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      To my readers, do not be afraid to let your fire rage against the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      Some scars run deeper than the eye can see…and so does her strength.
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      I am being followed. The same dream has pervaded my slumber for weeks, gnawing at me to do something. The stormy weather landscape escalates with more vibrancy in the background; the dark overpowers the light, and I shiver with fear. I lean closer each night, desperate to capture the voice I have long since heard, but her message is never transparent.

      The mother dazzles the little girl with spontaneous song as they traverse the empty parking lot toward the front gate. She speaks of the whimsical adventure ahead of them, the rides, and the treats, but her vocal delivery reveals a hint of guarded urgency. The little girl does not seem to notice the slight shift in her mother’s timbre and rhythm. Perhaps she thinks it is a game, her mother pulling her into a playful race, her grip tightened. I cannot help but ruminate on the vivid depiction of the spirited four-year-old with bouncy red matching braids with wonder and envy. The child stands breathless beside her elegant mother, while they wait for the open sign to be illuminated. My heart strains inside my chest again, the way it does every night.

      The muted green wrought-iron fence that protects the park is draped and coiled with beads of all sizes and colours. There are few places or stories in New Orleans that do not include the essence of beads, she tells the child. They are pendulous fixtures all over the city and sometimes safeguarded secrets. I watch as the little girl tugs at a plastic, waterlogged alligator, the forgotten piece of a stranger’s story, while her mother purchases the tickets. They make their way through the creaky metal turnstile into the deserted Six Flags amusement park. The mother is convinced that she can smell the rain, while storm clouds slowly engulf the distant sunlight.

      They parade, hand in hand, through a courtyard of decorated trees, adorned with masks, more beads, and feathers in a kaleidoscope of colours. The wind arrives finally, picks up speed, floating fibres of pampas grass into the air. It almost looks like snow. The mother and daughter duo twirl like ballerinas while trying to catch the wispy strands. The clouds shift again to reveal a sliver of blue sky and a haunting shadow that is approaching swiftly.

      A bald eagle, carrying a largemouth bass, landed on the park bench, two feet away from the little girl. The park’s colourful character is subdued for a moment, the only sound, the rapid drumming of my pulse. With one deadly swipe of his sharpened talons, the eagle locks eyes with the child while he guts the fish. The bass’s crimson blood stains the wooden bench, the concrete below, and the predator’s hook. With astute focus, the eagle will waste nothing from its Mississippi River conquest. The little girl does not look away; the violent snatching of life from the fish has sparked curiosity. Tonight, I can feel every nuance of her emotions; she is terrified but also invigorated; electricity swells from her olive skin.

      Every night I study the little girl, envious of her unsullied life. I feel cheated and desperate for a do-over on the life that was snatched away without warning. For reasons I cannot explain, my focus shifts from the awestruck child to my mother in tonight’s replay. Suddenly her mysterious internal race seems to still. I am startled by the enigmatic look in her wide, prophetic eyes, intent on deciphering her inaudible whispers. Her quickly moving lips halt abruptly, and I cannot comprehend any of her words. My mother’s gaze is now long, her body motionless as the dream fizzles, details foggy again. I cannot identify the origin, but a mysterious message had been delivered from the shadows that had nothing to do with cotton candy or getting lost in the funhouse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          PRESENT DAY (NEW ORLEANS)

        

      

    

    
      He is staring at me; it is becoming obnoxious. By now he has memorized the scattered pattern of freckles across my nose and the curvature of my thigh as it drapes the bar stool. He has not; however, quite figured out what I am doing here. I sip the espresso martini that I have been nursing for the last hour because this is not a social occasion; I am hunting. The information I seek is proving to be a dangerous endeavour, but perhaps that is what I love the most.

      I never make eye contact with other guests at the bar, but it turns out that I am a natural at sending distinct messages with my kinesics. My aloof, yet alluring, persona draws them to me. Indifference is the most effective technique for obtaining the information I need. Of course, I am sometimes mistaken for a sex worker in my high-end clothing and pumps.

      Lately, however, I discovered it doesn’t matter what label I am exuding; if the seeker is confident or curious enough, they will make their way over. I never leave with any of them, but they always think that maybe I will. That is the key to all of this: keeping them on the hook just long enough to figure out if they will be a pawn in my complicated game. If they catch on that I am a novice with no expertise in calling plays, it will surely cost me everything.

      It is August in New Orleans, and happy hour will drone on for another hour, and there are no seats left around the bar. Tourists will linger a little longer today to avoid the oppressive heat and humidity that awaits them outside. The sunlight interweaves thousands of strands of crystals above me, providing the perfect spotlight for the nearby neophyte to watch. His conference lanyard reads Chad, and his relentless rambling can be heard by each patron at the expansive bar, each of us careful not to engage him.

      I have studied the behaviour of hundreds of bar dwellers since moving back to New Orleans. It has been a necessary education, allowing me space to perfect my craft in the wild. A subtle flirtation is mandatory to keep the conversation going, but I had to be careful. The local news was flooded with disappearances lately; all the missing were females in their teens and twenties.

      Despite the warnings, I found these exchanges to be entertaining. I have become quite adept at predicting the origin category of a stranger’s pickup line. If the suitor has just taken a seat, the one-liner opening to get my attention usually oscillates between two polite phrases…

      “What kind of martini are you drinking?”

      “Do you know where I can get the best po-boy in the city?”

      If the patron has knocked back a few drinks, the pickup line is direct and sometimes raunchy. Tonight’s Chad, for example, is operating with too many shots of liquid courage when he flounders over and slurs…

      “Where are YOU from and does the carpet match the drapes?”

      His emphasis on “YOU” tells me he does not get out much. Chad’s manufactured pomposity seems divergent alongside his decaying dad bod. I am about to give him a snide retort, my hand poised for action, when the bartender grabs Chad’s second Hurricane (of the hour) and forcibly escorts him to the front door. When the bartender returns, he scoffs that only douchebags order Hurricanes at The Four Seasons; martinis were the specialty of the pristine hotel. The bartender’s name is Kevin, and we met six months ago when I became a regular at the Chandelier Bar.

      In the last six months there have only been a couple of times that my cultural heritage came up in conversation at the bar. I have discovered that my olive skin, sapphire eyes, and auburn hair generate an image of ethnic ambiguity. My unique Haitian/Irish background is sacred to me, and those inquiries are off-limits. Kevin is my ally on this front, and even though he has not been privy to why I spend so much time at his bar, he quickly steps up to intervene when seemingly innocent chats become capricious. Early on, Kevin gently inquired why I never accepted a date from anyone I met at the bar. I danced around the reason, providing no answer at all. He was too kind to pigeonhole me as a tease, but if that was what it took to keep my secret, I really did not care what anyone thought of me. My sole purpose in visiting Kevin’s bar was to solve the mystery that haunted my entire childhood, and I risked everything to do just that. I had not just burned a bridge; I attempted murder, so there was no going back to that life.

      Chad’s rudeness changed the vibe of the evening, and I no longer had the energy to pursue my nocturnal project. Twenty minutes had passed since Chad’s eviction, so I decided to leave as well. I exchanged a fist pump with Kevin as I placed a generous stack of cash as a tip. The steamy air caught in my throat as adrenaline pushed me through the now fogged revolving door. Late summer was being convoyed away by a commanding draft that seemed to have an agenda.

      The streets adjacent to the French Quarter were haunted with souls who still had unfinished business. I sensed their steady presence hovering in the shadows or waiting in the antique mirrors of century-old watering holes. What initially began as uncertainty and fear with my otherworldly encounters soon translated into curiosity. I wanted to be changed by the wisdom that radiated from their life stories. I was eager to understand the struggle that seeped from their tethered affairs. Selfishly, when I heard their whispers in the trees, I also wondered if they knew the lost soul I came to New Orleans to find. My mother predicted I had spiritual abilities of my own, and she was right. I avoided a few historically enchanted establishments because the ever-present ghosts were becoming hostile in their requests for earthly closure. I never lingered long enough to listen to the resolution of their pleading, as I could not be convinced that the squatting spirits could be trusted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          THEN

        

      

    

    
      Tonight, the vivid dream advanced two months into the future, and my heart raced with anticipation. The child was turning five, and I was reminded of the genesis of my pain. The clawlike ache was mobile and escalating; I felt the grip around my throat, stealing my voice. I knew what was coming, and I was desperate to stop the clock. I tried to memorize all the words that were exchanged and the long-forgotten sensation of being safe in her arms.

      Mama was humming aloud; her luscious, lyrical voice was tenacious against the party outside the row-house window. The song she murmurs reminds her of my birth; she tells me the story. I was born during Mardi Gras season in 2000, named Daphne Ann Deschamps.

      Daphne, a water nymph in Greek mythology, was a fitting choice as New Orleans was having an uncharacteristically wet winter. Five years later, the rain returned, tapping persistently at the metal roof. The birthday girl was half-listening to Mama’s story; while watching blurred vibrant costumes march with delight, the rain was not deterring the pre-Lenten celebration and parade.

      She invited the child onto her lap. They rocked slowly as Mama teased her about entering the world with enthusiasm, three weeks early. It was a busy day; Mama’s younger sister, Genevieve, was visiting from Baton Rouge to attend the Zulu parade, determined to catch a hand-painted coconut. The sisters went to an early dinner in the neighbourhood. Genevieve warned Mama against eating “death by gumbo” as pregnant as she was; the threat was clearly identified in the name. A few hours later, Mama, full of quail and oysters, watched falling strands of beads being caught off bougainvillea-trimmed balconies. As the drumline showboated, she felt her water break.

      My father was at work, and the streets were too cluttered with parades and partygoers to call for an ambulance. Mama and I were facing the unknown alone, and she was determined that we would both survive this time. She fought so hard for us that night, and perhaps that drives me to solve the mystery that has become my obsession.

      I was said to be a miracle: the third pregnancy in three years. The other two pregnancies resulted in stillbirths at thirty and thirty-two weeks. Summer was the season that would have brought about the births of my two sisters, Madeline and Lovelie, had things gone as planned. Mama’s grief evolved from silent tears at church to a commemorative tradition. Eventually her dearly departed daughters were memorialized in her song set, her heart swelling proudly each time she sang “Summertime” for a crowd. I pray one day I can follow in her footsteps and create something beautiful in honour of her.

      Every year on my birthday, Mama sang that same song, determined to keep my sister’s memories alive. Whispers of my birth story, accompanied by king cake, became our annual celebratory tradition. In tonight’s dream, Mama explained that my sister’s names were of Haitian origin, and she would not dare choose a Haitian or French name for me, as she thought it was bad luck. This did not go over well with her Haitian Creole mother, but nonetheless, Mama stood by her superstitions.

      The Greek name promised protection because the legend stated that the historical Daphne could turn herself into a laurel tree to avoid Apollo’s advances. Mama loved a good metaphor, and she was convinced that the Greek story would help to keep me safe, even though an anonymous evil seemed to be ever present in her periphery. She explained the name was my father’s idea and apparently it worked, as I am still here, alive and well, and on the precipice of becoming a woman.

      Mama hated the cold, a product of her childhood in the Caribbean, and was always restless for summer. She was buzzing with energy as she told the story. Nothing, and certainly not a persistent rain, could diminish the magic of what was to come in a few short hours, she told the little girl. The night of my birth, Mama’s vocalized prayers crescendoed along with her labor, strong and clear, preparing for the great event. Mama crawled into the bathtub, turned the metal handle, and braced herself to push. A shallow basin of bath water cushioned my landing from the birth canal, as she cried out with gratitude, happy tears cresting. I survived, and strong lungs announced my arrival. She explained we waited patiently in the bathtub for Genevieve to return. It is the craziest thing; I can almost see the image of my newborn self in the recesses of Mama’s memory as she tells the story in tonight’s dream. These dreams are taking on a life of their own, perhaps a gift from the God I thought forgot about me.

      The dream progressed, revealing the agenda of my fifth birthday: Mama was invited to sing at the biggest Mardi Gras party in New Orleans. Genevieve is back in town to see Mama’s gig, and because the party planner graciously offered a plus-one ticket. Mama crouched down and kissed my cheek, wiping a stray tear with the tip of her red-painted finger. I could feel the child’s inner turmoil as she tiptoed up to embrace her mother. Her tight grip on her mother’s corseted waist seemed to amuse Mama. Genevieve led the little girl out of the room. The dream did not follow the child this time; the focus remained on Mama, her mood suddenly stoic. Mama pulled an envelope from the drawer in her vanity. She clutched it to her chest before leaning it against the mirror. For a fraction of a second our gazes met, an unspoken warning framed in a partially fractured mirror. Mama soon joined Genevieve and the little girl in the foyer; she seemed pensive as she got closer.

      “Hush little baby, don’t you cry,” she sighed with a second shorter hug.

      All was quiet except for the swoosh of silver sequins on Mama’s party dress. She looked back at the little girl with a reassuring smile, her jade-lined eyes glowing brightly. She blew her one last kiss and disappeared into the night. That was the last time I ever saw my Mama.
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          THEN

        

      

    

    
      Springtime on the river was nothing short of enchanting, and the change in season was coming early this year. The cherry blossom trees rained petals in the breeze, arousing interest on the riverbank after a dismal winter. Winter lingered as a frozen mindset, with progress facing resistance, despite the snow’s departure. The steady heartbeat and bounty of the water provide life to the small community of McCoy. Nature’s white noise muted any reminder of the outside world until the train came calling. But even the train demanded compliance by drowning out the construction of purposeful plans.

      The uneven topography of the Blue Ridge Mountains created a treacherous journey for the train. Low-hanging branches and narrow passageways required an expertly trained engineer behind the throttle. Metal upon metal, a potent scream awakened our quiet commune while building speed and momentum for the climb. I watched intensely, my body alive and catapulting my senses into a frenzy. I observed every raw feature of the train’s approach, coarse steel and billowy steam, on the opposite side of the riverbank. My cozy sleeping porch was the audience, and the train acted as the lead in a spectacular production, but on an unusual stage. A rogue thought crept in that electrified my mind with hunger. Will I ever play the lead character in my life?

      The one-person menu at the locomotive show featured the fresh, nutty aroma of chicory coffee, the only tradition my father carried on from New Orleans. The culture of entertainment and living large, without apology, was also left behind in the Big Easy. My childhood replayed the same performance week after week, an anonymous smoking monster transporting a series of cars full of the unknown, out of the darkness. The train exhibition was my reward for getting up before dawn. When we first arrived in Virginia, when I was a child, I feared the train. I directed my original tremulous emotions to envy and wonder as a young woman. What would the mysterious beast encounter on the rails while I lived the same day over and over again? I am not a little girl anymore, and a quiet panic was stirring. A treacherous energy was pushing me out of the regulation line more and more.

      Today is my twenty-first birthday, but my father will not remember. The best part of him died in New Orleans after the attack that irrevocably changed our lives. What should feel like heartbreak now feels like hollowness, and neither of us is trying to fix anything. We became strangers, but truth be told, he lost his identity when Mama left us, unfit to care for a child. It did not take long for him to realize he could not care for me on his own, but returning to Virginia and assisting his mom with the family business was never his plan either. My sanctuary, or perhaps my asylum, became that sleeping porch. The only place I could make sense of my thoughts while fantasizing about another life that was strictly forbidden.

      Grandma Trudy, my father and I lived in a southern cottage, located less than a mile away from the mercantile. Trudy inherited the mercantile in her late teens from her father, who started a new business down in Florida. Having grown up much like I did, Trudy’s mom died during childbirth. Trudy was fiercely independent; but she was still determined to make her parents proud of their family legacy in the river community. Trudy expanded the business to include a restaurant and a river tubing launch in addition to the fly-fishing charter business. I began helping in the kitchen and diner as soon as I was strong enough to carry a water pitcher. The mercantile kitchen was also where I discovered that Trudy’s ever-fixed façade was cracking; local legislation pushed her too far.

      I sipped my coffee and nibbled on a king cake muffin that Trudy made in honour of my birthday. Trudy was an enthusiastic baker and mastered the balance of the typically too sweet cinnamon-flavoured king cake with only a swipe of vanilla icing, while not forgetting the spritz of green, purple, and gold sprinkles. The muffin felt festive in the otherwise ordinary cycle of my life. Any reminder of New Orleans was painful, as it triggered fantasies of what could have been. This was certainly not the life I would have chosen for myself; however, I learned to compartmentalize the unpleasant tasks that had become my reality as a young adult. If I savoured my birthday breakfast a few minutes longer, perhaps my next duty would not seem so daunting.

      My father had his fishing buddies over for the weekly poker game last night and is still passed out in the den. On the way to the kitchen this morning, I noticed poker chips lying all around him on the sofa, the coffee table and the floor. The fire safe was open and empty, except for a couple of pictures and an envelope. I pocketed all of it and returned the safe to the hall closet, knowing full well that my father would not remember taking it out. I suppose I am now a thief, but the desire for information far outweighed the risk. It was also not the first time he attempted to gamble away the profits from the mercantile. Trudy and I learned quickly to stash our tips in other places, well hidden from my father’s gambling habit. Trudy had never said it out loud, but I suspected she feared his erratic behaviour too.

      I take one last sip of coffee and quietly place my dishes in the sink. I am replaying the details of last night’s dream in my mind as I fill the sink with soapy water. Mama sings to me from my memory, and my body sways as I wash all the glasses and plates from last night’s poker night along with my own. Once the dishes were dried, I tiptoed across the threshold, approaching the snoring stealer with caution. Last week I ventured over carelessly to wake my father for the first charter of the day and suddenly I was met with a fist to my face as he wrestled demons in his nightmare. The bruise and shock of the blow both faded, but I still needed a hefty layer of foundation to keep his secrets of alcoholism and crippling depression. Did anyone else realize he was slowly coming off the rails lately? Today I was determined to be ready, waking him with my commanding voice and a nudge from my foot. My father stirred, but did not wake.

      He released an anguished moan and then shouted my mama’s name…

      “DELILAH!!!”

      I grabbed my bag and ran all the way to the mercantile, shaken to my core at the harsh mention of my mother’s name. My father never talked about Mama; and it was many years since I heard even a whisper of her name.

      I charged through the front door of the mercantile with too much force. A mix of locals and fishermen looked up. One smile in the crowd sent my pulse a flutter and when our eyes met, I suddenly believed everything would be alright. I was not expecting to see Johnnie, assuming he was manning the train that kept me company at breakfast. His given name was John Edward Sharp, and we knew each other since I was five and he was seven. But there he was, not in uniform, devouring a fresh plate of eggs, bacon, and toast. Trudy waved cheerfully from the kitchen while I took a deep breath, attempting to settle myself.

      “Hey Johnnie, who was driving the train this morning?” I inquired breathlessly.

      “Morning Daph! That was the new kid; he is not going to make it.” Johnnie expelled with caffeinated enthusiasm, his ash-blonde hair partially obscuring his right eye.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked while tying on my apron, my hands still shaking slightly.

      I knew full well the absence of workers in most industries following the COVID-19 pandemic was likely the reason. Last month Johnnie shared that most of the available candidates were desperation hires, but I kept the conversation going anyway because it seemed to ease his frustration. It also occurred to me that this is Johnnie’s first day off in weeks.

      Johnnie and I had grown up together in that little community. Homeschooled by day at picnic tables by the river in the warmer months and inside the mercantile, between meal rushes, when it rained or snowed. We learned the basics in a no-frills curriculum that was likely used for the education of Johnnie’s parents too. Our schooling was always more about how we could contribute to the river community we called home. Some of our instructors held positions elsewhere but took turns teaching us life skills, in addition to traditional subjects. Elders in the church taught religion, Trudy focused on reading, writing, and vocabulary, and one of my father’s poker friends conducted a math lesson once a week. Learning the basics of running a business while speaking articulately became the sole focus and felt more like an apprenticeship appointment once we became teenagers. Just because we live in the sticks does not mean we will conduct ourselves as hillbillies, Trudy would always say in the most southern drawl she could muster.

      Trudy had sent my father to military school during his teenage rebellion, so his education was distinct and disciplined. My father’s subsequent work in New Orleans exposed him to a diverse microcosm of society. He treaded water in fear of the unknown and unregulated, which made him volatile when confronted with unusual situations. My father was also very controlling; every decision and action was guided by stringent rules. He insisted on being the one to teach us history, but focused on government and totalitarian leadership. It was also established early that I would not wade into the cloudy waters of insurgency, if I knew what was good for me. I acted out a lot as a child, the grief unmanaged, and that was when I collected scars all over my body. My father never apologized and tried to convince me that my injuries were brought about by my clumsiness.

      Once I blossomed as a young woman, it did not take long for my father to barricade me in Trudy’s home for the duration of my childhood. Current events were not typically discussed, and we did not own a television. My father scribed the narrative and only shared information he deemed necessary. Johnnie and I only found out about the pandemic when a tourist from Washington, D.C. told us about the lockdown during his fishing charter at the mercantile. He showed us the breaking news banner on his fancy smartphone. We closed the business the day after the visitor left. To say we were sheltered from the outside world was an understatement.

      I suppose one event initiated my prison sentence in our small river home. When I was sixteen and Johnnie eighteen, Trudy asked us to ride the tubing route in one of the fishing kayaks to remove stray branches dropped by a storm the night before. It was an absolutely stunning day on the river. The incandescent sun followed us through the newly budding trees while the burgeoning breeze tousled my hair. Ahead of us on Rock Island, as we called it, was a large tree limb caked heavily with leaves and mud. It looked as though it was trapped there for all the fall and the winter months, protecting our little childhood hang out. Johnnie wedged the kayak between two jagged rocks and disembarked from the boat. He offered his hand to me to exit the kayak because removing the large limb would require both of our efforts.

      My right foot made easy traction with the pocket of rock that was hidden from last night’s rain. The final step; however, was treacherous and strewn with debris. I slipped and pulled Johnnie with me into an epic fall onto the muddy collection of water, leaves, wood, and fallen cherry blossoms. Stray strands of red hair from my messy bun were cemented to my face. Johnnie brushed them aside, while our eyes locked for a second too long. It was immediately obvious that we were not children any longer. The sensation of Johnnie’s touch ignited a fire that was adamantly prohibited. Sex education was not part of our curriculum in McCoy. We were trained from an early age to view those unions as marital events with a solitary goal to procreate. My body did not absorb that lesson, and it ached with juvenescent curiosity, while my mind entertained fantasies of pleasure.

      Our fall found us in the whirlpool, a circular-shaped reservoir between the two largest boulders on Rock Island. I looked down to find my hands bracing my weight on Johnnie’s forearms, as he scrambled to find a footing in the moving water. His toned muscles were leaning into our physical connection. Johnnie got to his feet, suddenly grounded in the sandy riverbed. My gaze returned to his kind hazel eyes, which were mostly green with specks of brown; our chemistry was undeniable. Johnnie was panting slightly; and my pulse raced, trying to keep time with the rhythm of the rushing stream.

      Suddenly, Johnnie shifted his feet closer and boldly pulled me into his arms. Desperately he kissed me, devouring me with tongue, lips and teeth. The lustful appetite of maladroit passion extending along the pathway of my body was fully awakened. I wanted more and dove deeper into his strong arms, my mouth quickly matching the voracity of his initiated first kiss. We were in uncharted territory, but our bodies required no manual. His hands grazed the exposed skin on my abdomen, and I was on fire again. We had stolen a prohibited moment and were finally making our own rules. Unfortunately, the delicious occasion was short-lived and crudely interrupted by my father’s foghorn upstream. He saw us, and my one and only make-out session was all it took to extinguish a romantic connection and yank away every small bit of freedom I ever had.

      I spent many a night wondering what it would be like to kiss Johnnie again, but the opportunity never presented itself. The faded scars from the lashing across my backside were an ever-present reminder of what that choice would bring me. Johnnie and I had become hostages in our lives, and the five years that followed our kiss were all about our commitment to the river community. We were constantly chaperoned and assigned tasks away from one another. I was chained to the restaurant while Johnnie assisted with the fishing charters and upkeep of the boats and tubes. We eventually drifted into a healthy rhythm as friends, but in the furtive passages of my subconscious, our romantic rendezvous echoed fervently.

      “Where did you go, Daph?” Johnnie asked, confusion furrowing his brow.

      I blushed, realizing I just relived the five-year expired kiss while Johnnie attempted to tell me the long story of his hiring crisis at Norfolk Southern again.

      “Sorry, Johnnie, I need to get to work. Trudy has a long list for me today, and we have to do inventory for the coffee shop and the fishing supplies.” I explained, unable to make eye contact.

      “No worries, I have to head up to Norfolk later today for training tomorrow, so I better get going.” Johnnie stood to leave, and my pulse double-timed, silently wishing for more time.

      I tried not to acknowledge the active simmer of his goodbye glance. Even in the periphery, our mutual attraction continued to coast along. I smiled and nodded, trying to hide my quickly spreading flush. Being within a few feet of Johnnie was always impossibly hard. My body longed to feel his safe embrace while my mind mooned about exploring the delectable cavern of his mouth again. How could the temptation of this man feel like a gift and a curse at the same time? Once the door bounced on the frame, I exhaled deeply, realizing I was holding my breath, frozen in my reverie.

      Johnnie began his career as a train engineer a year ago after his parents moved to North Carolina to develop another mercantile business model at Cape Fear. He was the youngest of three, and his two older sisters were completing their internships. The educational model in McCoy was deeply rooted in conservative values, and when you turned eighteen, you had two choices. You could either continue to work in the community, within the church or another local business, or you could begin your internship. Only those of us who worked in family businesses usually had a choice, as there were very few positions available in our area.

      Marriages were arranged and sterile matches were made with individuals raised in the community when women turned twenty-one years old, after internships were completed. Internships were scattered around the United States, mostly in orphanages where you were expected to help them operate, in the kitchen, laundry, or maintenance. If you were smart, you were assigned to educate the resident children.

      Johnnie, on the other hand, was determined to get out and start his own life, on his terms. No one in McCoy liked it, but my father absolutely hated Johnnie’s determination. Ever since the kiss on Rock Island, my father saw Johnnie as a dangerous cancer looming to change our way of life. A threat that would rock the boat he captained for almost two decades. My father was a ticking time bomb ready to explode, and I knew how it felt to be scarred by his wreckage.
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      I returned to the Chandelier Bar the next afternoon to have a meeting with Jean-Pierre. I stayed after and had a drink while punching the clock on my secret side hustle. The clues arrived few and far between, but I was not ready to give up yet. I had to know, once and for all, what happened to her, and New Orleans had a long memory. I was hoping for better luck with more sober, yet chatty, patrons. Happy hour traffic was unusually slow, and as I sipped a Cosmopolitan, I reflected on my first visit to the Four Seasons. I was on assignment from my boss to facilitate a curated fragrance experience that would round out a signature brand identity for the new hotel. The apothecary gig was a great mask for gathering information, but I actually enjoyed the work too! Perhaps I will stay on and plant permanent roots in New Orleans. Jean-Pierre, a GM transplant from the Four Seasons Georges V. in Paris, was deciding between Blue Velvet or introducing the new scent, Southern Sparkle. Kevin was less interested in the fragrance decision and turned to make an arriving guest his signature lemon drop martini. I admired how Kevin stayed in his lane as Jean-Pierre bobbed and weaved in all lanes. My boss confessed she had whiplash from the exchanges and needed a break from the Four Seasons contract.

      In our first meeting, Jean-Pierre complained New Orleans may be the Paris of the South, but it was floating in a swamp, which profoundly diminished its charm. He declared New Orleans smelled like la merde, while waving his manicured hand around his pointed nose. Jean-Pierre played the game, gold-plated customer service at every turn, but if you paid attention, his truth was easy to read.

      Despite his theatrics, I liked Jean-Pierre, and his somewhat manic narrative in private provided an uncensored view through a prismatic window. Jean-Pierre was providing a social education that was more valuable that anything I could learn from Tulane or Loyola Universities, considering my penchant for the chase. I observed as he conversed confidently with celebrities, politicians, and millionaires without skipping a beat. The most interesting discovery was that he did most of the listening in each exchange, telling me later that people love to talk about themselves and what they revealed was often useful. Perhaps he noticed my rough rural edges peeking out of the designer clothes and wanted to help me refine my overall presentation. Like me, he loved a good project.

      Jean-Pierre was taking his time with the fragrance decision, while peppering in random stories from Paris. Kevin had less tolerance for his boss’ overstated antics and met my eyes with a dramatic roll, while shaking the next customer’s martini with gusto. The generational gap between the two men revealed a slight contradiction in work ethic, but I suspect it had more to do with pedigree. I recognized a good bar hustle and understood how it felt to be at the bottom of the restaurant food chain. Kevin reminded me of my past, serving in the diner, and Jean-Pierre showed me what was possible in the future if I was brave enough to climb the ladder. Jean-Pierre was the conductor, and each section of his orchestra always seemed to be ready to play its part. If only I knew what part I ultimately wanted to play in this life that had belonged to someone else for far too long.

      The hotel contract became quite the coup for our little apothecary, which was no more than a spice and voodoo shop before Bridget scooped it up. Once the ink was dry on the Four Seasons agreement, Bridget declared it was time to celebrate. While Bridget pulled ingredients for victory margaritas, I ruminated on the serendipitous opportunity that had just fallen into my lap. My cover was in place, and hopefully soon I would discover where and why the trail to my mama’s story went cold.

      The Four Seasons contract included a standard scent diffuser for each of the twenty floors and a deluxe diffuser for the two restaurants, the lobby, and the Chandelier Bar. I committed to working hard for Bridget as her assistant; I had to prove myself as I had no experience. My first assignment was at the Four Seasons; the scents required replacement every two weeks. The training period was brief, but she said I had good instincts. Kevin decided my bonus plan as the hotel account manager included free martinis, with a side of flirtation. I came too far to risk the job on a workplace romance, but I cannot say I was not tempted by Kevin’s genuine charm.

      Jean-Pierre finally decided to continue with Blue Velvet while tossing his shiny black hair, stating that it also made him crave oysters and caviar. Jean-Pierre was opportunistic in his strategy to meet quotas with food sales because Kevin’s expertly crafted cocktails sold themselves.

      Business meetings in New Orleans had a unique set of rules and typically broke the ice with booze. Attending church in the City that Care Forgot also concluded with cocktails at the weekly post-service reception, instead of lemonade that was customary in my home church. Bridget introduced me to this lesser-known nickname for New Orleans when I startled at the free flow of spirits minutes after the sermon ended, and on the same sacred ground. She explained that the city’s history was fraught with hardship, wars, hurricanes, and pandemics. Bridget continued, instructing that an early twentieth-century hotel proprietor adopted the phrase as his slogan, modelling an effort to focus on being in the moment with a city that had much more to offer than the tainted history would suggest. Bridget was enthusiastically cheering in his camp, never pausing on adverse subjects for more than a second.

      Bridget was expanding her limited apothecary offerings to include expensive chocolates and champagne, and it turned out to be a very lucrative idea. We could barely keep up with the demand for the Four Seasons’ gift of champagne and chocolate, as it was intentionally placed in every guest's room, so I was there all the time. Bridget had cleverly branded the signature gift

      “Bridging the Gap…A journey from reality to splendor.”

       The boxes were covered in blue velvet (just like the signature scent) and presented a half bottle of Veuve Clicquot and four dark chocolate truffles. The open luxury box had a cardstock wrapper of a shiny silver sketched suspension bridge to tie it all together. Bridget majored in marketing at Tulane and was always developing killer branding ideas, her sea-blue eyes gleaming with purpose.

      I continued to people-watch and noticed that the bar was suddenly filling up. A mix of tourists and conference attendees were taking their seats. I ordered a second martini and the tuna tartare because tonight’s sideline score was about to be revealed.

      I could feel my mother’s inherited intuition triggering the tiny hairs on my neck; I was on the precipice of something.

      I cautiously studied each patron’s face, hoping for a sign or a clue. I had finally become a regular, without suspicion, and it all started with the luxury boxes. In the stifling heat of the New Orleans summer, I could not deliver the chocolates via the hotbox streetcar, with no air conditioning, followed by a lengthy sprint down Canal Street.

      The sugary treasures melted within minutes. It took one delivery by sweat-soaked, frizzy-haired me holding concave chocolate boxes for Jean-Pierre to make his offer. Within two-hours he created a small workspace in the chef’s kitchen at Chemin a la Mer on the twentieth floor, a section of the hotel I was eager to explore. The restaurant was only open for dinner, so as long as I finished my work by 4:00 pm, I was welcome to use the space. Our vendors shipped directly to the hotel, and that was when opportunity took flight.

      That first week of stocking supplies, I used the elevator several times during each visit. Slowly I pulled the luggage carrier stacked high with diffusers, fragrance refills, champagne and chocolates, secured safely in FedEx boxes. I wriggled my way through walk-in coolers, stainless steel prep tables, and utility storage carts on wheels. Jean-Pierre reserved one of the four-tiered carts for our storage needs, one shelf per luxury item. I took my time organizing each shelf so as not to get behind on inventory and reordering. I could not lose this gig because I am finally unshackled from that other life, and I am never going back.

      My departure on the first day of my assembly line project occurred at a bad time. Check-in for the hotel was in full swing, and the bank of elevators was working double time. After fifteen minutes of waiting, I descended the twenty floors with Bridget’s borrowed Christian Louboutins in hand. The stairway blurred; my hand slick on the handrail. The oppressive heat was locked inside the steep tower of stairs.

      While I was struggling to catch my breath, I broke through a door halfway down and rushed into a tall, dark-haired stranger. His lanyard sparked curiosity, and possibly an opening for another time. It also revealed a name: Ben McCarthy. The carnal charm that radiated from his model-like face was missed in his own mirrored reflection. His bright green eyes were tired and unfocused; I realized he was a humble man. You could see a hungry man in New Orleans from a mile away, treachery penetrating from devious eyes. Not to mention the shameful suggestions I heard falling from loutish lips.

      Politely, Ben apologized and helped me pick up my dropped shoes. He then quickly stepped aside and continued his jaunt toward the elevators, but not before I saw the first clue to my guarded pursuit. The smoking gun I had been searching for since I first passed the hotel’s elaborate lobby was holstered to my new crush. The initiation of a workplace romance might be a useful strategy after all, but would I have the guts to act if the opportunity presented itself again?

      Lost in my recreated meet-cute moment, which was more of an awkward collision, I lost track of time. In my periphery, I noticed a fidgety man in his late thirties or early forties had taken the seat beside me. The salt and pepper, short-clipped hair and athletic frame made it hard to decipher the stranger’s age. His hand shook noticeably as he lifted his old-fashioned to his dry lips. His overly wrinkled suit and five o’clock shadow suggested a walk of shame; however, it was late afternoon. I considered looking away, but there was something intriguing about him that made me want to ask questions.

      “You can hear them too, can’t you?” He whispered, not making eye contact.

      “Are you talking to me, sir?” I replied, my curiosity piqued.

      He took another long sip of his cocktail. Regret, and perhaps loss, swirled around him in unison like the oversized cube of ice in his crystal glass. After he placed his empty drink on the marble bar top, he turned to face me, meeting my bewildered gaze.

      “I see the aura now; the chosen walk the earth with a permanent shadow. That shadow took everything from me, my wife and my practice,” he revealed solemnly.

      I realized immediately that he was talking about the deceased, and he allowed them to get too close. I tried to play off how excited I was. Finally, fate appeared to be introducing a profound topic that did not require the prerequisite of hours of small talk for the lead-in. My nod confirmed his suspicions while giving him permission to share his story. His name was Dr. Patterson, but he asked me to call him Pete.

      Pete explained the ghostly visits started when he outsourced the bone graft process for his thriving oral surgery practice. He was trying to pay off student debt and partnered up with a discounted local bone provider with very few reviews. Pete explained he had no idea where his rep got the cadaver bones, while wrenching his hand over his forehead, ashamed. He agonized aloud about placing sketchy bones in his patient’s gums while they healed and prepared for dental implants. A series of questions was forming in my head while I studied him with fascination.

      “So, you lost a patient to infection and their ghost returned for revenge?” I interrupted boldly, my social skills failing.

      “No, the bones were sterile, but the soul that once belonged to the cadaver appeared to be stuck,” he shared in a whisper, his composure breaking slightly.

      Pete looked around to make sure no one else was within earshot, and I had to lean in to hear him. His explanation picked up speed, desperate to find an empathetic ear. It all started five months ago with the placement of that first cadaver bone, he told me. Mrs. Miller was sedated, and Pete was organizing the dental tools to pull her number two molar while she drifted off to sleep. Once the tooth was pulled and the bone graft was placed, the dental assistant left the room to help his partner. Pete was carefully sewing the membrane to keep the bone graft in place, and that is when it happened. Mrs. Miller opened her eyes, sat up, and began speaking.

      “How did you know it was not Mrs. Miller waking prematurely?” I interrupted.

      “Mrs. Miller is a friend of my wife’s family, and I know her well. The voice I heard that day was not hers; it belonged to a man.” Pete explained softly, while my skin crawled.

      I asked Pete what the voice wanted, and just like in my experience, the voice demanded a favour. Pete disclosed that the lost soul was a victim of murder. Then Pete revealed he discovered a pattern each time he placed a new cadaver bone graft. The patient would wake, just like Mrs. Miller, and reported they were also killed. But that was not the only similarity, he clarified. All the ghostly dwellers were homeless. I am pulled from Pete’s story for a moment, recalling the disappearances of women lately, but he just said the first ghostly voice was from a man.

      “I went to the police and tried to expose my bone provider, and that is where it all imploded. He must have friends in high places because he turned the police against me. He also saw that I was committed to a mental health facility, and that is when my wife left me. I was released an hour ago.” Pete confessed, defeated.

      “What was the favour?” I asked cautiously as Kevin approached, his hands full.

      Kevin reappeared behind the bar with the tuna and began mixing a fresh martini. When I turned back to Pete to continue our conversation, he vanished without so much as a goodbye. The mounting list of questions that rebounded from Pete’s story was prompting the consideration of a new strategy in my own freelance work. I must find a quiet spot to sort it all out after I consume this food, I decided.

      Kevin kneeled to retrieve my silverware, and that was when I saw him. Ben was across the bar, studying the happy hour menu. Ben, who basically disappeared for the last six months, was back! I quickly devoured the tuna, chased with the final drops of my martini, and bolted. He did not see me yet, and it was finally time to design my plan.

      I stumbled to the streetcar shortly after seven, for a twenty-minute ride to the Garden District. The second martini, coupled with a robust gale threatening to knock me off balance. The pineapples were soaked in vodka for weeks before the fruity concoction mixed with triple sec, more vodka, champagne and ice. My second course of spiked fermented fruit was compromising my mental dexterity. I became fixated on the tiny serving of tuna that was undoubtedly surfing in a sea of fruity liquor in my churning stomach. Why did I not accept Kevin’s offer of bread this evening?

      I shook my head to refocus and thought back to my prey, the man I was unsuccessfully stalking since the first week at the Four Seasons. I could not approach Ben at the bar tonight; I was not ready yet. I needed more information about him, and an angle. As the streetcar unloaded tourists with full bellies of crawfish, cornbread, and Abita beer, I turned over the details of the last hour in my mind.

      Ben barely noticed me coming out of the stairwell that first day. A modest man would not fall for my usual coquetry that worked like a charm in my marketing and “detective” roles. I would have to discover or create something paramount to get his attention.

      My mind shifted quickly to consider a new approach, and I debated how to get to know Ben better. If I screwed this up, it could cost me everything and eliminate the path to a big clue. I needed Bridget’s help.

      I hopped off the crowded streetcar on St. Charles Avenue with an unwelcome companion: fear. The nearby street lanterns and curtain-lined windows were all dark; I suspected a power outage was in play. I also had a very strong feeling that I was being followed, perhaps by the living but more likely by the dead. The whispers in the wind serenaded; troubadours from another time vied for my attention. The message was not yet clear, but my body reacted with palpitations. My mind was now reeling frantically, trying to make sense of the new information that not one, but two local populations were being taken, according to the cadaver voices. Pete’s story was chilling but also oddly hopeful, an open window at a previously dead end.

      But what if he was right

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
        

      

      
        
        
        
        
      

      

      
        
          
        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/title-page-books-1.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Tiger Eye
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Chapter 43
      


      		
        Chapter 44
      


      		
        Chapter 45
      


      		
        Chapter 46
      


      		
        Chapter 47
      


      		
        Chapter 48
      


      		
        Chapter 49
      


      		
        Chapter 50
      


      		
        Chapter 51
      


      		
        Chapter 52
      


      		
        Chapter 53
      


      		
        Chapter 54
      


      		
        Chapter 55
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        Discussion Guide
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/ebook-cover-art---1600-x-2600-px-85331-am.jpg
SOME SCARS
RUN DEEPER
THAN THE EYE |
CAN SEE..." '}/

AND S0 DOES
HER STRENGTH.”






