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      For my earthly angels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In the silence between your heartbeat bides a summons.

        Do you hear it?

        Name it if you must, or leave it forever nameless,

        but why pretend it is not there?

        ~ Rumi

      

      

      

      
        
        One need not be a chamber to be haunted.

        One need not be a house.

        The brain has corridors surpassing material place.

        ~ Emily Dickinson
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      Knock-knock, knock-knock!

      “I’m here. Can’t you hear me?”

      Your bright light woke me from watery depths where I’ve slept in dreams for one-hundred-and-three years. Decayed, bones interred in river sludge, my withered lungs eroded. I’m the embodiment of water itself—slithering like a phantom eel, disjointed from my perished corpse at the river basin. I wish to live again and be free of my aquatic confinement, but an impenetrable force keeps me imprisoned.

      My beloved city pulses with the rhythm of a new time. At night, when Vieux Carrie’s lights shimmer atop glassy ripples and steamboat horns and calliopes whistle to boarding passengers, I long for legs like a wishful mermaid. But I’ll never board a ship or disembark on foreign lands again. The past has forgotten me. Tossed like garbage into the water, no one missed or cared to search for me, not even pitit mwen dous, my sweet girl, whom I’d forsaken many times. I’m no longer a threat or embarrassment but lost to everyone—a ghost.

      In death, can I set a wrong right?

      Simone? Is that your name? Your luminous essence pierced oblivion, a beacon guiding me from a place of repetitious dreams to your world. For days, I’ve sought your attention. Can you see me standing in your shadow? Where you go, I follow, catching mirror glimpses of my ethereal form, my face, thick dark curls that cascade to my breast, the olive of my skin, and the blood-stained satin dress last worn. Since that horrific night, escaping from his treacherous arms into the storm, no breath has flowed through me. Everything I love is lost.

      Your light gives me hope, another chance to set matters right before returning to that ultimate sleep. Fear, not my wiles. I may wander into your warm flesh, alive again, to roam beneath wrought-iron terraces, strut to the beat of sultry jazz in my beloved city once more. For a century, I’ve waited for someone to hear my story.

      Can’t you see the distance I’ve traveled?

      In life, I posed for artists; my face, hands, and legs captured in many paintings. I’ve mingled with men of many industries, even powerful legislators of high courts. Sat with fine ladies in elegant gowns and jewels at Bourbon/Toulouse French Opera House. Indulged admiring eyes at Mardi Gras balls. I feasted on Creole fare in extravagant and seedy dives. Drank intoxicating green fairies with paramours. Buddy Bolden, Jelly Roll Morton, and Pops Foster’s cornet, piano, and string bass accompanied our sensual private dance. I’ve strayed perilous alleyways, wandered polluted opium dens, succumbing to a particular obsession.

      I’m no angel.

      No one can claim such virtue in Crescent City. But on Sundays, when Saint Louis Cathedral’s bells tolled, I kneeled alongside those who claimed righteousness and scathing critics who sneered at me on Basin Street.

      I linger not for pleasure nor malice but for those who believed I’d abandoned them. There’s something urgent I must confess, but death sealed memories I cannot summon. My chéri must know the truth, my last sinister hour. No matter how hard I try, I can’t break through the rain and thunder, ever running, arriving at chiming bells, then darkness. If I could only reach that door. I’m so close.

      Simone, san fanmi mwen, blood of my kin, can’t you hear the thunderclap, the splash, the bells? I know you do, but it’s not enough. Let me in, or I shall torment day and night with sounds of my untimely death, lure with divine jasmines, and haunt with my wicked ways.

      “I’m close. See me!”

      “I call. Hear me!”

      “I’m here! Feel me!”
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      SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 16, 2020

      BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

      My senses swell with the dead. My mind whispers lies. The latter I forever thwart, but sometimes old habits endure like the distant fable of voices whenever I hear thunder. The devil’s riding his two black horses and chariots across the sky. Ingrained superstitions never die, though I see them for what they are—outright fallacies, unfounded fears that darkened my childhood, but education colored me wiser. Yet one cannot dispute personal experiences. Ever since my trip to Natchez, Mississippi, I can no longer discount the afterlife. But falsehoods I’d tossed out long ago still boomerang around my consciousness.

      Delphine Randolph, an ancestral ghost, opened my eyes wide to the afterlife, made me a believer, and unlocked a passage allowing other ancestral souls to follow. As a girl in Baton Rouge, stories of mystics and healers born of en-caul births piqued my interest because Mom said, you were one of those infants. God delivered you swathed head to toe in a seer’s cloak. You’re special, Simone. But I never possessed second sight, or a sixth sense, until Delphine roused a latent tendency, opened a spectral chasm to nameless spirits vying for my attention. They rap at my mind like a faint pulse, rattling abilities dormant for years.

      In hindsight, many childhood events I’d deemed fearful imaginings were actual spectral manifestations. The ephemeral silhouette near my bed wasn’t a dream, as Mom said. The shade around Dad wasn’t his aura. And the murky shadow, cast on my bedroom wall in the black of night, wasn’t a figment of my mind.

      Now, under bright recessed lights where nothing can hide, an intoxicatingly sweet spirit has wandered through that expanding passage. It clings to my mental senses, creeping and breeding around my soul like jasmine nightshades as I descend the front stairs. At the bottom, my roomie's snow boots hug the wall beside the open entryway closet stuffed with winter coats. Closing the door, I move beyond the lamp-lit foyer console toward the cellar door and pivot my head, hoping to glimpse a shadow, a shape, a disturbance in the air, something—

      Boom-Boom. Boom.

      The thunderous rumble above the landing startles me to an abrupt halt. At once, a rainstorm clouds my vision. I grasp the steep cellar stairwell’s wooden handrail and brick wall. Irrational childhood fears invade my mind as swiftly as the laundry basket slipping from my arm, pinwheeling over vanishing stairs to the basement floor.

      The momentary vision fades. The stairwell reappears.

      Thump. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

      Jeez, it’s just a gritter trundling over potholes, I reassure my fearful mind. The truck roars past the brownstone, salting snow-covered streets, the fleeting vision gone, but the jasmine scent lingers like a spectral garden.

      “I know you’re there,” I whisper to the mysterious presence.

      I descend the stairs and lift the basket from the remodeled basement’s carpeted floor, scanning the open space around the home theater for anything unusual. Past the leather wrap-around sectional, my shadow moves across the 85-inch flatscreen TV on the wall, causing me to whip my head around. I inch past the dim half bath, staring hard, waiting for something to show itself. It doesn’t but bristling hairs on my nape and arm as I near the laundry room in the back presage its nearness.

      Through the swing doors into the modular laundry room, I glance up at the slider window covered in snow and place the basket on the folding tables directly below. In front of the steel-gray double-stacked washer and dryer, I freeze, catching a blurred image behind my reflection in the glass panel, sending chills rippling along my spine. The air cools around me, but the hot dryer vanquishes goosebumps as I cram dry wash in the basket. The boiler hums and kicks in the adjacent utility closet, reassuring me the nippy cellar isn’t from lack of heat but the reluctant visitor haunting for days.

      Unruffled, unafraid, I climb the stairs to the main floor, where a snow shovel scrapes outside the front door. My roomies’ hushed voices hiss like switchgrass in a windstorm from the kitchen when the whirring blender pulses to a stop. I continue one more flight to my bedroom, awaiting a spectral connection.

      I can’t see it, but its faint floral aroma clings to me like a subtle perfume.

      “What do you want?”

      Ceiling lights flicker as they have several times this week. I presume heavy snow accumulated on electrical grids or an electrical shortage, the latter of which only occurs during heatwaves. At once, houselights die altogether. The black monster swallows me whole. A deafening silence sweeps the home. The jasmine scent intensifies, frigid, drifting ahead, a glacial wall halting my steps.

      In the cold blackness, condensation reverses as though my breath smacked an impenetrable surface. I reach out my hand, at once retracting it when something skims my arm, sending a shiver rolling through me. I step back, halted by a phantom grip. The laundry basket drops to my feet. The scented aura encroaches upon my face, icing my skin with a frigid blast as though it blew a forceful breath intentionally.

      “You’ve got my attention. Show me what you want?”

      Simmm …

      The sound reverberated far away but brushed my ear like an immediate whisper. I quieten my fear, straining to hear the hollowness before me that moves closer in the dark. I worry the tiniest move will plunge me into its abysmal depths. A force tightens across my body. I panic, unable to move. Icy needles prickle my flesh, spreading limb to limb likes vines, pushing through my skin, claiming my body. It pulses around me, thrusting its essence into mine. I stiffen every muscle, rejecting the specter’s invasion. The jasmine scent grows pungent, angrier as I fend off the attack. My second sight magnifies, perceiving a slight translucence adhered to my body.

      At once, house lights flicker on, vanquishing the specter, reluctant to be seen. The quick release of my body leaves me weak and breathless. Remnants of prickles linger, gradually subsiding. I steady my breath, look around the hall, then gather spilled laundry from the floor, grazing the specter's cold spot. Sheets, towels, and underwear dangle from the lopsided basket in my arm as I rush through the hall into my bedroom, shutting the door.

      A nervous titter escapes my chilled, shivering lips. “It’s a ghost, not a burglar,” I reprove. A wooden barrier won’t deter an intangible ghost from entering. I suspect it’s not snow or an electrical shortage flickering the lights but my invisible guest who haunts day and night with persistent chiming bells and a thunderclap.

      As old superstitions have it, new angels received their wings with every chime. But myths are speculative unlike ghosts, who make themselves known in tactile ways, establishing their existence when they want your attention. A fleeting hair-raising chill. An eerie whisper. An unexplainable shadow. A trailing aura that hovers close like a fearful child as my present specter does. A cloying odor, much as Delphine’s peach redolence eight months ago. Or an acute ailment such as the bothersome headache and sore throat that manifests each time with my nameless wraith.

      I dump the citrus-scented laundry onto the bed when inner turbulence threatens my peace once more. The immediate sorrow and poignant heartache of the unseen visitor beset my mind and heart. My gaze flits to the rosemary-sage smudge stick on the bedside table. No. I rebuff and look away, dismissing the idea, wishing to calm my mind, not banish the presence.

      “Tell me what you want.”

      I peer around the candle-lit room, groping for a sign, an image. Although born with a seer’s veil, I’ve never been so blind.

      “Please, show yourself.”

      I’ve yet to see a concrete figure of the current occupant who engulfs my senses with intermittent fragrance and sounds surging from a mysterious sea. I perceive not one but two presences clamoring for me to see them, hear them, their stories intertwined.
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      I abandon the laundry for yoga when the noisy imageless movie that’s haunted me for weeks infiltrates my mind once more. I try to ignore the commotion, silence it for a moment with mind-bending stretches. Closing my eyes, I lift my torso, elongate my arms backward, and clasp my ankles, angling my legs above my spine toward my head. My hips rise. My back arches. Every joint and muscle curve to the point of sublime submission, but the abstract noise persists, piercing my consciousness.
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        An invisible figure sloshes through a heavy downpour with winded breaths. In the distance, a tintinnabulation reverberates. The splashing stops. A startled gasp, sharp pain, and mewl resonate. A struggle ensues. Movement rustles, and feet slosh again. Knock, knock, knock thunders. A pitter-patter resembling rain on metal shadows the silence. A faint voice calls nearby. The obscure protagonist races away with a splash, splash, splash. An immediate bell galvanizes. Jingle-jingle-jingle-jingle.
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      Striving to quiet my mind, I seesaw on my belly—a boat adrift on a calm sea. Much like the sightless, I sail through a dark, distorted world of changing cerulean, indigo, and scarlet hues. Fearing forces taking shape, I cast my eyes open to the soft glow of candles. A hazy image separates and fades from my bowl-shaped shadow on the bedroom wall, icy as a winter’s chill. This is not my first nor, I believe, my last visitation. Unlike Delphine, this intruder is reluctant to present itself to me.

      Knock-knock-knock.

      Jingle-jingle-jingle-jingle.

      I release my body from the bow pose and roll onto my back on the yoga mat. Aggravated, I inhale long and exhale loud, staring at the Moroccan lanterns’ lattice patterns flickering on the ceiling.

      “What are you trying to tell me with the chiming bells, knocking, and splashing? Were you running from danger?” I roll my head toward the cherrywood sleigh bed and pedestal table beside it for a sign. “Why won’t you show me who you are? Why just sounds?”

      Again, I’m greeted with silence.

      Supine on the floor, I stare at the ceiling, refusing to let the sounds paralyze me, but I can’t ignore them either. When the knocking and chiming start again, I nudge the earbuds deeper in my ears and hum aloud, flustered by the erratic noise. “When you’re ready to tell me, I’m here,” I mutter.

      Music blasts through my earbuds at the cost of my aural faculties, weakening the mental jangle. If only I could escape somewhere busy with crowds, music, excitement, anyplace—

      Mardd…

      My eardrum pulses. My periphery ignites. My breath arrests with a sharp gasp as I rocket off my back. Amber candle flames surge to high red peaks. A decorative carnival mask sails from the mantel onto my thighs. At once, startling bloody flares collapse to yellow nadirs inside Moroccan lanterns around the hearth. Glaring at the masquerade mask on my lap, a grain of memory buds in my consciousness.

      Mardi Gras?

      “Oh my God!” What’s wrong with me? How could I forget the complimentary Mardi Gras package at Bourbon Orleans Hotel? The manager offered a free suite after the superb write-up in Happy Brides Magazine last year. I run my hand over the purple mask I'd worn eight years ago at my first Mardi Gras and pivot toward the wall where a shadow appeared moments ago.

      “Was it you?”

      Closing my eyes, awaiting an answer, I suppress my agitation. My courage surprises me. I would have bolted at the slightest hint of a ghost a year ago, not wait for a spectral reply. But my silent guest exhausts my tolerance.

      Patience is a virtue, child. Mom's words surface in my mind.

      I wish she were with me, still alive with her comforting aphorisms. I heed her words, recognizing my daunting reality.

      I’m growing patience, Mom.

      Recalling my promise to Delphine, she would want me to help another descendant. I sit still and inhale a calming breath, receptive to every vibration.

      I sigh when nothing further happens and glance at the wavering candle flames. My silent visitor wanted me to remember Mardi Gras. Why? Regardless, it’s been months since the hotel emailed the reservations, which I never confirmed. But I never canceled either. Is the offer still open?

      I scramble off my yoga mat and tiptoe across the cool wooden floor toward the window seat. A wintry blast slaps barren Okame cherry branches against the window, etching a web-like pattern across the frosty pane. Over the East River, dense clouds devour sunlight, shading the day gray, and dampening my spirit. I sigh and drop onto the cushioned bench. Naked boughs shadow decorative pillows, wobbling across my lap as I scroll through my contact lists for the hotel manager’s direct number. Did I delete it? “There you are.” I press call and cross my fingers.

      Please, please, please be available.

      Outside the window, scraping and sharp metal resound off solid ice as my ski-coat-clad roomie, Mitchell, scoops and pitches snow from the stoop to a grimy curbside mound. A woman and her Doberman, swathed in protective paw boots and a vest over its sable chest, approaches. Mitchell pauses, moves aside with his weight on the shovel, allows them to pass with a quick greeting, and continues sprinkling salt across the shaven path. I glance at the vacant avenue. Not a single car has traveled past the brownstone this morning, although city sanitation salted icy streets at dawn. The bleak day prompts a stronger urge to escape. Perchance to New Orleans’ seventy-degree weather?

      A “Good morning, Bourbon Orleans. How may I assist you today?” pierces my eardrum.

      Right away, I lower the speaker volume. “Good morning, may I speak with the manager, please?”

      “May I tell him who's calling.”

      “Simone Doucet.”

      “One moment, please.”

      Placed on hold for a minute, I cross my fingers, hoping the opportunity still exists, swiftly uncrossing them with an eye-rolling scoff. Just like Mom’s reflexive cross of her heart whenever ill omens crossed her path, the reflex has become a steadfast, uncontrollable response. Nonsense, I scrawl across misty condensation on the windowpane and wipe it away with a hot breath.

      “Ms. Doucet, what a coincidence,” sounds the cheerful voice of the hotel manager I’d interviewed last year for the Bourbon Orleans Hotel article.

      “Coincidence?”

      “Your name is on my list of courtesy calls for upcoming reservations.”

      “Ah, perfect timing. But I’m embarrassed I’ve been somewhat remiss. I forgot to mark the date in my schedule and feared I’d missed the occasion.”

      “No, you’re booked for the duplex suite with a private balcony overlooking Bourbon Street for a week.”

      Duplex suite? Enough space for my roomies.

      “Can I bring guests?”

      “As many as you want. There’s a king-size bed on the upper floor and a large sectional sofa bed on the first-floor lounge. We can add a cot if you need.”

      “No, that’s perfect! Thank you so much.” Stacy and I can share the bed, and Jude and Mitchell the sofa. “Three more will attend.”

      “Their names?”

      “Oh, of course.” I drag out each name like an android. “Stacy Sahara Alanis, Jude Michael Foster, and Mitchell Hu Young.”

      “Hang on one minute while I add their names to your reservation.”

      “Sure.”

      Outside the window, Mitchell stomps snow from his boots, marches up the steps, and enters the brownstone with the shovel, waking a distant memory of Mom shouting at Dad. “Rod, you know that’s bad luck. Take that thing back outside.” In superstitious custom, she gripped his arms and marched him out the door backward with the hoe in his hand to reverse our fate. I grin at the memory, recounting a sundry of superstitious practices, a checklist of must-dos I’d heard over the years to ward off ill-omens and evil spirits: Paint a house blue; place mirrors and protective amulets with herbs by doors; cover mirrors when loved ones die; hang a horseshoe outside the front door—

      “There we go. Your guests should have no problem receiving keys when they arrive.”

      “Oh, fantastic. When’s the suite available?”

      “Wednesday, February 19th to the last day of Mardi Gras. Your check out is the 26th, the morning after Fat Tuesday.”

      “In three days. I doubt we can get a flight so soon.”

      “You’re a special guest, Ms. Doucet. For you, we’ll hold the room until you arrive.”

      “Thank you. We’ll be there as soon as we catch a flight out of New York.”
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      Excited, I hop off the window seat, dash across the room, and leap atop the citrus-scented laundry abandoned for yoga thirty minutes ago. The midnight cherry-wood sleigh bed screeches with a slight bump against the wall with my plummet. Lying on my belly, I inhale the calming bergamot fragrance in silent repose, listening to the room's vibrations. I sit upright, sift through the heap, shake out wrinkles, and fold my clothes. How will my roomies respond to a week-long stay in New Orleans? Weary with cabin fever, they will jump at the opportunity for fun before their upcoming assignments. Will they question the last-minute notice? Although they know of my paranormal experience in Natchez, I can’t tell them I’m fleeing noises in my head.

      Of my three roommates, Stacy and Mitchell were the most open-minded. Stacy Sahara Alanis shared several mythologies of her Latino culture. La Ciguapa—a seductive, magical creature who spellbinds with one stare, folklore akin to mermaids who lure and kill men. La Llorona—a woman who drowned her children when she discovered her husband’s affair, roams the waterfront in death, weeping for her children. Neither of the myths resembled Delphine’s visitation, but to my astonishment, Mitchell’s did.

      Mitchell Hu Young’s nationality eluded me on the first day in the brownstone when he interviewed me for the roommate vacancy. Later, he explained he was born to a Puerto-Rican mother and Chinese father. Likewise, he recounted Chinese folklore of Po and Hun hauntings. Hauntings of deceased who died tragic deaths without burials or have unsettled business. These ghosts haunt their earthly homes and relatives until they receive proper interment or right a wrong. Much as Po and Hun hauntings, Delphine, buried in a mass grave, wanted to be found, to reclaim her children, and set an injustice right.

      Unlike Stacy and Mitchell, my third roommate surprised and disappointed me. Jude Michael Foster, of Jewish lineage, versed in Jewish Mythology, and a fan of wildlife documentaries, glared with folded arms when I recounted ghostly Natchez events. On that muggy summer day, his slim figure backed toward the sunny window, a cowering silhouette. Why wasn’t he more receptive?

      I’d paused and asked, “Is something wrong?”

      He shook his head and sat at a distance on the windowsill. “No, continue,” he’d said and hung his head.

      I would have welcomed a forthright demeanor over his baffling reticence, which made me awkward around him for days. Did he expect a dybbuk to leap from me into his body? Was it fear or apathy? I never broached the topic with him again, and neither did he. Still, as I roll and tuck underwear and socks, a technique learned from Mom, who crosses my mind often when I do laundry since her death, I question Jude’s reaction. It’s so unlike him.

      Let it go, Simone.

      Exhaling, I banish thoughts of Jude with a comforting roll and tuck of wool socks, stopping when a hollow chill and the relentless scent intensify. It’s not the citrus-scented detergent. Is the intoxicating scent another hint like the candles and mask? I rise from the bed toward the closet, the fireplace, the window, and the door, sniffing the air. Jasmines. A subtle secondary fragrance of vanilla, cinnamon, and wintergreen shies nearby—essences my grandmother used to bake holiday cookies with and scrub her floors for good fortune. Are two spirits here?

      Drifting back to the bed, I glance around, unafraid; just annoyed.

      “I know you’re there.”

      A caustic odor surfaces, stinging my eyes at once. Alarmed, I cup my nose, and freeze in place, sensing temperamental vibrations agitating the room. The malodor mixes with sweet jasmine, weaving its spectral vapor through my flesh. The seductive aroma takes on life, coiling a flirtatious breath and phantom caress over my face, neck, and chest, a shawl settling around me. Disconcerted, I close my eyes on the vertiginous edge of faint as the specter’s intoxicating essence infiltrates my body and mind.

      “I’m not afraid of you.”

      An insolent giggle charges my ears. Mischievous energy winds around my body with a tight grip. The pungent odor seizes my breath, overwhelming me as I drop onto the bed. I reach for the luminous indigo shape above me, startling myself and the specter when gossamer threads weave through my essence, knitting a ghostly fabric till we’re one. The ghost struggles to oust me from its psyche, blocking my second sight as I’d tried to avert her invasion earlier. But my inner eye is stronger than ever, thwarting her effort. A shrouded moment coats my vision, adhering to my mind. The curtain opens to her world.
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        A dim Victorian boudoir whirls in my vision as the wraith’s emotions, her every thought, action, and deep craving, become my own. A silken sleeve glissades over her slender wrist to her delicate hand as she places a long pipe atop an oil lamp—a spirit lamp echoes a phantom voice. Needling a pea-sized mass into golden strands with adept fingers, she places it in the pipe bowl, hunger wetting her tongue.

        Across the room, a mahogany dressing mirror reflects the woman whose body I’ve assumed. The fascinating specter lounges under a cut-glass chandelier on a splendid brass bed in a lace chemise, a shapely leg swathed in black stockings dangling over the edge. Above her knee, a white lace garter highlights tan skin. But her face, I strain to see, hides behind a curtain of massive dark curls spilling over her contours. Rouged lips are the only detectable visage drawing bitter fumes from the smoking shaft into her lungs.

        The intoxicating substance floods my senses. The mind-numbing, drug-induced ecstasy obliterates her pain. A deep moan rises from her core as she rolls onto her back. A devilish giggle escapes her lips when an obscure male figure emerges beside the bed, his steadfast gaze exploring every inch of her amorously. The sight of him fills her heart with immense joy and love.

        “Vin isit la.” She summons with inviting eyes.

        “Chéri, I’m not one of your patrons,” he says, dropping the painter’s brush on the table and approaching her bed. “I want you, not just your flesh.”

        His hands, a thousand needles, unravel my body and mind from the spectral weave. The scene vanquishes from my mind.
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        * * *

      

      I jolt upright, bumping my arm into the nightstand, knocking something to the floor, shattering. The noxious fumes reek from my pores, heady and virulent. The room spins like a whirligig. An upsurge of bitter liquid in my throat sends me reeling with nausea to the en-suite bath. The breakfast bagel, coffee, and orange juice expel from my mouth into the toilet bowl.

      Defiled and disgusted from the phantom drug, I push off my knees to the sink and rinse my mouth. When I gaze into the mirror, a dark figure retrogrades and then fades like a waning shadow at dusk into the white railroad tiles behind me. I stare at the wall for a moment, but neither a shadow nor a wraith is visible; only the damp, cool air it left. My hands shake, gripping the sink as I force air in and out, slowing my sprinting heart.

      I stand at the bathroom door, angered by the nameless specter’s physical invasion. When the pungent air dissipates, I rush across the bedroom, grab the rosemary sage smudge stick, and purge every nook and cranny with fury.

      “No more!” I screech, controlling and lowering my tone, afraid my roomies might hear. “Don’t ever do that again, ever,” I hiss, pitching a glare over the space.

      Struck by a thought, I lower the smudge stick, realizing she hadn’t offered me that vision. It was my second sight. She’d done nothing but try to prevent me from seeing her actions. But she did try to possess me, thwarted by my second sight. I release a sigh of regret and dump the smudge stick in the garbage.

      “Don’t act rashly, Simone. Patience…” My mother’s voice instructs whenever I’m impulsive.

      A muted vanilla, cinnamon, and wintergreen fragrance invade my space. I pivot and sniff, believing the ghost is back, then recall the second scent that shied nearby earlier. The calm, ethereal fragrance is lighter and sweeter, stirring around me. I fathom it means no harm. When an icy grip fastens around my hand, I gasp. The impression fades as though to ease my alarm.

      “Who? Are? You?”
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      Since the invasion, I fear the specter is with me still. A bitter aftertaste remains on my tongue, a languid sensuousness in my walk, and an elegant arch in my wrist and pinky. How can phantom behavior linger? I shrug my shoulders and stiffen my muscles to impede the tawdry nature. But the wicked carnal sensations aren’t easy to dispel. Whoever she was, she led an immodest existence of sex and drugs to deaden her pain.

      But what does she want from me? Is her aim to expose and right a wrong as Delphine did? I sense her plight was far more sinister. Her ability to invade my body terrifies me. If she were wholesome, I wouldn't be so freaked out. But I fear her wanton ways, her decadence.

      The spectral high has left me sluggish. I splash my face with cold water, breathe deep, and exhale three calming breaths to center myself.

      Did the smudging vanish her forever?

      I hope not, answers my contrite mind.

      Before exiting the bath, I turn to the mirror and run my fingers through the messy pixie haircut, searching my glassy pupils for the wicked wraith. Nothing. I stroll from the bath with vigilant eyes circling the room, spotting the shattered compact on the floor beside the bed where it fell as I bolted to the toilet. The fragments evoke Mom’s saying. Never let a broken mirror capture your reflection. Sweep shards into a southern flowing stream to prevent seven years of bad luck. Without a southern water source, the trash can is the only alternative. Easy disposal, but not easily discarded from thought. Glass disposed of in this manner will nag me for hours.

      Beside the bed, a motion disturbs the air. A pall of blue tints the shattered compact. Easing across the room, I crouch to my knees, baffled by the indigo glass. When the shards darken further, I snap my head around.

      A magnificent flare of vivid blue ignites the wall as a woman swathed in a silken indigo dress dissolves into wooden crevices. Her slender ankle and broken-heel shoe fade with sweet jasmines and a haunting laugh. She whips her head into the hardboard too fast to see her face. Her raven curls trail behind, undulating whorls fading into the wall. A devilish giggle echoes, traveling around the room, playful, taunting me for banishing her with the smudge stick, reluctant to show her face. But she's still here, hiding in the woodworks, piquing my interest with the beautiful indigo dress and broken heel.

      “Please, tell me what you want?”

      Simm … Simmonnne…

      A gust of jasmine disseminates across the room, retreating into the ether.

      She’s still here.
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      After discarding the shattered compact and placing folded laundry in the closet, I throw my favorite sweater coat over my yoga wear and pad downstairs in faux fur house slippers. The phantom drug, which I believe was opium, leaves me unsteady and blurry-eyed. My entire being vibrates like spectral fibers dispersed from my being as I descend the stairs. Through the glass-paneled front entrance, the shovel wavers into view. Mitchell hadn’t brought it past the second set of doors into the foyer but placed it against the vestibule wall. Would Mom consider the entrance hall as inside the home?

      At the bottom of the stairs, I catch Stacy spilling the tea about a celebrity she worked with on a recent photoshoot. She scoffs at the online cancel culture that’s ruining the star’s reputation. I smirk, knowing Stacy blasted the shaming troll on social media with an outraged post.

      “She’s a total sweetheart. People don’t get her,” she states in an emphatic voice. “I doubt she knows what xenophobia is.”

      “Well, she should have looked it up before making that stupid comment,” Mitchell states.

      “Yea, well, she’s a touch daft, but she’s never belittled another’s beliefs or lifestyle,” Stacy says as I round the corner into the dining room.

      Mitchell and Jude appear like college boys in T-shirts and sweats at the dining room table. Although at twenty-eight, six years have passed since their frat days at the University of Virginia. They munch on a Sunday morning treat Mitchell picked up from a neighborhood cafe after his morning jog—bagels with lox and cream cheese. Two unwanted onion bagels remain on the platter. My ire rises when banana peels, kale stems, red strawberry stains, and protein powder gunk appear on the counter. Bloody hell! Not again this morning. Slovens and sloths grate on my ever-living nerves. I refuse to clean Stacy’s green smoothie mess as I’ve done for several days.

      Mitchell leans back in the chair with a post-workout glow from the brisk morning run and shoveling snow. Ceiling light pendants cast a sheen over his freshly shampooed hair, swept in brown waves from his forehead, accentuating his striking Asian-Latino features.

      “Good morning.”

      “Good afternoon,” Mitchell corrects, glancing at his sports watch. “It’s been afternoon for ten minutes.”

      Afternoon? My gaze flits to 12:10 p.m. on the microwave clock. It was after ten when I finished laundry. “Weren’t you just shoveling snow?”

      “Two hours ago,” he says with furrowed brows.

      “Oh. The day has gotten away from me.” It seems only minutes since I saw him out the window. But he couldn’t have washed his hair in such a short time. The spectral invasion, which seemed mere seconds, lasted much longer than I’d perceived.

      Mitchell sniffs the air as though detecting something foul.

      Is it me?

      I should have changed from my yoga wear, but I didn’t break a sweat during my short workout. Have spectral odors saturated my clothes like the French Onion soup I’d made from scratch? My wardrobe and furniture reeked of onions for days. I pull my sweater across my chest, fold my arms, and glance at Jude hunched over, elbows on the table. The threadbare “Wahoowa” on his University of Virginia T-shirt stretches across his back.

      “Afternoon, Jude.”

      He lifts his sleepy gaze to meet mine. Dark crescents underscore his green eyes, and morning stubble bristles his jawline. Forever the comedian, his cockeyed expression garners a chuckle. “I haven’t slept, so technically, it’s still nighttime for me,” he quips, running his hand through disheveled spires of raven hair.

      Poor Jude. His circadian clock is still on Aussie time. Mitchell fared far better after the month-long vlogging in Australia. “I heard you roaming the hallway at one in the morning.” The creaking floors woke me from sleep.

      “Yeah, well….” His gaze flashes on Stacy before dropping to the table, avoiding my eyes. “I tired of staring at the walls, so I made tea.” He plasters a thick slab of cream cheese on the sesame bagel and takes a bite, his slender face, muscle, and bone in motion, chewing through the tough bread.

      I recall the swift opening and closing of a door, but it wasn’t Jude’s room, which lies closer to mine. Maybe sleep muddled my perception. And if he’d gone to the kitchen, the ancient brownstone stairs would have proclaimed his descent and ascent. They hadn't last night. Maybe I’d fallen asleep before he descended.

      “Hey, Simone,” Stacy greets with her gaze glued to the laptop. She gnaws on her lip with fast keystrokes, likely a post to her Twitter followers. Her long, wavy strands sway aflame at the tips. Her natural dark brown hair has grown out, but she refuses to cut the honey-blonde ends. Remarkably, the style suits her personality.

      She lifts her head and sniffs. “You smell like jasmines. Hmm, and Christmas cookies?”

      Holy cow!

      The goth-style makeup throws me aback, but I hide my disapproval with a smile. What happened? Heavy makeup isn’t her style. Most days, she wears just a hint of lip color and looks adolescent, even at twenty-six. With dark eyeshadow, liner, false lashes, and blood-red lipstick, she appears a stunning thirty. She told me months ago that she wears makeup only on special occasions. I assumed the glam grew tiresome after years of modeling. A career Stacy quit for a genuine passion behind the scenes, not in front of the camera—styling clothes and painting flawless faces. Is she testing a new cosmetics line for an upcoming fashion shoot?

      “I wasn’t sure what the scent was when you entered the room, but that’s accurate. Jasmine with a hint of spice and mint. A new perfume?” Mitchell asks.

      “Um, no, laundry detergent,” slips uneasily from my mouth. Christmas cookies, the smell of my vibrant 70-year-old grandma’s home most days, is what I’d thought upstairs. I suspect my nameless specter loved jasmines as it’s the dominant fragrance.

      Jude swivels his head and squints with a bagel wad in his cheek. “Are you two sharing perfume?” he asks, looking at Stacy.

      “What? When have I ever worn perfume?”

      “Weren’t you wearing perfume last night?”

      Stacy scowls, dropping her gaze to the laptop. “I don’t wear perfume. It aggravates my nose.”

      Jude’s mouth falls open as though she’d told a blatant lie. “I could have sworn I smelled jasmines….” He throws me a perplexed expression. “Didn’t you use the house detergent this morning? It smells of clementine and bergamot, not flowers.”

      “Um, well, no.” I stroll toward the scorched-smelling coffee that’s remained on the burner for hours, pour half a cup, and lean against the cabinet, ignoring the counter muck. “I found a sample packet in my bag from Costco last month. I’ve been meaning to try it for weeks.” I cross the fingers of my free hand behind my back as I’d done as a child when I fibbed. The truth is far more complicated than a harmless white lie. After Jude’s reaction to Delphine, I can’t tolerate another dismissal. Besides, a presence in the home will only make them uncomfortable. Lifting the coffee cup to my mouth, I noticed the slight arch of my wrist and pinky, vestiges of the possession and straighten my hand.

      The room grows silent. I peer over the coffee cup rim at Mitchell and Stacy, studying their digital gadgets, and meet Jude’s perplexed gaze before he bites into the bagel. He doesn’t believe me. But thank heavens he didn’t ask the name of the detergent.

      I take a sip of coffee and glance up, seized by the sparkle of Stacy’s silver ring as she flips a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Stacy, why the glam?”

      She frowns. “I know. Too much. I wasn’t myself when I applied the makeup earlier. Something came over me, and voila,” she states, sucking in her rouged cheeks and puckering scarlet lips, a dull matte that appears dried blood.

      Something’s amiss. I know Stacy well enough to recognize she’s troubled. Her comical expression didn’t mask the anguish in her eyes.

      “You guys know I’d never leave the house looking this way, right?”

      “I didn’t think you would.”

      She squints, rubbing her temples.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “It’s nothing. I woke with a pounding headache this morning.”

      “Have you taken a pain reliever?”

      “Earlier, but it didn’t lessen the ache and nausea. I’ll take another after I finish updating this post.”

      Is the headache from low insulin levels? A year ago, when I found her injecting herself with insulin, she explained she's been a type-one diabetic most of her life. Worried others might perceive her illness as a weakness, she asked me not to tell the guys. I promised to keep quiet. Maybe she’s just hungover from last night. “Is it the red wine we drank last night. You guys wouldn’t quit,” I say, recalling the fun evening and leaving Stacy and Jude dancing up a storm when I grew tired. “Did you guys dance into the wee hours?”

      Jude throws Stacy a sharp glance.

      Stacy cuts her eyes, then drops her gaze to the laptop. “No.”

      What was that?

      Is something going on with those two? I detect irritation and something else. They've been together much too long in the brownstone, but their peevishness is downright childish. Mardi Gras magic might be a much-welcomed escape from our sandstone confines.

      I take a sip of the bitter dark coffee and gaze at Mitchell. He lifts his gorgeous eyes, snaring mine.

      Cripes!

      I refuse to look away as I’ve done several times in the past week, fearing what his eyes hold and what mine show. Each time, unspoken words lingered for an uncomfortable moment. Trivial queries of his work, my work, his morning runs, my yoga, the weather, and so forth broke the quiet. We’ve reached that point where silence speaks more than words.

      My vision dims and fluctuates. The optical altering I’d felt upstairs is happening again. The dining room elongates and shortens in my horizontal view. My pupils expand as though adjusting to a dark space. My pulse races. Is it the phantom drug? Diaphanous fibers vortex my eyes, magnifying the room. My resolve to hold Mitchell’s gaze fails when my second sight sharpens on a faint, vacillating image behind his chair.

      It’s her.

      The ghost perceives my awareness and dashes toward me in a startling indigo flash. The coffee cup drops from my grasp to the thick floor mat below the sink with an undetectable thud, coffee splattering on the floor. Mitchell’s chair screeches from the table as he rushes over, rips paper towels from the roll, and wipes the floor. House lights darken again. The jasmine scent slithers and clings to me like pungent creepers. I brace my muscles to impede another attack. But irresistible energy overwhelms me in one swift engulfing spectral wave.

      A phantom giggle vibrates in my ears when I try to move. I stiffen my jaw to no avail, biting hard on my molars. Mitchell’s movement and floor scrubs sound in the dark. Thank heavens he can’t see what’s happening to me. When he rises from his knees in front of me, the lights flicker and brighten the space. He’s mere inches from my face. The wraith perceives my attraction and takes control, fluttering my eyelashes like an uncontrollable tic as my gaze fixes on his. A struggle ensues to thwart the force curving my trembling lips upward, flirting my gaze from his eyes to his mouth. A moment of flagrant coquettish eye batting causes his brows to creep high with my steady gaze. The wicked wraith tries to force my lips to his.

      Stop it now! I shout in my head. My pulse races with indignation, outraged at the ghost’s shameless use of my body. At once, she senses my rising temper and releases my facial muscles with a mischievous giggle meant for my ears only.

      “Are you OK?” Mitchell asks, his brows knitted with concern and confusion.

      “Um-hmm,” I reply. Nausea rises when my pupils narrow. I push it down with a hard swallow. Embarrassed, I pretend something’s in my eye and shift my posterior to Mitchell, sensing his perplexed gaze at my back.

      Oh my God. Is it my interest she perceives or her attraction to Mitchell? How dare she flaunt her wickedness against my will? How humiliating.

      I pull paper towels from the roll and turn to wipe the remaining mess from the floor. “Thanks. I can clean the rest.” But Mitchell has soaked up the spill.

      He reaches around me, places the coffee cup in the sink, and turns on the faucet, pretending to rinse the cup. He leans into my ear and asks in a discreet whisper, “What just happened?”

      I peer at the dining table over his shoulder. Oblivious to the weird scene, Stacy resumes typing on the laptop, and Jude chomps on his bagel. They didn't even flinch when the room darkened—accustomed to the electrical problem over the last week.

      I glance at Mitchell, my face flushed with anger and embarrassment, my heart sprinting in my chest from the unwelcome attack and his nearness. “Just a dizzy spell. I’m fine now.”

      He notices my hand clutching the countertop, places his over mine to still the shaking, and narrows his eyes, unconvinced. “I’m all ears,” he whispers with a soft hand squeeze and walks back to his chair.

      Mitchell perceived something paranormal from the worry on his face. Knowing him, he’ll ask me what happened in private.

      Angered, I rock my feet back and forth in my slippers, wanting to revile. I inhale, release a slow breath, and fill another cup with the remaining brew. Does the specter taunt me because of the futile smudge stick expulsion?

      She’ll do it again.

      How do I prevent it? Why has she overwhelmed my senses with jasmines for days? I need to find out what she wants.

      Don’t fight her.

      I face the dining table, avoiding Mitchell’s eyes. The nonsensical mixed signals must thoroughly confuse him. But he must know I would never entice with such arbitrary acts. I glance around the space for the specter, then clear my throat to dispel discomfort and attract my roomies’ attention. “Ahem! Anyone game for Mardi Gras? I booked a free duplex suite in the Bourbon Orleans Hotel. An all-inclusive package—”

      “Hell yeah!” responds Mitchel before I complete my sentence.

      “When do we leave?” Stacy asks.

      “This Wednesday, in three days, if we can book a flight.” Short notice should be no problem for my spontaneous friends, who’ve packed bags on an hour’s notice.

      Stacy stretches a strand of hair across her mouth in thought. “Darn, I can only stay for four days. Next week is the Italian Vogue fashion shoot.”

      “I’ve never been to Mardi Gras. I’m game,” replies Jude. “But my sister’s wedding is this coming Sunday. I can stay only three days.”

      Mitchell glances at his iPad, where he tracks his schedule. “I have more than a week before my next assignment and frequent flier mileage I’ve been dying to use. I’m in,” he states.

      “Shit.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We don’t have costumes,” Stacy says through the stainless-steel straw between her teeth, sipping the smoothie with a final noisy slurp.

      “Stacy, you’re a frigging stylist/makeup artist to models and celebrities. Improvise,” Jude says with a dry laugh.

      Fine lines feather Stacy’s pinched lips as she tightly wraps the fiery hair strand around her whitening fingertip. A smirk crooks her lips. “Hmm. Como si no lo supiera,” she says, rolling her eyes at Jude, who’s aggravated her for days since he’s been home. She rises with a backward leg thrust against the chair, her face stiff, posture straight as though balancing a book atop her head. Uh-oh, I’ve seen this demeanor when she’s on the verge of losing her temper. A tormented cat ready to strike with sharp claws. One push and she’ll unleash her fury.

      With haste, her willowy figure glides toward the cabinet with long-legged strides. She places the mucky green glass in the sink for someone else to rinse and put in the dishwasher, then rushes past Jude, arms folded tight around the oversized fleece hoodie that swallows her thin frame, hands tucked beneath her arms—I imagine to prevent a smack across his face.

      Forgetting the laptop in her anger, she backtracks and retrieves it from the table. It’s then I recognize Jude’s favorite hoodie. Figuratively, a bell goes off in my head. My roomies and I have grown close in two years. But not close enough to wear each other’s clothing. Did Jude sleep in Stacy’s room last night? Was it her door I heard creak open?

      When Stacy lifts her laptop, she accidentally knocks over the saltshaker, splaying salt across the table. Bad luck. Compulsions drive my foot forward, nudged by instincts to sprinkle black pepper in the salt as Mom often did to prevent misfortune. But Stacy raises the shaker and sweeps the salt into the garbage, freeing me from nonsense.

      “Where’re you going?” Jude asks.

      “Lejos de ti, idiota, away from you, jerk.”

      “Woo-hoo-hoo. She’s got attitude. Did you just call me a name?” Jude rises from his chair and follows behind her with the half-eaten bagel.

      The tension between the two is hard to ignore, especially between two easygoing people. Since I moved into the brownstone, there’s never been a spat until now. Then again, we’ve never been together this long. What’s caused the sudden animosity?

      “Hey! You guys on board?”

      “Yep, count me in,” Stacy yells from the living room.

      “I’m on board,” Jude replies, turning the corner behind Stacy as she rushes upstairs to her room and shouts “Estupido!”
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