. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3 



[image: ]


Bobby was perceptive. In fact, all three of the Tibbs children had special talents and abilities. They just handled their gifts in different ways. While Bobby drank himself into a stupor so he wouldn't have to deal with his abilities, Barbara, the oldest sibling, regularly went to a psychiatrist for medication to ensure her gifts stayed firmly locked away. Neither Bobby nor Barb was happy about their special talents. But, Becky... well, Becky made a living from hers. She'd taken something that her siblings despised and turned it into a profitable business. 

She'd made lemonade out of lemons. 

Still, the Tibbs children were a tangled-up mess, a disaster. 

Amazingly, the three siblings were unaware of their special bequests until the night their parents died. Becky recalled the memory as if it had happened only yesterday. 

Justin and Joyce Tibbs had been on a hunting-slash-shopping trip to Alabama. In the antique business, they had regularly scouted several nearby southern estate sales and auctions to pick up new-to-them merchandise for their successful store located in the River Arts District of Asheville, North Carolina. 

A close-knit family, the two older Tibbs had joined Becky at the family residence for the weekend and to await the return of their parents. Justin and Joyce were always home by Sunday evenings in time for a family meeting and dinner. 

At the time, Becky still lived at home with her parents. Bobby had his own place in West Asheville not far from the family home. Barbara, a perpetual student at North Carolina State University, had lived just off campus in Raleigh. 

Justin and Joyce had returned all right, but certainly not the way they were expected. Not knowing what to make of the events, everything that happened that night felt like pandemonium to their adult children as the three of them struggled to understand how their parents had suddenly appeared. The garage door didn't open and their parents didn't enter the kitchen from the connecting door. They simply materialized.

"Kids, it's good to see you all here together. Boy-oh-boy!" Justin had vociferously exclaimed as he plopped down at the dining room table. The father seemed oblivious to his children's surprise. "Am I glad to be home or what? It was a rough trip and the traffic was obscene, especially once we got back on I-40. The last twenty minutes were the worst. Traffic was like trying to crawl on your belly through quicksand." He'd prattled on for several minutes, ignorant to his children's surprise. 

"I don't know how we got here, Justin," Joyce had haltingly admitted. She looked around confused, noticing that her children seemed stunned to see them, but she also noted that her husband was still unaware of that. 

"What do you mean, Joyce? We're home. We know where 'home' is, for goodness sakes!" Justin had snarkily remarked. "I tell you, Joyce, the older you get the less sense you make at times." 

"No, now hold on, Justin," Joyce had shot back. "We were just on the highway... in that terrible, terrible bottleneck on I-40, remember? We were watching all the craziness. Some poor fools were obviously killed in that crash...," her voice had trailed off as it began to dawn on her that perhaps they were the 'poor fools killed.' 

Before she could work it out, everyone was startled as a fist loudly hammered on the front door. Not expecting anyone, Bobby went to answer the front door. Becky and Barbara were frightened by their parents' surreal presence; they crowded close behind their brother for his protection from whatever was going on. Neither of the sisters wanted to let him out of their sight, but, they couldn't stop staring at their parents in disbelief and alarm. Something was terribly wrong and they knew it. They simply didn't know what to say or do about it. 

"Are you next of kin for Justin and Joyce Tibbs?" the tall uniformed North Carolina State Policeman asked. 

After Bobby nodded, the officer delivered the bad news. It was terrible news to learn that their parents were dead, and yet, it cleared up their current confusion. Now, they understood what had seemed so 'wrong' about their parents' sudden appearance – their Mom and Dad were ghosts. Bobby looked at Barbara and Becky, shaking his head in sadness, and then he pulled both of his sisters closer, holding them securely in his strong arms. 

In the meantime, although she hadn't known it was fatal, Joyce had excitedly tried to explain their traffic accident to her husband while the Trooper had given the death notification to their children. Becky was twenty-one at the time. Bobby was twenty-three, and Barbara was twenty-five. 

As Justin and Joyce had listened to the officer's disturbing report of the accident, they began to realize they were no longer among the living. Justin didn't take the news very well. He stood toe-to-toe with the man in uniform arguing that they were very much alive. The officer, unaware that a six-foot man was shouting in his face, continued to give his rehearsed speech. 

It was the only way he could do it without crying too. It always broke him up to have to give the death notification to survivors. For him, it was the hardest part of the job. He hated telling folks their loved ones were dead. The State Trooper felt awful. He had hemmed and hawed for a few more minutes and then he left as soon as he could.

Joyce and Justin sat at the dining room table for a while as they accepted the truth of their situation: They were dead; their physical lives were over. 

They considered their fate and the future of their children. They were rattled and confused, but nonetheless very dead, and the acceptance of that was difficult and shocking. Their biggest surprise, however, was that their children could see them even though the police officer could not. 

"What the hell is going on?" Justin had demanded. "How come the kids can see us but no one else can?" 

"Wait just a minute," Joyce had interjected, talking loudly over everyone else. "It skips a generation. My mother had the gift just like her grandmother before her. It missed me, but I suppose it's genetic or inherited." 

"What?" Justin had argued. "What the heck are you talking about, Joyce?" 

"I'm talking about the gift of sight. Our children, all three of them, have the gift now. It was passed down to them from my side of the family," Joyce said feeling somewhat proud of the ability her children had suddenly received. 

"You're talking crazy, Joyce. Absolute craziness! Something like this isn't inherited... it can't be. It has to be learned. What are these kids going to do without someone to teach them?" 

"Oh shut it, Justin. They'll manage. We reared good, strong children. And, they'll handle it. They always do," Joyce had retorted. 

"What are you saying?" Becky was perplexed.

"You see dead people now," Joyce responded as if it was the most common occurrence in the world. "All three of you are mediums."

"I don't want to see dead people!" Barbara and Bobby protested in unison.

Joyce only smiled and her voice softened as she looked at her children, "Bobby darling, the will is in your father's desk, bottom drawer on the left. You three take care of each other and never forget how much we love you," she'd said as a final remark before escaping the insanity of the moment. 

Shouting a goodbye to his three children, Justin quickly followed his wife's example. 
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After that night, everything changed for the Tibbs family. They grieved the loss of their parents, but it was worse for them than for most that had to bury their loved ones. They'd actually seen the spirits of their dead Mom and Dad and it rattled them to the core. What did it mean and how would they handle such a thing? Their mother had said it was a gift, but in the beginning, it felt more like a curse to each of them. 

On top of dealing with their losses, word had spread quickly among the dead: New mediums were in town. 

Becky, Bobby, and Barbara were inundated by the spirits of the recently departed throughout North Carolina and its nearby and bordering states. It seemed as if every soul for hundreds of miles that had unfinished business with the living sought them out. Not only that but soon, older ghosts, those who had been dead for decades and beyond, sought an audience with the new mediums. 

These spirits came with messages for loved ones; last requests; and final instructions. They came hoping to get justice for some wrong they'd suffered. Life as the Tibbs children had known it was over because now, there was an endless barrage of unwelcome and uninvited guests wanting help. These visitors were an annoying reminder that their parents were dead. 

And there was no one around to help them. There weren't any classes such as Medium 100 or Death 101, offered at UNCA and there weren't any other mediums in town. That being said, there was no one with whom they could consult for instruction or training. There were a couple of psychics and lots of tarot readers, but it didn't take Becky long to realize that their area of expertise was entirely different – Psychics could see some things and tarot readings gave some information, but none of it was useful when dealing with ghosts.

As the eldest, Barbara didn't want to handle it. She didn't want to 'manage' as her mother had so aptly implied. She wanted out of it and she wanted it out of her. She wanted to return to college and finish her doctorate in social studies. But even as she did so, there were plenty of spirits to contend with on campus and in Raleigh. Unable to concentrate on her studies, Barbara soon imagined her only option for peace was to seek psychiatric help. 

Bobby didn't want to handle it either. He joined the army to put some distance between the new development and the family home, mistakenly thinking it was somehow connected. Little did he know that every dying and already dead soldier in the war-torn area would find their way to him. That's when Bobby began to drink a lot. He drank far more than he should because the alcohol numbed his senses and kept a ghost's pleadings to only a dim hum or low-keyed buzz that he could ignore for the most part. Bobby had tried cannabis first, but if anything, its psychedelic effect only enhanced and heightened his abilities. 

Becky didn't have a choice. She had to stay put in the family home. She'd already graduated from UNCA and had little interest in furthering her education. With Barb and Bobby skipping out on her, someone had to take over the family business and the upkeep of the family residence. Before Bobby and Barb had bailed, they'd signed over their interests in the four-bedroom home as well as the antique store to Becky. 

So all of it, everything her parents' hard work had ever accomplished and acquired, suddenly became Becky's sole responsibility even though she was the youngest. The weight and burden of such a massive undertaking soon developed into a few extra pounds as Becky turned to food for comfort. 

She wasn't tall and slender like Barbara or tall and buff like Bobby. Becky thought of herself as rather short and dumpy compared to her handsome siblings. Without Barb and Bobby's emotional support, food was her only solace. 

In all honesty, Becky was the only one of the three who took spirit visitations in stride. She was the only one of the three who was able to handle the strange, late-night visits and supplicating pleas from ghosts. Her mild disposition and desire to help were her greatest assets when it came to her new role. 

Becky didn't mind helping ghosts, but she also had to make a living. The more she helped spirits the less time she had to work in the antique shop or scout for new merchandise which kept the store successful. The store itself became her base of operation, but still, Becky found that she had to close it more often than she wanted to help the recently departed. 

Ghosts were more prevalent than most people could imagine. If ignored, they could become angry and confused. Sometimes, while experiencing such disorder and disorientation, they created a lot of havoc for the living. They often scared tourists and visitors on purpose. They 'haunted' familiar places, turning over trashcans, causing street lights to explode, and generally making a nuisance of themselves. 

Eventually, her abilities became well-known in certain circles. It wasn't long before Becky received calls from nearby towns and cities. She received requests to come to ascertain if their annoying problem was truly a ghost problem. If the pesky trouble cut into tourism and visitor revenues, the city wanted it gone and would pay handsomely to attain that end.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5 



[image: ]


The birthday celebration her siblings had insisted she hold at the family home didn't change the fact that spirits could be and were often inconsiderate. At times, departed souls had a one-track mind and were on a mission. Frequently, they only knew what they wanted and what was urgent to them. They were often determined to get a solution as quickly as possible. More than one special event had been interrupted by the persistence of a ghost. 

At other times, they were scattered and forgetful, like Josh. If their deaths had been quick and violent, they couldn't seem to wrap their heads around the trauma of it. They sometimes felt lost and unprepared to enter the spirit realm. Often, they disappeared for long periods of time. Still, even with her vast understanding of ghosts, Becky had never seen a case where the spirit had been gone as long as Josh had without realizing they were dead. 

Asheville, North Carolina was founded in 1794. A very old city indeed but the area had been populated by a considerable number for many years before it was ever an established township. Yes, anyone would agree that it was an old city, but the Blue Ridge Mountains were, by comparison, ancient. For millennia, many had lived and died in those heavily forested inclines which peaked at 6,684 feet. 

There was always a ghost or spirit to deal with from some point in the area's long past history. Becky found that for most of those very old and lost souls, the best she could do was to help them cross over and return to the light. Far too much time had passed for her to be able to assist them with any unfinished business. 

Helping a ghost cross over required finesse and confidence. Sometimes, Becky had to convince the ghost that it was in their best interest to return to the other side. But for most, as soon as she opened a doorway, they were eager to return to the light and their loved ones. Becky could never see anything past the portal which was filled with bright white light, but from the many comments she'd overheard, she knew that once the entrance was open, the dead on this side saw something wonderful on the other side and were eager to cross over. 

After a nice hot shower, Becky went back downstairs to have that cup of coffee she'd desperately needed earlier. At least this time, she'd dressed for the day in crisp yellow cotton slacks and a matching top. She'd brushed her wild tresses into some semblance of order too, wrangling the unruly stands into a single braid down the back of her head. 

She'd fussed over her hair for the usual amount of time. And, as a normal part of her routine, she'd also wished she had a wonderful mane of auburn like Barbara. Her sister's hair didn't frizz into a tangled mass each time it rained or the humidity peaked like her truly copper hair did. 

Becky had also spent a few moments critically examining her face. For the millionth time, she wished she didn't have so many freckles. And, she wished that her nose was button perfect like her sister's. 

At the sight of her slightly bent nose, she muttered, "Dang that Bobby. If he hadn't broken my nose when I was ten, it wouldn't be so crooked today!" She complained even though she knew it wasn't truly Bobby's fault... She'd been the one to start the tussle. She'd been the one who had tried to grab the Gameboy out of his hand. His elbow had done the rest. Still, she wished her nose was as perfect as her sister's. 

It wasn't that she was jealous of Barbara. She loved her older sister very much. She saw Barbara as perfect and she envied that perfection. As the youngest, Becky had watched as her sister conquered the confusing maze of school popularity with ease. Barb was a cheerleader, prom queen, the class beauty, and honor student. Barbara was loved by her teachers and peers the same way while Becky played clarinet in the band and was generally unnoticed by students and faculty alike. When Becky had finally had her first and only boyfriend, Josh Edwards, she was on cloud nine. 

Until then, Becky had felt invisible, especially when compared to Barbara, the bright shining star of the family. Barbara set the bar for all things cool and wonderful... all the things that Becky had wished she could be. Eventually, after Barbara had graduated and gone off to college... after she was no longer the example that Becky held for herself, Becky accepted that she was her own person and would never be like her sister no matter how hard she tried. 

Becky finally outgrew her sister's shadow. 
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Back downstairs, Becky took a fresh cup of coffee to the patio and enjoyed the nice mild weather. In the mountains, it never got as hot as it did in other southern locations. She was grateful for that. As she sipped the coffee and absorbed the first dose of caffeine of the day, she wondered what to do about Josh. Why couldn't he see the truth? 

To be honest, Becky didn't know what had happened to Josh that night. She recalled the last time she'd seen him. As he'd said, they had slow-danced under the Christmas tree lights her parents had installed in the backyard and around the patio. It was a nice, romantic touch that had nothing to do with the Christmas season... Just pretty twinkling lights that they'd hung up to please her and to give her party some extra sparkle. 

Becky still used them to set the ambiance on each occasion when she had company whether social or family gatherings. She'd use them again tonight for the family party, her birthday bash. 

Her thoughts once again returned to Josh and the last time she had seen him. They'd been dancing when Josh's phone pinged notification of a text message. Not everyone had a cell phone back then. She certainly didn't. Her parents had thought the idea of spending money on such a thing was frivolous. Becky didn't get her first cell phone until she was at college three years later. She'd purchased it herself from the money she earned working part-time at the UNCA bookstore. It was the convenience factor of Becky's phone that had influenced Justin and Joyce to also get a cell phone. 

Back then, Becky had thought that having a cell phone made Josh even more special and mysterious. At sixteen, she had been easily impressed. Becky chuckled at that aspect of the memory but soon got serious again. She needed to remember every detail. 

That night, on her sixteenth birthday, Josh had become agitated after reading the text. He'd told her he had to leave. It was only ten o'clock and the party wouldn't end until midnight. Becky had been heartbroken. 

At the time, Becky was wild about Josh. She'd known him since second grade and they had gone through many stages in their relationship. They had fought and played together as young kids, they had competed with each other in middle school, they'd been enemies in junior high, and they had become boyfriend-girlfriend during their first year of high school. She had fully expected that they would date throughout college. 

When he told her he had to leave her party, she didn't want him to go, but he'd said it was urgent. Even her tears hadn't been able to persuade him to stay. She recalled that her parents had comforted her when he had rushed away, leaving her dateless at her own 'sweet-sixteen' party. Josh had promised to come back before the party was over... but he didn't return. 

The next day, his body was found off I-26, almost twenty miles away. No one knew how or why he was discovered so far away from West Asheville. The cause of death was a broken neck, but the officials never ruled his death suspicious. Josh was just dead and Becky had cried a river of tears. 

Of course, at that time, Becky's ability hadn't awakened. She didn't see spirits. She didn't even believe in ghosts or anything else considered supernatural. Even if Josh had come to her, she would have never known he was there. She wouldn't have known how to talk to him or assist him either. That part of her ability took time and experience to develop. 

It was all very strange that Josh didn't know he was dead. It was very peculiar that she had never seen or heard a peep out of him through the many years after she had learned to help ghosts. 

Where has he been all this time? 

How and why did he die? 

Why did he choose this birthday in particular to return? 

What was the significance of ten years to the day?
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Becky continued to think about Josh off-and-on all day as she went about preparations for the party. First, she did a little grocery shopping and bought the ribs, chicken, and sauce needed for the feast. She wanted everything to be fresh and marinated, ready for Bobby to slap on the grill. 

Then, she prepared the potato salad that her brother loved so much. She boiled two pounds of red potatoes in their skins, let them cool enough to handle, and then popped the skins off. She quartered those, seasoned them with garlic and parsley salt, tossed them well, and then put them in the fridge to cool. Next, she boiled six large eggs and while they were cooking, she diced a small onion and added the slivers to the cooling potatoes. Finally, she opened a small can of sliced black olives, drained and pressed off any remaining brownish liquid, and set them aside. 

The secret to Becky's potato salad was to mix all the ingredients together when cool except the chopped boiled eggs and olives. She added those last and while the eggs were still warm. The disintegrating yolks gave the salad a lovely yellow tint. Finding the taste too tangy, she never used mustard in her potato salad, only several large heaping spoons of real mayonnaise to give it a silky texture. Now, she tossed all the ingredients making sure it was well mixed, covered the large serving bowl, and returned it to the refrigerator. To taste its best, her potato salad needed to be thoroughly chilled. 

––––––––
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Josh didn't reappear while Becky was busy assembling the party dishes, but that didn't mean her day went undisturbed. When she didn't go into the antique shop that morning, two spirits who needed help decided to visit her at home. 

"What is so important that I can't have a day off?" Becky asked, slightly irritated at the interruption. She felt their presence before she saw them. 

"Oh, sorry; we didn't know you were taking the day off," the spokesperson replied. Becky recognized him as a regular. His name was Jacob and she'd seen him around many times. He was often at the antique store and in the River Arts District. He was what Becky called a 'helper' ghost. "Is it a special day? Perhaps your birthday?" Jacob asked. 

"Yes, it's my birthday and I'm preparing for guests." 

"Happy birthday." 

"Thank you, Jacob. Now, how can I help you?" Becky asked again, this time far less annoyed. 

"Can you help Suzanna?" Jacob asked. 

"What do you need help with, Suzanna?" Becky asked as she wiped her hands on a nearby dishcloth. The lights in the kitchen lightly buzzed and flickered. It was a sure sign of frustration. "What's wrong?" Becky asked. 

"She doesn't speak, but she wants to let her aunt know where to find the key she took, rather stole, to the storage unit. If it's all right, she'll give you the address and the information through me." 

She doesn't speak, Becky silently mused, looking closely at the frightened new ghost who tried to hide behind Jacob. No, of course, she doesn't speak... her throat has been cut. 

"Who did this to her?" Becky gently asked. 

"She's not ready to talk about that yet," Jacob replied. "She feels very guilty for what she did. And, between you and me, I think she believes that if she hadn't stolen the key, none of this would've happened, that perhaps she'd still be alive." 

"I see," Becky replied. "Well, tell me everything I should know, Jacob. I suppose we'll deal with the other thing when she is ready?" Jacob nodded. Becky took paper and pen from a kitchen drawer preparing to take down the information. 

"Suzanna wants to tell her aunt that the key to the storage unit is locked inside the unit and it is placed inside the mouth of the bear that holds the nanny cam that she packed away," Jacob said. 

"That's it?" Becky asked. 

"Yes, that is what she wants for her aunt to know," Jacob confirmed, once again looking at Suzanna. The frightened young ghost nodded. 

"This is the address," Jacob continued as Becky wrote down the information. 

When she was finished, Becky promised Suzanna, "I'll send the message out with the next postal mail. Come back to me when you want help with any other problems." 

"Thank you," Jacob replied for both of them. 

"You've been around for a while, Jacob. Aren't you ready to cross over yet?" Becky asked. 

"No, not yet; if I did, who would help those who can't help themselves?" He grinned, and then, he and Suzanna disappeared as quickly as they had appeared. 
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Bobby arrived at four-thirty that Saturday afternoon to make sure the grill was ready to use. He was meticulous about grilling. Having been the last person to use the large charcoal cooker, he'd cleaned it before putting it away. Still, as usual, he'd give it another once over before firing it up today. 

He gave Becky a warm hug, sat a small wrapped package on the dining room table, and wished her a happy birthday again. Then, he headed out to the covered patio to get the grill started. Becky was glad that Bobby took grilling seriously. She didn't enjoy the preliminary smell of charring meat. 

In only a few minutes, Becky heard Bobby pop the top on a cold beer before he got started. She wished she could join him, but she still had things to do in preparation for the party and her other guests. Some would be on time, others would arrive late. 

Although it wasn't truly a party-party, Becky considered the gathering of her siblings as the real celebration. She wanted it to be a great get-together for all of them. It wasn't often that the three of them met in the family home anymore. Partly because of the way they had discovered their gifts, partly because they all tried to stay busy in their respective careers. 

Bobby worked for Habitat for Humanity building homes for the less fortunate. He was off on weekends. Barb held a teaching position with North Carolina State University in Raleigh. She also had weekends off. 

Barb arrived at five o'clock sharp carrying an overnight bag. She hugged Becky, added her gift to the dining room table, and wished her sister a 'happy birthday.' As soon as the greetings were over, Barb asked, "Do you have anything to drink?" Her eyes darted around the room as if she expected others to already be at the gathering. 

"Sure," Becky replied. "There's iced tea, bottled water, and wine in the fridge. I also have beer in a cooler on the patio which Bobby has already gotten into. Help yourself to anything you desire." 

"Wine it is," Barb said with a wide grin. 

"I have to ask, Barb... is it safe for you to drink alcohol along with your meds... your prescribed medications?" 

"Only if I spend the night... can I?" 

"Of course; you're always welcome to spend the night," Becky replied as she patted Barb's shoulder. "I'll put your bag in your old room." 

"Great! Believe me; I'll need the alcohol with the pills to get through the party. I know; I know... I sound sick, but it's what I need right now." At Becky's frown and drooping shoulders, Barb hurried on, "Oh, it's not about you, Sis. I'm so happy to celebrate your twenty-sixth birthday with you. Really. I just can't deal with Mom and Dad tonight. In all truth, I'm to the point where I can't deal with them any night. I know they'll show. They always do. I don't want to see them. I don't want to interact with them. Please, don't make me feel guilty about that, OK?" 

"Who's feeling guilty?" Bobby asked as he came inside with an opened beer in his hand and one for Becky. Seeing Barb, he offered it to her first, but she shook her head. 

"Me; and I don't need you and Becky to make me feel any worse," Barb said as she hurried into the kitchen. She found an extra-large wine goblet that Becky sometimes used as a small vase and quickly filled it to the top with chilled Bordeaux, the perfect accompaniment for the barbeque dinner Becky had planned. When she returned, she added, "Sorry, Bobby; I needed something a little stronger and this will do the trick." 

"Whatever you say," Bobby replied. "Now, what was that about guilt? Since I'm overburdened with the nasty emotion too, I enjoy hearing about someone else's guilty pleasures and their guilty conscience." He softly chuckled. 

Barb went straight to her handbag and fished out a bottle of Xanax prescribed by her doctor. She swallowed a blue, football-shaped pill with a gulp of wine. 

"She wants to get sloshed, so she doesn't have to deal with Mom and Dad," Becky replied feeling like a traitor for mentioning it. At Barb's sharp gasp, Becky added, "He needs to know. We're all here tonight and there shouldn't be any secrets between us." 

"Does that actually work?" Bobby asked. His question sounded a little more sarcastic than he'd intended. Barb looked like she was about to cry so he quickly added, "I know it works. I was just teasing. It works for me to drink myself silly, but it never works when it's about the parents. I can't ever block them out, but I've been pretty successful jamming up every other ghost in town." 

"She's mixing the booze with her meds," Becky added so that Bobby had the full picture. 

"Oh," he replied with raised eyebrows. "Then, I ask again... does that work?" 

"It should," Barb replied and shrugged her shoulders slightly. "I've never actually tried it before, but like you, even though I can block out most spirits with the pills alone, my medication doesn't block out our parents. I'm trying something new tonight." 

"Well, this is the safest place to do that," Becky added even though she didn't think it was such a good idea. Barb and Becky grew conspicuously silent as they stared at each other. Everything was quiet, but not peaceful. 

"Hooah!" Bobby yelled, startling both his sisters. Then, the three laughed hysterically for a few seconds before things settled down again. 

"What's new with you two?" Barb asked as she first looked at Bobby and then gazed at Becky. "You're unusually quiet, Becks." 

"Oh, honesty is good for Barb, but not for you?" Bobby said when Becky remained silent. "Tsk, tsk, Little Sister. Tell her or I will." 

"Shouldn't you be out there tending to the meat?" Becky asked trying to distract him from her recent situation. 

"Yeah, I should. Come on Barb. I'll tell you all about it while I flip and sauce the chicken and ribs." 

Becky knew she had to tag along to make sure Bobby told the story correctly. He tended to embellish when retelling anything to do with her. Since she was the 'baby' of the family, he loved to pick on her. He always had. 

Becky listened as Bobby repeated the details about her earlier visit from Josh. He didn't add any extra elements as he recapped everything for Barb, which allowed Becky's mind to relax. Her thoughts began to wander a bit. 

She just didn't get it. She couldn't understand why Barb and Bobby went to such lengths to block out their parents or ghosts either for that matter. Sure, Justin and Joyce could be annoying at times, but they meant well. Becky normally enjoyed their visits. Then again, she generally enjoyed most of her interactions with ghosts. 

Most, but not the one with Josh this morning, Becky sighed. 

Like Bobby and Barb, she also knew her parents would show up tonight for her birthday. Personally, Becky would be happy to see them. But, she didn't relish their reactions to Barb if her sister's little trick worked to block them out. That would not be fun! More than likely there would be tears and hurt feelings. Joyce tended to be very vocal when displeased. 

After Bobby finished perfecting the barbeque, the three gathered in the dining room to eat. Everything was delicious. As soon as Becky finished eating, Barb insisted, "Come on, Becks, open your presents while I'm still conscious." She giggled for several minutes while Becky obliged the request. 

Bobby had given her a nice pair of sterling earrings with a small turquoise stone that dangled on a silver chain. And Barb had given her a matching necklace with a slightly larger stone. They had coordinated their gifts which was not the norm. Becky was very pleased. 

"They're beautiful. Thank you," Becky beamed. 

With a mouthful of potato salad, Bobby mumbled, "You're welcome." Then, they all had another good laugh at his antics. 
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"Lordy, lordy; that was delicious, Becks," Bobby said while he patted his slightly protruding stomach. 

Becky laughed, "Bobby, you are so much like Dad. You even sound like him." 

"Aw shucks," Bobby replied, "do I look like him too?" 

"A little," Barb admitted with a chuckle. 

"Even so, I'm serious about the potato salad. Look at me. I'm about to burst," Bobby said. He wasn't the least bit ruffled that his sisters thought he was like their Pops. "Your potato salad is always the best. I could eat a whole bowl of it by myself. And, I'm talking about a huge serving bowl just like this." He tapped the large bowl with the edge of his knife to emphasize his sincerity. 

"It is good, Becky," Barb slowly added. 

"Where did you learn to do that?" Bobby asked next. "I mean, I know you didn't get the recipe from Mom. Her potato salad never tasted that good." He laughed again. 

"I don't know. I just added all the things I like to it and that's the way it turned out. It's also amazingly simple to make," Becky said. "Would you like the recipe, Bobby?" 

"No, I don't trust myself to cook anything except breakfast, but I do make a mean omelet and a pretty good frittata," he replied. "Feel free to tell me what makes it so special." 

"Nothing really. As I said, it has all the ingredients I like such as potatoes, onions, boiled eggs, black olives, mayonnaise, and seasoning. No special ingredients." 

"Well, it's the best I've ever eaten," Bobby said. "Isn't it Barb?" he added while winking at Becky and nodding at his older sister. "Look at her," he whispered. 

Becky did look closely at Barb and realized her sister was out of it. So far, Barb had finished the bottle of wine by herself. Becky had drunk only one beer while Bobby had finished off the rest. Becky was a little worried about her sister. Barb had also downed another Xanax, maybe more when Becky wasn't looking. The combination and excess couldn't be good for her. 

Apparently, Barb wasn't feeling any pain. She swiped at an imaginary gnat, brushing it away from her face, and then hit her nose instead. She sort of giggled and burped before adding, "I feel no pain. I see nothing. I feel nothing. This is good. This is better than good; this is great!" 

"Thank you both for making my birthday so special," Becky said. "And you can take the rest of the potato salad home with you, Bobby." 

"That, I will gladly do," he said as he slouched in his chair. Stretching his long legs out under the table; he relaxed to make room for his stomach's digestion. 

Bobby and Becky chatted lightly for several minutes without any contribution from Barb. She was zombied. She was totally relaxed and she could barely keep her eyes open. Becky worried that she would slide right out of her chair. 

Suddenly, Bobby sat up straighter and announced, "Oh shucks! Incoming!" 

Becky felt them too and then she saw her parents standing behind Bobby's chair. They weren't alone. Close to thirty other ancestors had also stopped by to wish Becky a happy birthday. Grandparents and great-grandparents from both sides, cousins, aunts, and uncles. It was a crowd. 

The troop sang the birthday song in a high-pitched, off-key sort of way, while Bobby plugged his ears, and then they exuberantly clapped their hands. Becky grinned and thanked everyone for coming. The rest of the spirits made a hasty exit, but Justin and Joyce lingered. 

Bobby greeted them too, but Barb stared into space and didn't acknowledge her parents' presence in any way. Becky held up her gifts and Joyce admired the sterling set, complimenting Bobby and Barbara on their taste in jewelry, "Very nice, simply lovely." 

"I can't take any credit," Bobby admitted, "Barbara told me what to get and where to get it. Right, Big Sis?" Barbara didn't respond. Her head nodded to one side and Becky worried once again that Barbara would slip off the dining chair. 
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"Is she ignoring us? Joyce asked. Her voice grew incredulous as she repeated, "She's ignoring us!" 

"No, she wouldn't do that," Justin added as he leaned over and put his snout within a fraction of an inch of Barb's pert little nose. Barb didn't react in any way; she didn't even blink. 

"Could it be that she doesn't hear or see us?" Joyce asked next as she waved her hand in front of Barb's face. Again, Barb didn't respond in any fashion. Nothing. 

"I'm not sure she sees anyone or anything," Bobby replied with an uncommonly weird and suspicious chuckle. 

"What do you mean?" Justin asked, growing irritated. The chandelier about the dining table flickered and sparked, revealing his frustration. 

"Why, she's drugged!" Joyce exclaimed as she looked deeply into Barb's blue eyes. "She is drugged, by gosh! Her pupils are dilated." 

"Move over, Joyce, and let me look at my daughter," Justin gruffly ordered as he leaned in closer to Barb once more. "By gosh, you're right! What in this world is going on?" 

"Oh my goodness," Joyce cried. "What did we ever do in our parenting that would cause her to do something like this? She's drugged! Did you two encourage this? We reared you three better than that. Oh, I simply can't believe it! And for her to come to a family gathering this way! Why this is simply unacceptable!" 

Joyce was headed for a meltdown and tears would be the least of it. Becky quickly tried to intervene, "Mom, before you get even more upset or carried away, please listen to me." 

Joyce continued to wail and rant and refused to be comforted. 

"Yeah, Joyce," Justin added without humor. "Don't get your panties in a bunch. Listen to Becky." 

"Barb isn't on street drugs," Becky said, ignoring her parents' usual snipes at each other. They hadn't changed much even in death. They never missed an opportunity to backbite each other. She sometimes wondered if being married for over thirty years was the root of their problems... familiarity breeds contempt and all. "She's taking prescription medication from her psychiatrist. Granted, she shouldn't have drunk alcohol while taking them, but she did. This is just a temporary situation. She'll spend the night here with me and be perfectly fine tomorrow," Becky soothed, all while hoping it was true. "If Bobby will help me, we'll put her in her old bedroom now so she can rest. Ready, Bobby?" 

Her brother got up immediately and helped Becky steer Barb down the hallway and to her old bedroom. 
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"This is not going well with the parents," Bobby said as he helped Becky get Barbara onto the bed. 

"I know," Becky agreed. "I knew there would be hurt feelings all around." 

"You have to admit that Barb was pretty desperate to try something like this." 

"I know that too, but I can't understand it. Take her shoes off, please," Becky said as she pulled Barb into an upright position and removed her jacket. 

"That's because you like working with ghosts," Bobby said. "It doesn't annoy you the way it does me. And, to be honest, I think Barb is scared of dead people." 

"She can sleep in the rest of her clothes," Becky allowed. "She won't like it, but I think this is the best we can do for now." 

Bobby pulled off Barbara's shoes and sat them against the wall. Becky got a light throw from the closet and covered her sister with it. 

"Turn her on her left side," Bobby instructed. 

"Why?" Becky asked. 

"I can tell that you've never been drunk to the point of passing out," Bobby scoffed as he looked closely at his little sister. Then, feeling bad for acting like Becky's standards were a bad thing, he decided to explain. "When people drink too much, they sometimes throw up. If she pukes, and she is on her side, she won't strangle on it," he advised as he stuffed a large pillow behind Barb's back. "That will keep her from rolling over on her back." He pulled his sister's right leg over, bending it at the knee, and added, "And that will keep her from rolling onto her stomach. If she's on her back or her stomach, either position might cause her to choke if she gets sick in the night." 

"Oh yuck!" Becky said. She had never had alcohol to excess and didn't know anything about the pitfalls. She did know of a hangover recipe and she'd make sure Barb had it first thing in the morning. "Do you think she'll throw up? Do we need to check on her every hour?" 

"She drank an entire bottle of wine and took several Xanax, but in this position, she should be fine. Just check on her again before you go to bed and again in the morning. She'll be all right," Bobby soothed. "Besides, she's got the easy part. Now, we have to go back in there and deal with our parents and their reactions to this." He waved his hand over Barb to indicate her inebriated condition and shook his head. 

"You're right about that. We can't put it off either." 

"Then, let's get back to it," Bobby said.
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When Bobby and Becky returned to the living room, Justin and Joyce glumly sat at the table with their heads down. Neither of their parents was happy. Neither had adjusted to the news they had learned about their eldest daughter. Bobby rolled his eyes at Becky when he saw how his parents acted. In response, she lightly punched him in the shoulder and shook her head at him. 

Joyce sniffed loudly and wiped tears away. Justin had his arms defiantly crossed over his chest. Certainly, they had not liked what they'd learned about Barb... and who could blame them? 

"We knew she was seeing a shrink," Justin admitted. 

"We also knew she was taking an anti-anxiety medication," Joyce added, "But this? This!" 

"Mom, I already explained that," Becky said. 

"You didn't explain why she would mix alcohol with her prescription!" Joyce cried out. Her lamentations fell silent when suddenly a chill blasted into the room. 

At first, they didn't see him, but everyone certainly felt him. Then, Josh materialized. "Oh, you're having another birthday party and everyone was invited and welcome except me! Right?" Josh yelled, splintering what little peace was left in the dining room. 

The shock of his apparition was chilling. 

Joyce forgot what she was saying and gasped. Justin looked worriedly at Becky. He was surprised that no one had mentioned Josh Edwards. He hadn't thought about the boy since his death and burial. Justin wasn't sure what to make of his icy visit just now. 
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