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“Oof. I didn’t see you there,” Carmen said, flicking her blue-black hair behind her shoulder. She’d just run into an unexpected body in what she thought was an empty room. It wasn’t the first time a spirit had shown up unannounced, and she knew it wouldn't be the last. She’d been haunted by spirits all her life, but she still hated the way they just sprang up out of nowhere. 

“You won’t get the taste you’re looking for with all that,” the specter said. 

Carmen blinked, a blank expression covering her facade. “And how would you know? Let me guess, you were also a chemist while living?” She already had several chemists visit her, all of whom had no idea they were dead. She shook her head. She hated those ghosts the most, the ones she had to convince were dead. She was too busy to fix their souls anymore. 

“No. I’ve been dead a long time, seen it all. You want to add this to that,” he said, holding up a small vial filled with crimson liquid. 

Carmen blinked. She had no need for blood. She was mixing flavors for a soda pop, not trying to revive a vampire. 

“Haha. Very funny,” the specter said. Carmen had forgotten they could read minds, too. Another annoying trait. “It’s a special syrup but use it carefully. One drop goes a long way.”

“Syrup?” She dabbed a drop on her finger and stuck it in her mouth. Sticky, cool raspberry tickled her taste buds. “Oh, that’s good.”

“Indeed.” The ghost whisked the vial back and held it out of her reach. 

Carmen stared in frustration. She huffed and puffed. “What did you have me taste it for if you won’t give it to me?”

“Not without a promise.”

Carmen’s eyes rolled again. Not another one needing a promise. She crossed her fingers behind her back. “Fine, out with it then.”
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Carmen Bleu squealed, “You witch! Why didn’t you tell me?” Her pout held a hint of a smile along the corners. 

Hester just shook her head. “I could say the same for you! Are you putting your shop here, too?” 

Carmen and Hester had been best friends since preschool. They met at a birthday party, quarreled over the same cupcake, and became fast friends. Hester spent more time at Carmen’s house than her own, and they both grew up discovering their own unique witchy powers. Their mutual love of the kitchen kept their friendship going through broken hearts, lost pets, and even the separation of college when Hester got the scholarship Carmen needed in order to go. No matter what life threw at them, it always brought them back into the kitchen—Hester as the chef, Carmen as the guinea pig. They were even together when they found Blair Cromartie’s ad to rent space at her popular art gallery in the Soho district of New York City.

“I dare you to apply,” Carmen said. “You could bring your restaurant dream to life.”

Hester stared back at her and without missing a beat said, “I dare you to apply.”

“With what skills?” Carmen laughed. “As an emcee running her ticket booth. Or perhaps, I’ll run the daycare while the parents peruse the art gallery.” Carmen laughed wildly. “Me with kids? I don’t think so,” she snorted. 

Hester clucked her tongue. “You underestimate yourself. C’mon. I know you’re good at something besides sarcasm.”

“Well, when you put it that way...” Carmen hooked her index finger over her lips and paused. “I have been experimenting with soda flavors and came across a blue raspberry recipe I’m dying to try. I think it would be fun to run an old-fashioned soda fountain. A compliment to your diner, don’t you think?”

Hester narrowed her eyes. She worried that Carmen wanted her to share her space. She loved Carmen, but sometimes too much togetherness got annoying. They were far too much alike for their own good. 

“Do it,” Hester encouraged. “You’ve already got several recipes. How hard could it be? With the right space and the right look, I bet you’d go far.”

“Well, that’s my hope. I mean it’s not exactly what I hoped for, but it’s close enough to where your restaurant would be that we could pass customers to each other.” Carmen still didn’t understand why Hester wouldn’t share a corner of the diner with her. She’d have to be satisfied with being in the same corridor. The only thing separating them was the donut shop, anyway. She mustered up a smile and tucked her arm into Hester’s. “Let’s go look at your space. I can’t believe you get the whole outer wing. That’s fantastic!”

“Your spot isn’t shabby, either. I mean, you’re right next to the entrance. Kind of hard to miss. Tourists could enter the atrium and float the opposite way and miss my diner altogether.”

“True, but look at that,” Carmen pointed to the outer wall where a double glass door broke up the monotony of the large windows. “You have street access, too. They won’t have to come into the atrium to get to your diner.”

“That’s a nice surprise. I really didn’t expect that. Ms. Cromartie has really done a spectacular job renovating this space. I can actually see where everything will go.” Hester moved to the center of the empty room. “The concrete floor will be covered in glossy black and white checked tiles. Light wooden tables large enough to seat six will be situated between high back wooden booths. The counter will be pristine white with silver sparkles, of course, in true diner style. I’ll hang vintage pictures and memorabilia on the walls.”

Carmen’s eyebrows lifted. “None of the razzle-dazzle you’re famous for?”

“You know me better than that. I think raspberry pink will be the accent color. Can you see it—the delicate softness of reddish pink cushions against the light brown of the wood or staunch silver of the counter stools?” She pushed open the glass doors and stepped out onto the street with overflowing joy. “Picture this, Carmen.” Her hands joined together and then spread wide. “‘Razzlebaums’ in neon pink letters across the whole front of the building right above the windows. They’ll see it from the stars!”

“Razzlebaums,” Carmen said. 

“Razzlebaums,” Hester repeated.

“I like it.” Carmen smiled at her friend.

Hester tucked her arm into Carmen’s again and steered her back inside. 

“Did you pick out a name for your soda shop, yet?” Hester asked as they entered the atrium again. 

Carmen stared at the small corner space where her shop would be located. She was a little disappointed. She had hoped to put up a few booths, but there wasn’t enough room. 

Hester saw the disappointment on Carmen’s face. “I think it’s the perfect size for a fountain. Look,” she pointed to the back wall. “You have a cozy little corner over there for your office.” She pointed to the middle of the back wall. “There’s your dishwasher, your pantry, and a small storage room.” Her fingers pointed to the front window. “A small round table with four dainty chairs in front of either window, and you could lay out a counter bar from one end to the other. Add a pop of color, and voila! You’ve got yourself the perfect little soda shop.”

Carmen visualized everything Hester mentioned. “I wonder if I could put a little bench seat in front of each window outside, too? With little potted plants...” Carmen’s mind whirled. “Bleu Pops in jeweled tones on the door, just there.” She pointed to the top center of the door and smiled, pleased with what she saw in her head.

“Sounds like you ladies have your plans in place,” a woman said from behind them. “That makes me happy. The only thing left to do now is to sign these contracts, then you can do whatever you’d like to your stores. Just make sure to bring me your designs for approval.”

Blair Cromartie set the contracts down on the small table in the center of the atrium. Two gold pens found a place next to the contracts. “Let’s talk out the finer details of our business venture, shall we?”

The three ladies talked back and forth for an hour, finalizing details and exchanging ideas. When negotiations finished, both Carmen and Hester had managed to secure the freedom to decorate their spaces as they wished, and Blair would take care of ordering the necessary equipment. 

“Move in date is exactly ninety days away. I expect your deposits before the work begins, and your first and last month’s rents prior to opening day. Oh, and I do expect you to carry a business license and your own insurance. Any objections?” Blair studied both women closely. 

“I have none,” Hester answered first, picking up a gold pen and scribbling her name on every page asking for a signature.

“Nor do I,” Carmen agreed, popping her glasses on the edge of her nose and reading the contract over. “Um, what does this mean? In case of loan default?” She peered at Blair from over the top of her glasses. 

Blair shook her head. “It’s nothing for you to worry about. It just explains that should I default on my loan, the bank would take charge, that’s all. Your contracts are binding. The bank would have to pay you to break them. Good news for you, not so good news for the bank. I had my husband draw them up and look them over. Here’s his business card if you have any questions later.” She dropped Anthony’s card in front of them. 

Carmen finished reading the contract without any more questions, signed in all the right places and set it down on top of Hester’s. Blair picked them up, tucked them in a folder, and stood up. 

“Perfect. That’s all for today, I think. Come back later this week, and we’ll have measurements of everything for you. Bring some samples with you.”
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"Is it ready?" The specter stared over Carmen's shoulder.  

Carmen rolled her eyes in annoyance. "No, and I could get more done if you'd stop hovering." 

"Well, you've got to do it just right, or it will be a disaster," the specter countered.

Carmen straightened and sighed. 

"Did you give me the entire recipe and complete instructions?"

"Of course."

"Have I forgotten anything or done anything out of order?" Carmen put a hand on her hip.

"No, but..."

"Did I add something not in the recipe?" Carmen's stink-eye trembled slightly. Gosh, how she hated argumentative ghosts.

"Nooo—"

"Then stop hovering. Don't you have other people to haunt?"

The specter faded away in her vehemence, but reappeared moments later at a better distance.

"I'm sorry. I'm nervous is all," the spirit said. "I have such fond memories of the blend, I'm a bit worried you'll be let down."

"We'll both know soon enough," Carmen said as she put a small glass under the spigot. "Five, four, three, two, one." She opened the faucet and let the dark liquid fill the glass before shutting it off. Like a wine connoisseur she swirled the liquid around in the glass, jotted notes in a notebook, and sniffed. 

"There aren't enough bubbles," she said as she poured the liquid back in the machine. "It's flat."

The ghost groaned. "That was always my problem, too."

"What?" Carmen's cheeks burned. "No wonder you were nervous. You knew it would fail. Why are you wasting my time?" Her fists balled up, her nostrils flared, and her chest heaved. Curse you, Mother. You can keep this "gift." 

"I thought maybe I miscalculated, and you would get it right. That's all." 

"So why are you still here?" Carmen moved toward the spirit. 

The specter backed away and disappeared through the wall. Carmen waited a few minutes then chuckled when the ghost failed to return. The guy would be back. They were stuck between worlds. They always returned. She shrugged her shoulders, dropped the vial in her pocket, and started the process over again. As she was studying the new glass, this time with proper carbonation, the ghost came back.

"Where is it? Give it back," he demanded. 

Carmen held her finger up and took a sip from the glass. Her nose wrinkled, and her lips puckered. She shuddered as she swallowed. "That's-oh. That's horrible." She grimaced. "Wow. Strong aftertaste. Did you ever try it?"

"Give it back." The specter flashed to stand in front of Carmen. "I didn't say you could keep it."

"I'm not keeping it, but I'm not giving it back until I perfect the recipe. Just as you made me promise."

A glass shattered on the floor startling Carmen. She huffed. 

"Break as many glasses as you want. I'm not giving the syrup back until the recipe is perfect. And right now? It's disgusting. Too strong, too bitter. Gross. So, either get out of my way or help me fix it."

"How many drops did you use?"

"Just one. And a ton of sugar. It's just a bitter blend. Tell me what's in it and maybe I can recreate it, but better."

"No. Forget it. Give it back."

"Too late. What is in it?"

"You won't find the ingredients here, so it doesn't matter."

Carmen blinked rapidly at the ghost. "Archibald Octavius Kramer. You either tell me right now, or you can get the ingredients yourself."

The spirit shimmered away and reappeared five times, each time returning with a different item. He looked uneasy the last time he returned. Carmen surveyed the ingredients and found nothing that would explain the bitterness.

"What's missing?"

The ghost didn't answer, but he didn't disappear either. He actually trembled. Whatever the missing ingredient was, he was too scared to fetch it. 

"What is it? Maybe I already have it.”

"I doubt it. It's uh— it's pretty rare and, uh, really hard to find."

Carmen leaned forward and slapped her hand on the countertop. "What. Is. It?"

“I used demon’s blood.”

Carmen’s eyebrows rose, and she just stared at the specter. “Demon’s blood? That’s...that’s impossible. You’d be...oh.”

“Yeah, dead. That’s why I need your help with the formula. I never got to find out if it would work.”

“It doesn’t. What on earth made you think demon’s blood would work in soda pop? Any blood for that matter.” Carmen sorted through the ingredients in front of her. “Maybe it will work without the demon’s blood.”

After blending and mixing, stirring, and shaking, Carmen filled a clean glass with the liquid. It bubbled accordingly. Its blue-red coloring looked almost purple in the glass. 

“Look! It’s lighter already. Maybe you’re right, and the demon’s blood was overkill.”

Carmen shook her head. “Oh, I’m sure it’s missing something. I’ll know in a minute.” She inhaled deeply and released it slowly, bringing the glass up to her nose and sniffing. “It smells better than before.” 

A tentative sip left her coughing and sputtering. 

The ghost watched with half-amusement and half-curiosity. “Well?”

“Definitely missing something. It’s not as bad as the last one, but it’s nothing special either. Let me think on it for a bit.” Carmen dismissed the specter and pulled a few books from her shelves until she found the one she needed. “Hmm. Go fetch me an angel’s feather.”

The ghost shriveled into himself. “How am I supposed to do that? I’m stuck here. If I could get there, believe me, I would be there already. Not here trying to make soda pop with you.”
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