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        “It is with true love as it is with ghosts; everyone talks about it, but few have seen it.”

        – Francois de La Rochefoucauld
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      MARGOT

      “Are you sure we should be in here?” The blonde girl, who can’t be more than fifteen years old, cautiously climbs through the empty window frame, the glass it once housed long gone. Her boyfriend helps her over the jamb and pulls her up against him as soon as she is on her feet.

      “Don’t worry, baby, I’ve been in here a hundred times. It’s totally safe.”

      Liar.

      He’s never been in here before. I would remember him.  I remember all of them.  All the men. Every. Single. One.

      Even after five years as a prostitute and 130 years as a ghost, every face, every name, every single detail of every single man who ever set foot in the brothel is still clearly etched in my mind.

      This kid is just trying to impress his lady friend with his non-existent swagger.

      It has become kind of a ritual for the kids from various high schools in the parish to sneak into the house. I think there are even bonus points of some sort if you have the guts to stay in here more than five minutes.

      Not that anyone ever has.

      It has become a game for me, too, to see how quickly I can make the little miscreants flee, either screaming and/or wetting their pants.

      My current record is three minutes and forty-six seconds.

      With this girl here tonight, I bet I can cut that in half.

      Mr. Bravado turns on a flashlight and swings it around the room, the stream of white light falling on the disintegrating remains of the once-glamorous parlor. It pains me to see it like this, to watch it crumble as the years take their toll on the place.

      Well, time for some fun.

      I take a quick stroll in front of the large, wooden bar, and directly through the stream of their flashlight.

      “What was that?” Blondie asks, clinging to Mr. B.

      “What was what? I didn’t see anything.” He brushes hair off her cheek and leans in to kiss her, catching her off-guard. She relents, and before I know it, they are making out, groping and moaning into each other’s mouths, in the middle of the room.

      Damnit. Who would have thought the little tramp would be distracted so easily?

      I better up my game.

      Now, under normal circumstances, I would resort to “typical” haunting behaviors: banging and slamming doors, pots and pans, moans and groans, the usual. But, these two are really going at it, and I can see typical isn’t going to cut it.

      There are plenty of ways to scare the shit out of someone, but sometimes, you have to go a bit overboard to really make your statement. An idea is forming…

      The teens are getting hot and heavy, any concern on blondie’s part long forgotten as their clothes start hitting the floor along with the flashlight. The beam now falls on the far wall, creating a spot-lit blank canvas for my brilliant plan.

      By the time I gather what I need and return to the room, they are on top of a pile of clothes, completely nude, and Mr. B. is about to get lucky.

      Blondie pants and moans under him as he kisses her neck and grinds his hips against hers. “Oh, God, Brian…”

      Ha! His name is Brian? Mr. B. is even more fitting now.

      “God, I love you, Mandi.”

      Mandi? What ever happened to the elegant names from my day? Class is quickly escaping with each passing generation.

      I almost feel bad interrupting them, almost, but I have a reputation to maintain for the house. Mr. B.’s boxers are on the edge of the pile, tossed aside from the frenetic limbs.

      Perfect!

      It isn’t hard to get close to them without them noticing; the ability to dematerialize has its benefits. The wind blowing in through the open window helps mask my movements.

      I grab the boxers just as Mr. B. finally drives into her.

      “Fuck.” He groans and begins to rock and thrust his hips against her. Their panting and wails echo through the mostly-empty room as I begin my masterpiece.

      Being able to materialize and manipulate physical objects is one of the perks of being a ghost. The only downside is the epic toll it takes on me afterward. It can take me hours, or even days, to recover from some of my pranks, but it is worth it in the end. This certainly will be.

      The red paint smears across the wall, brilliantly contrasted against what is left of the white and gold damask wallpaper. I smile at my artistic endeavor. They better appreciate the work that went into this.

      They continue to fuck like jackrabbits and don’t notice when I sidle up beside them. I lean down as close as I dare to blondie’s ear. “Boo!”

      She screams and jerks her head away from Mr. B.’s and looks in my direction. Blondie can’t see me, of course, but the frantic look in her eyes tells me the wheels of my plan are turning. Mr. B. apparently didn’t hear me because his glassy eyes turn my direction and back to her with bewilderment.

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      “Didn’t you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” He looks around, frustration and confusion mixed in his eyes, his dick still embedded inside her, at least for the time being.

      “There’s someone…something here…I want to go!” Blondie’s distress is increasing by the second, and Mr. B. has finally realized he is going to end up with blue balls tonight as she struggles to shove him off her.

      He grumbles and reluctantly detaches from her, rolling onto his back and staring at the ceiling momentarily. She scrambles to get dressed, only hooking one of the clasps on her bra and tugging her T-shirt on inside-out.

      “Mandi, where are my boxers?” The pile of clothes has dwindled to a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. She grabs the flashlight off the floor and sweeps it around. “I don’t know. They have to be here somewhere.”

      They stumble around, searching the floor for the lost undergarment while I struggle to contain my laughter.

      God, I love messing with these dumb kids.

      When their search of the floor doesn’t turn up the missing boxers, the stream from the flashlight finally hits the wall, and blondie releases a blood-curdling scream.

      Mr. B’s boxers hang from a nail on the far wall, a personal message scrawled in red paint alongside them.

      
        
        Thanks for the show!

      

      

      Their reactions don’t disappoint. Blondie has a melt-down of epic proportions, scrambling frantically to get out the window, while Mr. B.’s bravado is suddenly absent, replaced by a screeching and crying unlike anything I have ever heard. He scrambles out the window, sans underwear, with his jeans in hand.

      My laughter echoes through the room. Maybe I am childish for picking on the young lovers, but after 130 years, and everything I experienced, both alive and dead, I need to find a way to entertain myself and pass the time.

      I move to the window and watch them racing across the lawn toward a car parked under the large tree near the road.

      That tree never changes. It stopped growing long ago.

      Nothing ever changes around here. While things move rapidly in the outside world, in here, I am trapped in a never-ending cycle of bad memories, horny teenagers, and misery.

      Peace feels like it will never come. When I left the orphanage at thirteen years old to escape the abuse of the caretakers there, I never imagined my life would end in a place like this.  It was once beautiful, full of life, laughter, and good people.

      Well, I guess that depends on who you ask. The kindest of folk called us prostitutes, while others referred to us as strumpets, harlots, and whores. To me, we were all just women looking for a way to support ourselves, and maybe, if we were lucky, to find true love.

      The endless parade of johns who came through this parlor would shock even the most open-minded individuals. Men who, on the exterior, appeared to be committed family heads, politicians, celebrities, and even virgins, partook of our wares on a regular basis.

      It wasn’t the best job in the world, but it was a roof over my head, clothes on my back, and food in my belly every single day. Madame Helene looked after us and took care of us as if we were her own daughters. When she found me on the streets when I was sixteen, I was skinny, dirty, and ill. After nursing me back to health, she offered me a job here, and told me I would never have to do anything I didn’t want to.

      Of course, I didn’t believe her at first. Who would? But, after serving drinks at the bar, and watching the other girls with patrons, I realized they were the ones who had the power, and the money.

      At least, it appeared that way. It wasn’t until I decided to move up to taking my own clients that I learned the word “no” wasn’t in a hooker’s vocabulary. Johns rarely got violent, as long as you did what they asked, and, for the most part, it was never anything too out of the ordinary. I could live with it, I could live with the life I had chosen, and, dare I say, I was happy. Until the day I died and was trapped here forever.

      These crumbling walls and blood-stained floorboards will be the only thing I ever get to experience, and despite having resigned myself to this truth years ago, it still breaks my heart to know my soul will never be free.
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          SIX MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      BLAKE

      Despite its crumbling façade, there is no doubt this was once a magnificent house. The straight lines of the porches, framed by elaborate decorative moldings, still hold their beauty and regality and shadows of its illustrious past.

      I must be crazy.

      The van doors slam behind me, and the approaching footsteps slow as they get closer to where I stand near my car.

      “Dude, you must be fucking crazy!”

      I look to my right at Eric and roll my eyes. “Gee, thanks, man.” Like I need him to remind me of what is so readily apparent.

      “What? You are! This place is a total dump.”

      Anger simmers, and I take a deep breath before replying.

      “No, it isn’t. Brandon, dude, you see the potential here, don’t you?”

      Brandon steps up next to me and glances over at Eric before looking at the house again. “I don’t know, man, when you told me you were going to renovate an old plantation house, I had envisioned something a little less…dilapidated.”

      I sigh and smack them on their backs. “It will just make for a better show then, won’t it?”

      They both eye the house skeptically. “Seriously guys, you knew what you were in for when you agreed to film the renovations. Imagine how amazing this place will look in a couple months and how famous we’ll be when we sell the show to some producer and make millions.”

      Ha! Millions.

      We’ll be lucky to get a bite from any network. There are so many damn renovation shows these days, but I’m praying the unique nature of the old plantation house in the bayou will be enough to garner some interest. I still don’t know how I managed to convince Brandon and Eric to help me with this. They are well-respected film makers, mostly documentaries; they have no business filming a contractor repairing an old house. I guess it pays to have friends in high places, and I’m sure the fact I promised them a huge cut of any offer has a lot to do with it. I don’t have the heart or balls to tell them my concerns about the end-game.

      But I would be doing this whether there was a potential pay day or not. Dad taught me everything I know and wanted me to do something great with the inheritance he left me. This is it. This is my moment to do something truly incredible. Restoring a historic home like this would make him epically proud if he were still here.

      “Well, Blake, it’ll certainly be interesting. I’ll give you that.” Brandon turns back to the van. “Let’s get unloaded so we can go find some grub. I’m starving.”

      Eric joins him, and they begin the tedious task of removing their equipment.

      “I’ll meet you guys inside.” I grab my duffel and sleeping bag and climb the rickety stairs to the front porch
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