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My earthbound angel, who taught me to love,
in spite of all the reasons I should not.
THE GHOST HAD been watching her for weeks. Invisible to mortal eyes, he had silently witnessed the intimate details of her life. Indifferent at first, his clinical examination of her behavior was conducted from a distance. As the days passed, cool detachment gave way to curiosity and he allowed himself to be drawn in. He became the air she breathed or the clothes she wore, savoring the sensations of her body and the energy of her emotions. While she slept, he roamed the night sky, recounting the joys and sorrows of her day, examining each moment in his mind’s eye. By the end of his secret vigil, she was his chosen one, the healer of his dread and loathing, a reason to exist.
Now, he stood under an oak tree on her front lawn laughing up at the magpies screeching down from the branches above. Sunlight flowing through the leaves washed over him like an artist’s broad brush stroke, creating the faint illusion of a man, wearing a large sleeved white shirt tucked into tight black riding breeches and tall black leather boots. His loud laughter faded to a soft whisper in the breeze when her van crunched down the gravel driveway.
Watching her park in front of the garage, get out and walk past the rose garden to enter the silence of an empty house, he thought, “I must go gently into this good life.”
One hour and two cups of coffee later, she was sitting on the living room rug, meditating, when the front doorbell rang. Irritated by the noisy invasion of her carefully conceived serenity, she got up and went to the door. A thin, aging priest with white air and stooped frame stood on the porch looking up at her.
“Katherine Elliot?” he asked.
“Yes Father, what can I do for you?”
“Perhaps, dear girl, I could explain my dilemma more satisfactorily over a cup of coffee,” he said in a soft Irish lilt.
Thinking that the old man was harmless and probably there on behalf of some charity or other, Kate ushered him into the house and down the hallway into the kitchen. She showed him to a chair at the breakfast table under the window that overlooked the back gardens and stable. The property encompassed five acres of wooded lawns, gardens and horse facilities in a remote location five miles from the nearest town.
The priest lowered himself slowly into the straight backed chair, placed both forearms on the table, and slowly raised his head to stare up at her through ice blue eyes.
“A teaspoon of sugar in the brew, if you would be so kind?” he asked.
She complied, getting two bright red mugs from the cupboard and filling them with steaming hot coffee. She carried the mugs over to the table and set one in front of the old man.
“Sugar and spoon are in front of you, Father,” she said, sitting across from him.
Kate felt suddenly chilled in spite of the fireplace burning merrily at the far end of the sunny room. When the priest sighed, a cold draft passed over her face and chest. She wondered which member of her family had left a window open. Realizing that her morning of solitude was probably shot, she waited for the priest to speak, sure now that he was about to ask for a donation.
The old man ignored his coffee.
“Have you finished your book then, Katherine?”
“Yes,” she replied, “but Father, we’ve never met. How did you know I was working on a book?”
“Oh, I know all there is to know about you Katherine, my dear. I wouldn’t be choosing a mere simpleton for the job I need doing, now would I?” he asked, smiling.
She found herself getting dizzy while looking into the man’s eyes. With an effort, she looked away. Dismissing a vague idea that he was trying to hypnotize her, she decided that the exhaustion she felt after working to a deadline in finishing her third mystery novel was clouding her mind.
“What did you have in mind?” she asked.
“This will put all of your other work into the realm of mediocrity, Katherine. You see, I have chosen you to become the author of my confession.”
Stunned, she blurted, “Father, why should I want to hear, let alone write, the confession of a Catholic priest?”
“You are the only writer out of several hundred who has met my requirements,” he replied quietly.
“What does that mean, met you requirements?” she asked, thinking that the old man was senile.
“You have no tendency for adopting the thoughts of others, mistaking them as your own. You are truly a clear soul, Katherine.”
She laughed.
“Yes, you will need that acute sense of humor. However, there is one other reason for my belief that you can accomplish the thing; you lack fear of what mortals call death.”
She looked back into his eyes, annoyed by his presumption to know her private philosophy.
“Perhaps you’d better explain yourself, Father. I don’t think I’m following you.”
The priest studied her face for a moment, and then laughed abruptly. “Right then, time for truth!” he chuckled, the accent gone.
His sagging posture suddenly straightened and his face took on a new hardness as he continued in a stronger tone, “I’m not a priest. This body is not mine. I borrowed it from Father Brennan for the morning. When I said I wanted you to be the author of my confession, I meant my confession, not that of a tired old priest.”
A cold tentacle of fear crawled around in her abdomen, moving quickly from spine to jaw, clamping her mouth shut.
The man looked into her eyes, and continued in a tired voice, “There is no need to fear me, Katherine. I will never bring harm to you. I am but a worn old sod truly in need of redemption who, with clear and certain trepidation, holds forth a modicum of hope that the public accounting of his crimes may have, however limited, beneficial purpose. I want you to be the authorized biographer of my misfortune.”
She wished he’d leave. Actually, she wanted to wake up and find herself still in bed.
Suddenly able to speak, she said, “This is bizarre.”
“Yes. Through the centuries of my sorry existence, I have found most mortals to be incapable of accepting truth when it does not fit into the pattern of their immediate beliefs. I quite understand your reticence to believe what I am telling you to be the truth.”
“Father, do you think maybe you’ve been working too hard?”
He laughed loudly.
After a moment, he replied, “Dear, dear girl, if you but knew the smallest portion of my tale, and while I’m absolutely dying to tell it to you; I can see the need for demonstration. I will now leave this priestly body and allow you to speak directly with the real Father Brennan. In a few days, I shall return.”
The old body began to shake in the chair. A grey cloud formed around its head. Kate felt cold again as the cloud briefly touched her face then moved to pass through the glass in the closed window. Warmth suddenly returned to the room.
The priest was asleep, breathing deeply. She worried for a moment that he would fall off the chair, but then he moaned and opened his eyes. Dazed, he looked around. Eventually his eyes came to rest on her face. Kate noticed that they were now a deep, dark blue. He sat silently staring at her face for almost a minute.
Without warning, he pounded his fist violently on the table, yelling, “The bastard’s really done it this time. Sweet Jesus! I’d be murdering him if I could.”
Kate burst out laughing, thinking that the last thing she needed now was a schizophrenic old priest having coffee in her kitchen while he changed personalities. His mouth quivering, eyes watering in frustration, the old priest now looked harmless.
“You’d not be laughing if t’were your body the beast was borrowing!” he retorted.
“I’m sorry, Father, but you have to admit this has been a little strange.”
“I’ll be admitting no such thing, young lady. I haven’t the foggiest notion what happened while I was out!”
“You mean you don’t remember our conversation?” Kate asked.
“Not a word. I was taking my morning bath and the very next thing; I’m here in this room. It’s happened before. The last time was going on two years ago. They put me in hospital. Said me mind had gone, but I knew t’was the devil’s own doing. Said I worried a reporter fellow to death trying to get him to hear my confession.”
Kate decided to get the priest back to his parish house and try to forget the entire episode in favor of a long nap.
HER NEXT THREE days were filled with household chores, yoga exercises and catching up on lost sleep. On the fourth day she woke up, planning to tackle the job of cleanup in her flower beds. She was back to her alter ego of full time wife and mother, enjoying the role until the urge to write hit again. The incident with the priest had been pushed to the back of her mind. After months filled with the mental exertion of writing, she was relieved to focus her attention on the physical task at hand.
When the door bell rang, she was working on her third coffee, enjoying the tranquility of a house recently vacated by teenage girls. Kate opened the door, thinking it was her housekeeper. Standing on the front steps was a tall, blond young man, his tanned good looks the image of a soft drink commercial. He was holding a large pair of garden shears. She’d never seen him before.
Smiling through a blaze of perfect with teeth, he said, “Hello, I’ve come back to help trim the roses for the winter.”
“I didn’t hire a gardener. You’re probably supposed to be at the Cumming across the road,” she replied, pointing to a house a half mile away.
“Katherine, it’s me!”
As she stared at him, she rapidly though about running for her gun, calling 911 or slamming the door in his face. She opted for slamming the door, but before her mind and her arm connected, he’d put his foot across the opening and started into the house. She spun around and ran for the rifle in the kitchen. The man appeared in the doorway just as she took the safety off.
“If you shoot, you will surely harm an innocent young man who has absolutely no idea he’s here,” he said, smiling sadly.
“Get down on the floor or I’ll blow a hole in you!” Kate screamed.
“Oh, very well. I really cannot have another death on my hands,” he replied as he lowered himself face down onto the floor.
Kate had levered a round into the rifle with the automatic ease of the marksman she was. She edged her way to the telephone on the wall, keeping the rifle pointed at the man’s head.
“It won’t work, you know,” he said into the braided wool rug.
“Look, Mister, this rifle takes ‘thirty-eights’ that will tear very nice chunks out of you. So shut up!”
“I mean the phone won’t work,” he said.
Kate put the phone to her ear. It was dead. No dial tone, nothing. She swallowed her panic.
“Okay, now you’re going to stand up very carefully and walk out the front door. We’re going down the road to my neighbor’s house,” she said.
“I can see that this is a failed effort,” he said as he got to his knees. He climbed slowly to his feet, raised his hands over his head and walked back down the hallway, out the open door onto the front lawn. Kate followed, pointing the rifle at his back, briefly amazed at her control of the situation.
“May I turn around?” he asked.
“No!”
There was a moment’s silence.
Then she asked, “What do you mean, ‘failed effort’?”
“Borrowing bodies in order to speak with you,” he replied.
At that instant, her knees gave way. She found herself collapsing onto the cold grass, hearing the shot followed by a thud as a bullet hit an oak tree. She looked up to see the young man kneeling in front of her holding the rifle.
“Come Katherine, let’s get you into the house.”
She allowed herself to be helped up. With his arm around her waist, he led her gently back to the kitchen. The next thing she recognized was a steaming mug of coffee being placed into her hands.
“I’ve put some whiskey in that for you,” he said.
Kate felt mentally and physically paralyzed. He raised the coffee to her lips. It burned her mouth but the hot shock jolted her abruptly back into the present moment. She began to tremble.
“Please don’t kill me,” she whispered.
“Good God, girl, that’s the very last thing I’d want! I thought I had made it clear that I would never harm you. I need you. Well, that is not precisely the fact. I suppose I could find another writer.”
He knelt in front of her, watching her struggle to accept what she knew to be impossible. She drank all the coffee while looking at her knees. After a few moments, she took a deep breath and managed to face him.
“What happens now?” she asked.
“Well, that depends entirely upon you, Katherine. Do you require more evidence of who I am or can we get on with it?”
“I don’t know you.”
“I am the person who has chosen you to become the author of his confession.”
She was silent for a moment.
“I was hoping that Father Brennan was just a nut,” she finally said.
He laughed. “Yes, I know. Hope is often just a four letter word.”
Kate smiled in spite of herself, “At least you have a sense of humor.”
“Life can be a joke. Great fun unless the joke’s on you,” he replied.
“Are you going to tell me who you really are or do I have to keep on having coffee with people I don’t know?” she asked.
“You are delightful! And yes, in time you will know all there is to know about me. For now, I am me, occupying the body of a young man named David Wade who is a marvelous surfer. And no, I will not leave the handsome Mr. Wade in your kitchen. I will take him back to the beach where I found him. But there is one thing more.”
“What?”
“First, are you willing to become my writer?”
“I don’t suppose I have any choice,” she said.
“Oh, but that is the entire issue. You must do this of your own accord. I can not enforce this task upon anyone. That would be more of the very thing that I am attempting to correct.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
He sighed.
“I have spent two hundred years, off and on, controlling the minds and bodies of people without their permission. I now wish to make a full confession, and in that unburdening, release myself from the bonds that tie me to this place. I want to leave this earth, Katherine.”
She looked at him for a moment. The color had returned to her face. “So, you’re some kind of alien who got himself stuck in this dimension! Now you want to confess your crimes to God and man so you can buy your way into heaven?”
He began to laugh again.
Raising her voice, she shouted, “You can’t expect anyone to believe this crap!”
“Oh, they will, Katherine. They will,” he said grinning.
“Well, I don’t! I think you and the good Father Brennan are involved in some kind of a sick joke!”
She got up from the chair and went to pour herself more coffee, turning her back on the man as she drank.
After a swallow, she said, “I think you’d better leave.”
“What do you need to be convinced, cheap tricks?” he asked the back of her head.
Turning to face him, she snapped, “Sure, give me some cheap tricks!”
He looked at the floor for a moment before replying in a weary voice, “Tricks it is then, Katherine.”
She turned to see the body of David Wade fall back into the chair, his eyes closed. A blue-grey cloud, identical to the one that had formed around the old priest a few days earlier, rose up and out of the young man. Then, wall to wall chaos broke out; the oven timer went off, the television turned on at full volume, all five French windows in the room began to open and close with loud bangs, the dishwasher turned on and every plate and glass in the cupboard flew out in a line, barely missing her head, to stack themselves neatly on the kitchen table.
Kate heard laughter, then a voice saying, “Raise your right hand when you’ve had enough.”
Her hand went up of its own volition. Instantly, everything returned to normal. David Wade opened his eyes and stretched.
“I do so hate becoming a poltergeist merely to prove a point,” he said through a yawn.”
Kate was trembling again as she returned to sit at the table.
“Forgive me. I haven’t put all the plates back.”
He picked up a stack of dinner plates and carried them to the cupboard.
She felt nauseous and was terrified. The man sat down again, smiling at her from across the table.
“You could be dangerous,” she said quietly.
“True,” he replied.
“This is all so…abnormal.”
“Paranormal or preternatural is more the thing,” he corrected.
“I’ve read about people like you but, I…I mean…I didn’t believe it,” she stammered.
“And now?” he asked.
“I believe you.”
“Good. However, there is one thing more.”
“More?”
“Yes, a bit of a sticky wicket for me. If I am to change my ways as the first act of redemption, then I mustn’t go on stealing bodies in order to converse with you. I have attempted to reach you mind to mind on several occasions but without success. You have a remarkable ability to silence anything of a psychic nature that you do not want to hear.”
“I do?”
“Yes. You are quite unusual in that respect, Katherine.”
“You aren’t thinking of taking over my body to write your memoirs, are you?” she blurted.
“I must admit having had that exact thought, but no, I can not do this without your agreement.”
“No way!” she stated.
“Well then, I need a solution.”
“I haven’t said I’d do the job yet,” she reminded him.
“Isn’t your curiosity getting the better of you?”
“This is just not believable.”
“Trust me. This book will sell, and the experience will bring you rewards beyond your imagination,” he replied.
“I don’t trust you.”
He chuckled. “Good. I can be a very convincing liar. Not to change the subject, but have you noticed how well I’m doing in this body in comparison to that of the priest?”
“Wait a minute, let me get this straight. Your claim to have been a liar, sorcerer, body thief and poltergeist for over two hundred years and now you want praise for me?”
He sighed. “No, I can’t expect miracles, can I?”
“If you want approval for violating a person’s free will, you won’t get it from me. That’s evil.”
“Good and evil are merely considerations; it all depends upon the idea at the time,” he replied.
“Possessing someone’s body against their will could never be considered a good deed.”
“Well, we could argue that point at some length. Suppose you had the abilities that I have and you saw a thug with an Uzi about to murder innocents. What if one of the intended victims was your daughter? Would you take him over long enough to prevent bloodshed?”
“Yes, but that’s different.”
“Ah ha! Something to think about. Right?”
Kate replied, “You’re really something, aren’t you?”
“I can be anything.”
They were silent for a moment.
“A channeler!” he said suddenly.
“What?”
“I will locate a channeler, one of those chaps who willingly allows a ghost to occupy his body,” he said and rose from the table. “I’ll leave you now.”
Before Kate had a chance to reply, he’d picked up his garden shears from where he’d dropped them on the rug and was gone out the front door.
SHE FELT THE muscles in her neck and back relax as the aura of the man evaporated from the room. It seemed that his presence had infiltrated every cubic inch of space, that she had been forced to abdicate her claim to her home, retreating within herself in the face of the sheer force of his energy. She knew then with a dreadful certainly that she would not refuse his request. It was as though her participation in his adventure had been pre-ordained in some archaic ritual beyond her ability to recall or understand. Startled, she realized that she cared about his welfare.
“Kate,” she thought, “you want to see where this goes even if it scares you to death.”
That evening and throughout the weekend, she tried to keep thoughts of her ghost firmly stuffed into a pocket at the back of her mind, but images of the encounters crept into everything she did. During the final game of a volleyball tournament with her youngest daughter, she felt faint, and at the barbecue with friends on Sunday evening, she developed a raging headache.
Kate had no idea how to explain her predicament to her husband. She decided to remain silent on the subject until her mind cleared. She slept fitfully, tossing and turning, getting little real rest. Monday morning found her going back to bed until eleven when she gave up on sleep, dressed herself in sweats, and made coffee.
The doorbell didn’t ring until noon. Kate knew he was there before she got to the door. She felt his strange energy invade the house once again. Her mind went numb and her knees trembled as she opened the front door. Standing on the porch was a tall, handsome man in his thirties with dark hair, dressed in faded jeans and a red flannel shirt. He had the greenest eyes she’d ever seen.
“Who are you this time?” she asked, a smile covering the queasiness she felt.
“I’m myself right now, Mrs. Elliot, but that could change,” he replied with a smile while reaching into his shirt pocket to produce a card which he handed to Kate. The card read, ‘Michael Marks, Ph.D. Psychology.’
“I understand you're expecting me,” he said.
“Not exactly, but come in anyway, Doctor Marks,” she replied.
Once they were seated at the kitchen table, Kate sensed that the man was in control of his own body, but she could feel the powerful energy of the body thief hovering behind her left shoulder.
“What can I do for you?” she asked.
“I believe you hired me to act as the vehicle for your next book. I thought you were the one who had arranged this,” he replied.
“No. I didn’t. Please tell me how you were hired?”
“I received a letter with a cashiers check requesting my services in assisting your exploration of channeling as part of the research you were doing for a new book. The instructions were to be here today at noon,” he answered.
“I see.”
“If there’s been a mistake, I’ll be happy to return the money and call it a day,” he said.
“How much money were you given?” she asked.
“My fee is one hundred dollars per session. I received a retainer of ten thousand dollars.”
Kate whistled and asked, “What usually happens in a channeling session?”
“Well, there are three spirits who come through my body to communicate with people on this plain. Each one appears, depending on the information requested by the client.”
“Are you aware of what happens?”
“Not usually.”
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