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    Host: A human being who unknowingly provides lodging to an invading spirit. 
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
    An attractive male server carrying a tray of glimmering copper mugs approached Imani Pollard. “Moscow Mule?” the server asked.  
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Imani lifted a drink from the serving tray and briefly admired the craftsmanship of the container before taking a sip. The bartender had been heavy-handed with the vodka, which was fine with her.  
 
    Imani had arrived at her friend, Hope’s housewarming party only twenty minutes ago and was already downing her second Moscow Mule. Ever since Hope had married Dr. Franklin Lowell, a renowned plastic surgeon, who was twenty-five years her senior and who pampered her with the best of everything, she had turned into an unbearable narcissist. The only way Imani could deal with Hope’s pretentiousness was to get a little tipsy.  
 
    “Imani, there you are! I’m so glad you could make it,” chortled Hope, sweeping into the grand rotunda where the guests were milling about. Hope’s face was beat for the gods. Dripping in jewels, she was rocking a body-hugging designer dress that showcased the hard work she put in at the gym. 
 
    She approached Imani and gave her a double-cheek air kiss. Hope and Imani had never air-kissed a day in their lives, and Imani presumed that Hope had picked up the gesture from her current group of snooty friends. 
 
    “You changed your hair,” Hope commented, gesturing toward Imani’s natural curls that were styled in a bouncy twist-out. 
 
    “Yes, no more perms for me…I love being natural,” Imani remarked proudly.  
 
    “It suits you, but it’s a little too Afro-centric for my taste,” Hope observed, running her fingers through her luxurious weave that hung well past her shoulders. “So, what do you think of my humble abode?” Hope asked, extravagantly waving a hand around the vast room with its twenty-foot-high vaulted ceiling and crystal chandelier.  
 
    Hope was insufferably conceited and had to make every conversation about her material possessions. Refusing to let her know how badly she was irritating her, Imani took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Your humble abode is more like a palace. It’s really beautiful, Hope,” Imani said as graciously as she could manage. 
 
    “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet,” Hope bragged. “I decorated this entire mansion by myself. I didn’t want any help from an interior decorator because I doubt if anyone has better taste than mine.” 
 
    A soft groan escaped Imani’s lips, but Hope didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “The official tour doesn’t start for another hour, but you have my permission to snoop around all you like. In the meantime I have to go check in with my party planner and make sure that everything is running smoothly and all of the entertainers have arrived.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you’d hired entertainers.” 
 
    “Of course! Franklin and I always go big. We hired a jazz ensemble, aerial dancers, an amazing opera singer. Oh, and there’ll be a Tarot card reader on hand.”  
 
    Imani wrinkled her brows. “I’ve never known you to dabble in the occult.”  
 
    “The reader I hired is on point, and her readings are more like therapy session or a life coaching session than anything mystical. She guided me toward the good life that I’m living now, so don’t knock the Tarot until you’ve tried it. Who knows, a reading might improve your life and point you in another direction. You’ve got to be tired of working all those hours at the hospital and not having any kind of personal life,” Hope said snidely. 
 
    The shade of it all caused Imani to practically choke on her drink. Before she could check Hope for her spiteful comment, Hope spotted her party planner and began to sashay across the room.   
 
    Taking Hope up on her offer to look around, Imani drifted from room-to-room, amazed that someone who had come from the same working class background as she was now living in such splendor and opulence. 
 
    The house was insanely beautiful. With its six bedrooms and five bathrooms, the home exploded with amenities. Inside the guest suite was an exquisite spa-style bathroom with white porcelain tiles. There was an epic home theater on a lower level, and on the main floor there was a formal dining room and marble heated floors. Outside there was a landscaped terrace and pool, and many other lavish features. 
 
    Imani wished she could be happy for Hope, whom she’d known for most of her life—they’d attended middle school, high school, and college together and both had acquired a bachelor’s of science in nursing degree—but it was hard to be happy for someone who constantly bragged about her fabulous lifestyle and seemed to enjoy throwing her newfound wealth in Imani’s face.  
 
    Once a down-to-earth person and a loyal friend, Hope had become someone that Imani barely recognized, both physically and personality-wise. In addition to the boob job, nose job, and cheek implants, Hope had morphed into an obnoxious and shallow individual. She had begun working for Dr. Lowell soon after acquiring her nursing degree, and she married the successful surgeon a year later. Married to such an affluent man, Hope no longer needed to earn a living, yet she continued to work at her husband’s lucrative practice. According to Hope, her presence at his practice kept potential home-wreckers from getting any bright ideas about trying to steal her husband.  
 
    Imani missed the friendship that she and Hope once shared, but had accepted that they’d grown apart and no longer had the same interests. As she moved about the home, she surveyed the guests and noticed that they all seemed to be around Dr. Lowell’s age. Hope seemed to be comfortable socializing with her husband’s peers while Imani preferred hanging out with people in her own age group.   
 
    Hope and Dr. Lowell had gone all out for their housewarming party. The servers offered high-end finger foods and desserts prepared by a popular local chef. A professional bartender mixed pretty cocktails with fancy garnishes. But despite its lavishness, the party was a dud as far as Imani was concerned. She planned to mingle with the guests for another half-hour or so and then make an excuse to get the hell out of there.  
 
    It was rare to have a Saturday night off from the hospital where she worked as an Emergency Room nurse, and she didn’t want to waste her precious day-off by putting up with Hope’s underhanded comments. She’d have a much better time if she went downtown and joined a few of her coworkers from the hospital who were currently enjoying themselves at a hookah spot that had recently opened.  
 
    Biding her time until she could make a hasty getaway, Imani continued to take in the grandeur of Hope’s and Dr. Lowell’s home. As she ambled along corridors, she peeked inside rooms with open doors and grudgingly admired the tasteful décor. It wasn’t that she was jealous of Hope’s lifestyle, the problem was that she deeply resented the snobbish person that Hope had become. Their friendship was hanging by a thread, and she wondered how long they would pretend that everything was still okay between them.  
 
    While touring the house Imani ambled along a wide corridor on the first floor. The walls were decorated with tribal art, and as she admired the collection of African masks and amulets, she found herself outside a room that had the smell of incense wafting out into the hallway. Taking a peek inside, she was surprised to see a woman sitting behind a table. Noticing her bejeweled turban and the card decks on the table, Imani realized she was the Tarot reader that Hope had mentioned.  
 
    Aside from the Tarot reader, the room was empty. Apparently none of the guests were interested in something as wacky as a Tarot reading. Figuring that a quick reading would be an interesting way to waste some time, she stepped inside.  
 
    The reader, an olive-complexioned woman of ambiguous heritage, beckoned Imani over to her table that was covered with a mystical-looking cloth that depicted the constellations. On top of the cloth were a colorful array of crystals, two lit candles, and of course, there were several Tarot decks. The setup was so clichéd, Imani couldn’t help from snickering behind her hand as she took steps toward the table. 
 
    “Have a seat,” the card reader offered. 
 
    Feeling embarrassed about getting a Tarot reading, Imani looked around awkwardly before taking a seat. 
 
    “They call me Waiola, what’s your name?” the woman asked. 
 
    Feeling self-conscious, Imani’s eyes darted downward before giving the woman her name. 
 
    Waiola peered into Imani’s eyes for a period that was lengthy enough to cause Imani to squirm uncomfortably and avert her gaze.  
 
    “Hello, Imani,” Waiola finally said. “What’s your question?” 
 
    “Uh, I don’t have a question in mind. Can you just give me a general reading?” 
 
    “I could, but a specific question would strengthen the reading.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. Ummm…” Trying to come up with a question, Imani looked off in thought. 
 
    “Are you married?” Waiola prodded. 
 
    “No, I’m single.” 
 
    “Would you like to be married?” 
 
    Imani blushed. “Yeah, I guess—one of these days,” she said with a shrug, trying to give the impression that she was nonchalant about marriage when in reality she was more than ready to find her perfect mate.  
 
    Waiola gazed at her and smiled knowingly. “Let’s find out what your romantic future looks like, shall we?”  
 
    Waiola picked up a deck of cards and began shuffling them, and Imani’s eyes were drawn to the many rings on her fingers and her bright red, clawed fingernails. Wearing a serious expression, Waiola spread ten cards into a curious pattern and then studied them intently.  
 
    “What do you see?” Imani asked, leaning forward, scrutinizing the strange images on cards. She had no idea what she was looking at, but she stared at them anyway. 
 
    Waiola pointed to the center card. “I’m looking at your current situation and I see that you’re longing for companionship.” She tapped a curved fingernail on another card. “This card indicates that you won’t have to wait much longer. Your soulmate yearns to be with you, too. In fact, he’s been searching for you. One thing is for certain, you’ll both recognize each other instantly.” 
 
    “How will two strangers recognize each other?” Imani asked with a soft chuckle that made it clear that she didn’t take the reading seriously. 
 
    “True love spans many lifetimes and star-crossed lovers always find each other,” Waiola said. “In fact, before each incarnation on earth star-crossed lovers agree to meet at a specific point in their lives and pick up where they left off during their last lifetime together. Each time they rediscover each other, there is the hope that they’ll stop making the same mistake and finally get it right.” 
 
    Refusing to believe a word that had come out of Waiola’s mouth, Imani smirked. “Since you know so much about my soulmate, would you happen to have his name and phone number?” 
 
    Waiola didn’t crack a smile. With furrowed brows, she returned her gaze to the cards. “You’ll be involved in a whirlwind love affair with this man.” She pointed to a card that read, King of Pentacles. However, you’ll have a rival. There’s a woman who’s envious of you, and she wants to possess all that you possess. You must beware of this woman. She’s dangerous. She’s very close to you and she knows all of your secrets.” 
 
    Was Waiola referring to Hope? No, she couldn’t be. Imani had stopped sharing secrets with Hope several years ago. And with Hope’s change of fortune, she had no reason to be envious of Imani. 
 
    Imani looked Waiola in the eyes. “I don’t have any friends who are close enough to know all my secrets,” Imani said with a hint of suspicion. She’d heard about unethical fortune tellers that gave readings that were shrouded in ominous warnings and then offered to help the client overcome the obstacles he or she faced—all for a hefty price, of course.  
 
     “The person I’m speaking of will try to ruin your life. You must not allow her to get too close,” Waiola said, shaking her head gravely. 
 
    There seemed to be genuine concern flashing in Waiola’s eyes and Imani thought it was possible that the woman was sincere. “Could this person be a relative?” Imani asked warily.  
 
    “No, I don’t think so. She’s someone who shares your thoughts and affects your moods…” 
 
    This is crazy. How can someone share my thoughts? Back to believing that Waiola was either a kook or was full of shit, Imani interrupted the woman with a groan of irritation. She didn’t appreciate the way Waiola was deliberately trying to frighten her.  
 
    “Listen, I don’t know anyone who’s as diabolical as the person you’re referring to—I don’t have any friends or relatives who would act like that.” Imani shook her head briskly. “I’m not feeling this reading, and to be honest, you’re starting to freak me out.” 
 
    “It’s not my intention to scare you. The cards never lie, and—” 
 
    “How much do I owe you?” Imani asked, abruptly standing up. Snapping open her purse, she dug out her wallet.  
 
    Waiola waved her hand. “No charge. Your hostess already covered the cost for the readings this evening.” 
 
    “Well…enjoy the rest of your evening,” Imani said tersely and stormed out of the room. 
 
    Feeling off-kilter and needing a stiff drink, she hurried to the main room of the party and grabbed yet another copper mug from the serving tray that was set out in a central location 
 
    This time she didn’t sip it slowly. She tossed back the drink and then reached for another.   
 
    “If I were you I’d be careful. Don’t underestimate the potency of the Moscow Mule,” said a masculine voice behind her. 
 
    She jerked around, expecting to see one of Dr. Lowell’s aging cronies, wearing a lecherous smile while trying to be clever. But to her surprise, the voice belonged to a much younger man, who was holding a brand of beer that Imani didn’t recognize. He looked to be around Imani’s age, in his mid-to-late twenties.   
 
    She skimmed her gaze over him and her eyes lit with appreciation. Standing before her was a man with perfect bone structure; who was well over six feet of gorgeous masculinity. Tall, lean, and sinewy, he had the body of a basketball player. His maple brown skin was clean-shaven, except for a faint mustache. He had deep-set dark eyes that sparkled when they fixed on her, and a dimpled chin added to his attractiveness. His hair was fashionably styled in a high fade with twists on top. Rocking smart casual attire, he wore perfectly tailored gray slacks, a charcoal blazer, and a powder blue shirt that was unbuttoned at the neck.  
 
    Feeling an instant surge of attraction, Imani’s lips curved into a slow smile. Her fingers unconsciously flitted upward and lightly stroked the riotous mass of inky tresses that brushed her shoulders. 
 
     “That drink is pretty potent; it’ll sneak up on you,” he warned.  
 
    “You’re right, I should pace myself,” she said, smiling as she twirled a lock of hair around her index finger. Realizing that she no longer needed to steady her nerves, she returned the copper mug to the tray.  
 
    “Whoa, I’m not the drink police, and I didn’t intend for you to stop enjoying yourself. I just wanted to warn that the Moscow Mule can be lethal.”  
 
    Beneath his thin mustache, his lush mouth spread into a sexy smile, and Imani marveled at how ripe and kissable his full lips looked. 
 
     “Logan Conway,” he said, introducing himself with an assured smile.  
 
     “Imani Pollard,” she replied. Her eyes swept stealthily from his prominent cheekbones and sexy dimpled chin, down to his left hand. She was relieved to discover that his ring finger was bare.  
 
    From the corner of her eye she noticed Hope showing off artwork to a group of her silver-haired friends, and Imani turned around and waved at Hope. The party had suddenly become much more interesting, and Imani was no longer annoyed with Hope and was no longer in a hurry to leave.  
 
    “I’m gonna take a wild guess and assume that you’re a friend of Hope’s,” Logan said, his sexy mouth tugging upward in a teasing smile. 
 
    “Yes, Hope and I go all the way back to middle school. Are you a friend of Hope’s, also?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m Dr. Lowell’s godson. He and my dad were frat brothers—and best friends.” 
 
    “Were?” Imani asked. 
 
    “Yeah, my dad passed away last year,” he said glumly.  
 
    There was a flash of hurt in his eyes and she wished she could think of something comforting to say, but she only came up with the worn-out expression, “Oh, I’m so sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Logan nodded solemnly. “Ordinarily, I wouldn’t attend this kind of event…” 
 
    She looked at him with curiosity. “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t generally hang out with an older crowd like this, but Dr. Lowell wanted me here. He’s trying to play a more paternal role in my life now that my dad…” Logan’s words trailed off. “Anyway, I agreed to stop through.” 
 
    “So, you don’t intend to stay very long?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I planned to make an appearance and then be on my way.” 
 
    “That was my plan, too,” she blurted with laughter. 
 
    He gazed at her with warmth in his eyes. “But…I’ve had a change of heart. I think I’ll stay as long as you…” He paused. Looking slightly embarrassed, he caught his lower lip between his teeth and shook his head in silent reprimand. “That sounded creepy, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Not at all,” she assured him. “You said exactly what I wanted to hear.” Ordinarily she would have kept her cards closer to the vest, but she felt safe enough to lay them out on the table. She told herself that if her honesty scared Logan away, then he wasn’t the kind of person who she should attempt to know better. 
 
    Logan turned the bottle of beer up to his mouth and Imani peered at the label on the bottle. It read: Goose Island. 
 
    “Goose Island? I’ve never heard of that brand of beer. Is it good?” 
 
    “It’s a craft beer. Wanna try it?” he said, offering her the bottle.  
 
    She accepted the bottle and took a swig. “Mmm,” she murmured approvingly. “Craft beer, huh? Don’t tell me you’re a beer snob,” she teased. 
 
    “Hardly. I usually drink Bud, Heineken, Coors…or whatever’s on tap. Dr. Lowell is the beer elitist. He only drinks expensive brews. He introduced me to craft beer when I turned twenty-one, and now I treat myself to the good stuff maybe two or three times a year.” 
 
    “I really like this,” Imani said, handing him the bottle of beer.  
 
    “Would you like one?” he asked. “It’s not as strong as what you were drinking.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll have a beer.” 
 
    “Okay, be right back.” He strode across the room, heading toward the home bar where a professional bartender was on hand. The ultra-modern bar was decked out in dark wood, animal-print bar stools, and was fully stocked with top-shelf spirits and high-end beer. 
 
    Taking several steps to the right, she checked out her image in an ornate wall mirror and quickly rifled through her purse, pulling out a tube of lip gloss and swiping a pale pink shade over her lips. Next, she finger combed and fussed with her thick head of juicy curls that gave the appearance of carefree bounciness, but actually required a ton of hair product and a rigid haircare routine. 
 
    She watched as Logan made his way back to her with a fresh beer in hand. He had an athlete’s physical ease with his body, and despite the layers of clothing he wore, she could see the play of muscles as he glided toward her.  
 
    “Here you go.” He handed her the beer and their hands touched lightly, sending an electrical jolt through her system. 
 
    “There’s a beer festival in town,” he said. “Live music, greasy food, and lots of beer vendors that are eager for you to taste their brew. If you’re not doing anything Friday night—” 
 
     “I’d love to go!” Imani gushed, and then made a face. “Oh, God. I hope I didn’t sound too eager…or desperate.” 
 
    “No, not at all. You sounded like a self-assured woman who doesn’t waste time playing games. I appreciate your honesty. It’s refreshing.” 
 
     “Well, I have to say, my honesty with members of the opposite sex hasn’t worked out too well in the past,” she said. Feeling defenseless, she lowered her eyes. 
 
    Logan grasped her hand. “Imani,” he said softly. She looked up. “I’m interested in getting to know you, and I’d like to see where this can go. I’ll take a chance if you will,” he said with a look of raw vulnerability in his eyes. 
 
     “Okay,” she said softly. Just like that she had clicked with a total stranger and she had the distinct impression that she and Logan were on the brink of something meaningful. She wondered if she was being influenced by Waiola’s prediction that she’d find her soulmate soon, and she couldn’t help but laugh at herself for being pathetic and reading much more into this encounter than was actually there.  
 
    Logan was a nice guy—a really hot, nice guy—who had asked her out on a date. He was not her soul mate. Waiola was a fraud and Imani knew with certainty that there was no close friend or relative that was out to ruin her life.   
 
    Hope was her closest friend, and Hope was too wrapped up in herself to spend time trying to ruin Imani’s life.  
 
    Pushing thoughts of Waiola and her predictions from her mind, Imani focused on Logan, taking in his nice features and gazing deeply into his warm, milk chocolate eyes.  
 
    And she briefly allowed herself to imagine that she had actually found the man of her dreams.   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    On a dark night in April, Tucker Jansen wrangled with the steering wheel of his blue Mustang.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” he blurted as the car careened to the shoulder of the road and then zigzagged back and forth over the asphalt.    
 
    His girlfriend, Mila Pemberton, let out a sharp cry as she was jostled about in the passenger’s seat. The neat bun at the back of her neck became undone and her crimson-colored hair fell around her shoulders.  
 
    She shot him a look of contempt. “What the hell, Tucker?”  
 
    “Buckle up,” he suggested with an apologetic expression after gaining control of the car.  
 
    Mila made a contemptuous sound and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Sorry, babe. Something darted in front of me.” Taking his own advice, Tucker hurriedly pulled his seatbelt across his chest and drove with his gaze focused intently on the darkened road.  
 
    Mila tugged on her seatbelt and cursed under her breath when the strap of the seatbelt refused to give. “When are you getting this stupid seatbelt fixed? I shouldn’t have to ride around unprotected whenever I’m in the car with you.”  Scowling, she yanked on the seatbelt twice more before giving up with a sigh. 
 
    “I’ll work on it first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    “Remind me not to hold my breath,” she muttered sarcastically, twisting her vividly-hued tresses back into a tight knot.  
 
    Taking his attention away from the road, Tucker focused his gaze on Mila. “What’s with the attitude? You’re acting as if I deliberately caused the car to swerve. A raccoon or something shot out in front of me. Didn’t you see it?” 
 
    “I didn’t see anything,” she said, shaking her head adamantly.” 
 
    “Well, I saw it,” he insisted. 
 
    “Why don’t you pull over and let me drive.” 
 
    He gripped the steering wheel possessively. “No! I got this. And if you’re insinuating that I’m impaired, you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Listen, Tucker, I’d like to make it home with all my limbs intact, so stop being a dick and let me drive.” 
 
    Tucker tightened his jaw and shot her a hard look. “I swerved a little…so what? Why do you always have to make a big fucking deal out of everything?” 
 
    Realizing that Tucker was gearing up for an argument, harsh, retaliatory words began lining up on Mila’s tongue, but she held them back. She’d give him a piece of her mind after they made it home safely. Refusing to get into a yelling match while Tucker was driving, Mila used her better judgment, ignoring him as she silently stared out the window.   
 
    “I don’t wanna fight, okay?” Tucker said, his voice softening. “Trust me, I wouldn’t risk your life or mine if I weren’t okay to drive.”   
 
    “But you’re not okay. You had too much to drink, and…” She paused and stared at him incredulously as he took a pair of sunglasses from the console and put them on. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Are you seriously going to try to drive with shades on…in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “I drive better with them on,” he replied flippantly. 
 
    “You’re a fucking lunatic!” 
 
    “Chill out, Mila.” 
 
    “I’m not kidding, Tucker. Stop the car and let me drive.” 
 
    “Chill! I got this,” he insisted, pressing down on the gas pedal.   
 
    He was behaving like a psycho, and Mila couldn’t wait to get out of the car. Exasperated, she tugged on the jammed seatbelt, again. And once again, it wouldn’t budge. It angered her that Tucker insisted on driving, and it took all of her willpower not to make a cutting remark about his lack of maturity. But what was the point? Her days with him were numbered. She’d already told him that she was moving back home with her parents, but he didn’t believe her. He thought it was another empty threat. But she was serious, and she promised herself that if she made it home unscathed, tonight would be the last night that she spent with Tucker. He was an overgrown, spoiled brat who desperately needed the help of a therapist.   
 
    Tucker accelerated and the Mustang pitched forward as the numbers on the odometer swiftly climbed to ninety.  
 
    “Slow down, you drunken idiot,” Mila yelled. “Are you trying to kill us? Had I known you were going to drive like a maniac I would have Ubered home,” she spat.   
 
    Tucker’s voice took on an edge, as he said, “I’m not drunk!” Then he took a deep breath and switched to a cajoling tone. “I had four lousy beers. Believe me, it takes a lot more than a few beers for me to get wasted.”  
 
    He eased his foot off the gas pedal, and Mila sighed in relief.  
 
    He glanced at her and smiled as he placed a hand over hers.  
 
    Mila snatched her hand from beneath his and stared sullenly out of the window. 
 
    Tension mounted as they rode in silence. Attempting to lighten the mood, Tucker looked at Mila and tossed her a charming smile.  
 
    “Keep your eyes on the road, please,” Mila said, icily.  
 
    Dating a musician had been exciting at first. Both Tucker and Mila were exceptionally good looking, and they made a striking couple. From the start of their relationship, they’d been inseparable. She’d gone to a pub near her college campus, and Tucker was on stage with his band when their eyes locked and he smiled at her. God, he was so cute with those panty-melting dark eyes. The way he made love to his guitar was a tipoff that he’d be good in bed.  
 
    And he was. Making love with Tucker was the best sex ever. They clicked on so many levels, and in less than two weeks she found herself in the midst of a whirlwind romance. Tucker’s band had a shot at a record deal with a major label and Mila was so caught up in what she believed to be a glamorous and exciting lifestyle, she dropped out of school, moved out of the apartment she shared with two other students, and joined him on the road. Her parents were furious with her for withdrawing from her classes, but Mila had been too in love to care. 
 
    But if she could go back in time, she would have never quit school to tour with Tucker. Being on the road was a punishing lifestyle, and instead of being treated like a fragile princess, she was expected to pitch in and help with everything, including lighting, sound, and hawking the band’s mix tape at the front of the club. 
 
    It had been incredibly stupid to put her education on hold to run around the East Coast with Tucker, who was volatile, unreliable, and was quite possibly a serious alcoholic. It was hard to know when he was intoxicated. He didn’t slur his words or stagger when he drank. The only sign that he might be wasted was his inability to keep his temper in check. 
 
    Basically, Tucker was an asshole, and it had become a common occurrence for him to get into a shouting match or a physical altercation with anyone from patrons and bartenders to the actual club owners…and sometimes he fought with his own bandmates. Because of his explosive temperament, the prospective record label had second thoughts and pulled the plug on the deal. The band members decided they were better off without Tucker and decided to replace him.   
 
    And Mila was jumping ship, also. There was no doubt in her mind that the relationship was over. She’d tried her best to make it work, but tonight, after he had a fist-fight with Ace, the drummer of the band—on stage, no less—causing the band to get ejected from the club, Mila was forced to accept that Tucker had deep-seated emotional issues that were beyond her skill set.  
 
    She’d grown weary of talking to him about his temper. She wasn’t his therapist and she no longer felt inclined to try to figure him out or attempt to fix him. First thing in the morning she intended to pack her things and move out of Tucker’s cramped apartment and return to her parents’ spacious home in Blue Bell, Pennsylvania. She had spoken to her mother earlier that evening, and when she mentioned leaving Tucker, her mother assured her that she’d always have a home with her parents. Going home with her tail between her legs was embarrassing, but it was better than staying in a doomed relationship. 
 
    She cut an eye at Tucker, who refused to believe that she would soon be walking out of his life. A part of her felt sorry for him. But not sorry enough to stay. His Nordic good looks and superb bedroom skills were wasted on a drunken lunatic, and Mila wished his next girlfriend lots of luck. 
 
    They were two miles away from their apartment when Tucker began to drive within the speed limit. Although it was too little, too late, she took comfort in the knowledge that at least she’d make it home in one piece. 
 
    Finally able to relax, Mila reclined her seat a little, and closed her eyes.  
 
    Split seconds later, there was a sound that was akin to a bomb detonating. The impact was so forceful that both airbags inflated. It took a few moments for her to realize the car had collided with a tree.  
 
    “Are you okay, babe?” Tucker asked in a panicked voice as he tussled with his airbag. 
 
    “Fuck you, Tucker! I told you to let me drive.” Cursing under her breath, she struggled to extract herself from the wreckage. She couldn’t remember actually opening the passenger’s door, but somehow she miraculously found herself outside the car. 
 
    Tucker made it out also and rushed to her side. “Are you bleeding, anywhere? Are you able to walk home?” 
 
    “I’m not walking anywhere. We might have internal injuries, you jerk! We have to call 911,” she shouted, shoving him away from her. 
 
    “No! We can’t call them. They’ll send the cops, and I can’t afford to take a breathalyzer…I could get locked up,” he lamented, finally admitting that he’d had too much to drink. 
 
    “We have to call an ambulance!” Mila stamped her foot for emphasis, informing Tucker that she wasn’t playing around. 
 
    He patted the pocket of his jacket. “Uh, my phone’s in the car.” 
 
    “Mine, too. It’s in my purse.”  
 
    Mila cut her eyes to the right and gasped. She and Tucker both whirled around, their eyes widening as they observed the damage to the car. The Mustang was smashed into a mangled, smoking heap of twisted metal, and it was a miracle that they had survived at all. 
 
    “Holy shit! Look at my fucking car!” Tucker groaned. 
 
    “I can’t believe we got out of it alive,” Mila exclaimed, extending her arms, examining them for cuts and bruises. 
 
    “We’ll never get those doors open,” Tucker said, shaking his head. “We can forget about retrieving our phones and calling 911. We’ll have to walk,” he continued, sounding relieved that they wouldn’t have to involve the police. 
 
    Mila stared out at the vast road and let out a long breath. “I don’t think I’m in any shape to walk that far. Maybe someone will come along and give us a ride.” 
 
    “There’s not a single car in sight, Mila. Besides, we’re not that far from home. If we start walking, we could make it home in less than thirty minutes.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s wise, Tucker. Suppose we have internal bleeding. That can happen in an accident, you know.” 
 
    “We’re fine!” He patted himself down. “No broken bones. I’m not even sore.” 
 
    “We look okay on the outside, but we could be hemorrhaging on the inside,” she said in a panicked tone of voice. “Think about it, Tucker. We hit that tree really hard—something has to be wrong with us. Our internal organs might have gotten shifted around and could be slowly shutting down while we’re fucking around out here, contemplating walking several miles.” 
 
    “Mila,” he said calmly. “We don’t have a choice. There aren’t any cars on the road, and no houses for miles. We don’t have a choice…we have to walk. Okay, babe?” 
 
    She nodded uncertainly, emitting a mournful whimper. “I’m scared, Tucker. Something’s not right—I can feel it. We need to get to the hospital.” 
 
    “The hospital’s about twelve miles from here, and I’m not walking that far.” 
 
    “Maybe we could hitch a ride or something.” 
 
    “Hitch a ride in what—a fucking phantom car? There aren’t any cars on the road, and you know it. You’re not making sense, Mila.” 
 
    “I’m just saying—” 
 
     “I need a drink,” Tucker mumbled, pushing back the blond curls that fell into his face. 
 
    Mila’s face dimmed into a frown. “It’s your drinking that got us in this predicament in the first place. How can you think about drinking at a time like this?” She shook her head. “I was in denial about your alcoholism, but it’s clear to me, now.” 
 
    “I’m not an alcoholic. My nerves are shot and I need a drink…that’s all.” 
 
    Mila sighed and her frown deepened.  
 
    “Listen, if you insist on getting checked out by a doctor, then we have to get going,” Tucker said. 
 
    In the hopes that a car would come along, Mila gazed at the road once more before slipping her arm into Tucker’s and moving awkwardly into the dark night. There was no pain in her legs and there was no reason for her to walk with a shuffling gait, but after such a close brush with death, she was shaken and felt that she needed support. 
 
    After taking only a few steps away from the wreckage, Mila and Tucker stopped in their tracks. Tilting their heads back, they looked straight up into the ink-black sky that had suddenly become brightly lit. Tucker pointed toward the sky that looked as if it had been illuminated by an explosion of spectacular fireworks. “What the hell is that?”  
 
    The sky was so bright, it was almost blinding, and Mila had to squint as she gazed upward. “I think it’s, um…” She paused, pondering the lighted sky. “Shooting stars, maybe?” she suggested with a one-shoulder shrug. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Tucker said as the silvery lights began to recede into the night. As if expecting the phenomena to reappear, he stared up at the sky that was once again, a vast and unending blanket of darkness. 
 
    “Whatever it was, it was kind of creepy,” she remarked. 
 
    “I thought it was beautiful.” Tucker nodded, confirming his remark. “Yeah, it was beautiful, but eerie. This night can’t get any stranger.” With his brows creased in deep contemplation, he stuck his hands inside his pockets and began to stride toward the lengthy stretch of asphalt that would eventually deliver them to the nearest hospital. 
 
    Hobbling, Mila struggled to keep up with him. She glanced over her shoulder and gave a last glance at the Mustang that was smashed like a tin can. That they had managed to survive without a scratch was a miracle, for sure. Perhaps the strange display of lights was the universe’s way of letting them know that they’d been the beneficiaries of divine intervention. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    Mila and Tucker had walked for what seemed to be no more than a few minutes when they were suddenly bathed in the light that emanated from the neon sign above the Emergency entrance of City Memorial Hospital. 
 
    Tucker gawked at Mila in bewilderment. “We made it! But how the fuck did we get here so fast?” 
 
    Mila held up her hands. “No idea, but I’m glad we’re here.” She seemed calm on the outside, but inwardly she was frantic. The journey to the hospital should have taken at least an hour …or longer. Yet, somehow d they’d made the trek in a matter of minutes. She couldn’t recall bypassing any familiar landmarks along the way. One moment she was scrutinizing the damage to Tucker’s car and in the next instant they were traipsing across the hospital’s parking lot. 
 
    She didn’t express her concerns to Tucker, but she feared that they might have sustained head injuries. They both could be suffering from a form of brain damage that caused them to forget their experiences from one moment to the next. Brain damage combined with internal hemorrhaging was too much to contend with, and she could feel her pulse racing at the thought of being disabled for the rest of her life.   
 
    The sliding doors glided open and they stepped inside the crowded waiting room. 
 
     Tucker let out a groan as he observed the rows of filled seats. “Geez, did the whole town decide to get sick tonight? It’s gonna take hours before we get checked out. Let’s go home, babe. I can’t sit in here with these slobs all night.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere until I see a doctor,” Mila said adamantly. She desperately needed to hear reassuring words from both an internist and a neurologist. And she would insist upon an MRI to make sure her brain was functioning all right. As she pondered the condition of her brain, her long fingers flitted to her head. She gingerly touched her skull and hoped that she wouldn’t find a head wound or detect any sign of brain swelling. 
 
    Tucker sighed audibly. “Listen, we can sign in and take a number or whatever, and then leave. We’ll come back in the morning—because that’s how long it’s gonna take before they get around to us,” he said, speaking in a reasonable tone of voice. 
 
    “Leave if you want, but I’m staying.” Mila jutted out her chin in defiance. 
 
    “Be sensible, Mila. We’d have better luck getting treated if we were covered in blood or had visible injuries. But we don’t; we’re fine.” 
 
    “We’re not fine,” she insisted. “We’re traumatized. It seems like we walked twelve miles in a few seconds because we’ve lost all concept of time. I think we may both have concussions. You saw that Will Smith movie, and you know that a CTE should not be ignored.” 
 
    “For Christ’s sake, Mila! At first you suspected internal bleeding and now you’ve amped up your injury to an imaginary concussion. When did you become such a hypochondriac?” 
 
    “I’d rather be safe than sorry.” 
 
    Tucker folded his arms across his chest and let out a frustrated breath. He nudged his chin in the direction of the seating area. “I can’t sit in those uncomfortable chairs, so I’ll wait in the car.” 
 
    As soon as the words left his mouth, he grabbed his head as if in anguish. “Fuck! I forgot that I don’t have a car anymore. It’s totaled. Shit! Just my luck that I let my insurance lapse. Man, I’m so fucked!” 
 
    Mila patted Tucker’s arm comfortingly. “You’ll get another car.” She continued patting his arm, not because she felt an ounce of compassion for him, but in order to soothe him into staying with her in the hospital’s waiting room.  
 
    “How will I pay for a new car—with my looks?” Tucker laughed. It was a quick, breathy sound that didn’t convey a bit of mirth. “I got kicked out of my own band tonight…remember? So, where am I gonna get money to replace my car?” He shook his head. “I can’t believe that I got kicked out of the band that I fucking started. Those ungrateful pussies will soon find out that the band will never make it without me.”  
 
    “It’s gonna work out, Tucker,” Mila said, hoping she sounded like she actually gave a damn. “Come on, we have to check in at the reception desk.” She took his arm and attempted to guide him toward the desk. 
 
    Scowling, Tucker removed his arm from her grasp and dug in his heels, refusing to budge. “I can’t stick around here; it’s too depressing. I gotta go.” 
 
    “We won’t have to wait long,” Mila blurted desperately. “I know how to speed things up.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’ll tell the triage nurse that we’re both in shock. And then, for good measure, I’ll pretend like I’m hyperventilating.” 
 
    Unimpressed by Mila’s plan, Tucker snorted in pure derision. “Whatever, man. There’s no way I can endure sitting in this depressing place for hours without a drink.”  
 
    Tucker’s tone was mildly belligerent, and Mila could tell that he was working himself up to start a fight. Exchanging a string of hostile words with Mila would allow him to walk out of the Emergency Room with a clear conscious. 
 
    Refusing to let him bail on her, she strong armed Tucker and practically dragged him toward the reception area. Dealing with him was like putting up with the constant antics of a petulant child, and he had no idea how done she was with him.  
 
    How had she been so blind to the fact that Tucker was a drunk and a loser? It was stupid of her to assume that he was sober enough drive, and she was disgusted with herself for getting in the car with him in the first place. She’d given up so much to be with him and her sacrifices had nearly cost her life.     
 
    Mila strolled up to the front desk of the waiting room with Tucker in tow. In a rush of exuberant words, she explained that she and Tucker had walked away from a horrific car accident. She further explained that she feared internal bleeding and a concussion. She took a deep breath, prepared to launch into theatrics if the receptionist didn’t allow them to be examined right away.  
 
    The receptionist didn’t utter a word. She didn’t even look at Mila as she briskly waved an arm toward a set of double doors that were off to her left. Mila assumed the woman was indicating that she and Tucker could bypass the triage nurse and go straight to the treatment area.  
 
    Although she was relieved, she couldn’t help from wondering why they were getting special treatment. Mila glanced at the receptionist, searching the woman’s face for an explanation, but the rude woman wouldn’t meet her eye. She looked right past Mila. Worriedly, she wondered if she and Tucker were in far worse shape than they’d realized. 
 
    She cut an eye at Tucker. He looked the same as he had when they’d left the club. His clothes were a little rumpled from the fight with Ace, but there were no signs that he’d gotten banged up in a near-fatal car crash. After a quick scan of Tucker, she anxiously patted her face, hoping she hadn’t hastily overlooked any mangled features, such as a broken nose, busted lip, or a crushed cheek bone. Thankfully, her face felt normal to the touch.  
 
    But something was dreadfully wrong. And she was terrified of discovering the truth. Apprehension coiled in the pit of her stomach, and she tightly clutched Tucker’s hand.  
 
    “I swear to God, I’m gonna puke if I don’t get a drink,” Tucker mumbled as he grudgingly allowed Mila to lead him toward the double set of doors that separated the waiting room from the treatment area. 
 
    Before they entered the treatment area, there was the sudden blare of a siren. Mila and Tucker stopped in their tracks and gazed through the plate glass window, watching as an emergency vehicle tore into the hospital’s lot and parked directly in front of the entrance. 
 
    Eager to get examined by a doctor, Mila tugged on Tucker’s hand. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Wait. I wanna see who they’re bringing in.” Tucker’s eyes gleamed with morbid curiosity. 
 
    “I don’t care who they’re bringing in,” Mila barked.  
 
    “Wait a second, will you? I just want to see the poor slob’s injuries. You’ll see that we’re luckier than you realize,” he explained with an excited grin. 
 
    “I’ve had it with you, Tucker. You can stand around in the lobby all night if you want, but I’m getting checked out by a doctor.”  
 
    Before Mila could whirl around and burst through the double doors, the EMT’s rushed into the lobby carrying a stretcher and yelling, “Code Blue! Code Blue!” 
 
    Tucker released a shocked cry, a sound that seemed to emanate from deep inside his throat.  
 
     Curiosity piqued, Mila squinted at the victim who was being rushed to the treatment area. As the stretcher was carted past her, she braced herself for something gruesome, such as a  person with a gunshot wound to the head or a missing limb.  
 
    But nothing in the world could have ever prepared her for the inconceivable sight that she witnessed with her own two eyes. 
 
    Lying on the stretcher was a woman who was drenched in blood. Glassy blue eyes were wide open, yet unfocused. Her face had an unnatural hue, a shade that was somewhere between opaque gray and purple. Her parted lips were grotesquely twisted, as if in the midst of a scream that was trapped inside her throat. There was a gash down the right side of her head that revealed oozing brain matter. What was even more bizarre was the fact the woman was wearing clothing that was identical to Mila’s—from her mint green short-sleeved top, down to her brown ankle boots.  
 
    And on her middle finger was a replica of Mila’s high school class ring.  
 
    As the EMT’s rushed past, Mila was able to take in even more of the victim’s physical characteristics. Uncomprehendingly, she noted that the woman had blood soaked red hair that was styled in a twisted knot at the nape of her neck. The woman’s hair color was the same shade of red as Mila’s, and the twisted knot was the exact style as Mila’s tresses. The similarities between her and the bloodied woman lying on the stretcher were alarming, to say the least. 
 
    Feeling dazed, she took a deep breath. Her heart began to beat erratically as realization washed over her. The woman on the stretcher was not simply a look-alike. The woman on the stretcher was her! 
 
    But how could she be in two places at once? 
 
    Frantic, she turned to Tucker. “Did you see that woman on the stretcher? She…she looked…” Mila stammered and her voice trailed off. Feeling close to collapsing, she clung to Tucker. 
 
    “Yeah, I saw her,” he said grimly. “Like I said, this is the weirdest fucking night of my life.”  
 
    With a look of utter shock, Mila pointed to the entrance. “Oh, no! They’re bringing in another stretcher!”  
 
    Tucker craned his neck and scrutinized the second victim. “It’s a dude. Oh, fuck, he’s dressed like me!” 
 
    Mila gaped at the guy on the stretcher. He was also covered in blood. Even worse, there was a large, sharpened portion of the windshield that had gone straight through his neck like a skewer. Despite the grotesque injury, Mila could clearly see that the motionless man on the stretcher looked identical to Tucker.   
 
    “Will someone tell us what the hell is going on?” Mila demanded, close to hysteria.  
 
    But none of the EMT’s or any of the bustling hospital staff responded. None of the people waiting to be treated even bothered to bat an eye in her and Tucker’s direction. 
 
    “Hey! Are you people hard of hearing?” Tucker yelled as he watched his doppelganger being rushed through the set of double doors.  
 
    Shocked and confused, Mila’s hand covered her mouth as she ambled behind the paramedics, prepared to follow them into the treatment area. 
 
    Starting to freak out, Tucker held his head and paced in a frantic circle. “I can’t go back there. There’s no way I can watch them work on a dude that looks that much like me. I gotta try and figure this out. But I need to figure it out with a drink in my hand.”  
 
    Tucker started toward the exit sign, but Mila stopped him by grabbing the back of his shirt. 
 
     “Don’t leave, Tucker. As crazy as it sounds, I believe those are our bodies on the stretchers.” 
 
    Tucker gawked at her.  
 
    “Think about it. No one is responding to us. People are acting as if we’re invisible or something. Obviously, there’s been some kind of mistake, but I have a feeling we shouldn’t abandon our bodies. We might not get them back if—” 
 
    “Even if that dude on the stretcher was actually me, I wouldn’t want to get back into a body that has a piece of a fucking windshield sticking out of its neck. I’ll keep the body that I have, thank you very much.” He yanked his shirt out of Mila’s grasp. 
 
    “Don’t leave, Tucker! I’m really scared,” she admitted, feeling her eyes dewing up with tears. “I think there’s something horribly wrong with us,” she said shakily. 
 
    He made a scoffing sound. “We’re fine. We got out of that wreck without a scratch.” 
 
    “But what about those two bodies the EMT’s brought in? Why’re they wearing our clothes?” 
 
    “It’s a coincidence,” Tucker rationalized as he gnawed on the ragged nail of his forefinger.  
 
    She scoffed. “Well, it looks like no one in this godforsaken place can see or hear us.”   
 
    In a frantic act of desperation, she rushed over to the crowd of sick people that were occupying the waiting room. She waved her hands and shouted, but no one flinched or batted an eye.  
 
    Mila held up her hands in frustration. “See what I mean? We’re fucking invisible.” 
 
    He gazed nervously at the waiting room occupants. “Hey! Why’re you people ignoring us? We’re just trying to get some answers. You don’t have to be assholes.” 
 
    When no one acknowledged him, Tucker experienced a sinking sensation in his gut, and he turned to Mila, chewing on his fingernail with renewed vigor. “There has to be some kind of explanation. Maybe we’re, like, in a weird nightmare. Or maybe we’re sleepwalking!” 
 
    Mila rolled her eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not possible to experience the same nightmare, and it’s inconceivable that we’d be sleepwalking together.”   
 
    “Look, we’re obviously suffering from some kind of stress-related complications of the crash. I think we should go home and get some sleep. When we wake up in the morning, we’ll realize this was nothing more than a hallucination or a really fucked-up dream.”   
 
    “But suppose it’s not in our minds? Suppose we’re really invisible? If that’s the case, there’s no fucking way I’m gonna walk away from my body and let those people do whatever they want with it.” 
 
    “Get a grip. There’s only one Mila, and I’m looking at her. How could that poor, bloodied woman that was brought in on a stretcher possibly be you? You’re not in two different places; you’re standing right here in front of me.” 
 
     “Don’t you get it, Tucker? We’ve somehow disconnected from our bodies and if we don’t get some help, something bad is gonna happen and we’re gonna be completely screwed,” Mila said in panicked tone of voice. 
 
     “I’m not feeding into your paranoia,” Tucker responded, shaking his head adamantly. “Neither of us is disconnected from our bodies. That’s crazy talk, Mila.” 
 
    “You’re in denial. Instead of standing around doing nothing, you should be helping me come up with a plan.”   
 
     “The only thing I plan to do is make it to the nearest bar before they all close for the night. You can stay here if you want, but I intend get shit-faced so that I can forget all about this horrible nightmare.”  
 
    “Getting hammered is not the answer. Your drinking is the reason we crashed. You’re so fucking irresponsible,” she seethed.   
 
    “Look, I don’t see any point in sticking around this gloomy hospital. Come on, babe, let’s get out of here and go home. We can figure things out in the morning,” Tucker cajoled. 
 
    “I’m not leaving my body,” she stubbornly insisted.  
 
    “Oh, my fucking God. You just won’t let up,” Tucker exploded. “Listen, I’m finished with this idiotic conversation. I’ll see you at home,” he said, stalking toward the exit sign.  
 
    The sliding doors glided open, admitting an old man with a cane. The old man shuffled past Tucker without any form of acknowledgement.  Mila watched through the plate glass window as Tucker crossed the parking lot. With his shoulders hunched and his hands stuffed inside his pockets, he was a forlorn figure as he disappeared into the night. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Taking purposeful strides, Mila hurried toward the No Admittance sign and followed a nurse through the double set of doors. Amazingly, she ended up in the exact room where a medical team had assembled to work on her battered body.  
 
    She couldn’t recall walking through the door of the treatment room, but there she was, gnawing on her bottom lip as she hovered over her body. She tried to get the doctor’s attention. She tried to tell him that she standing right next to him, but he didn’t detect her presence. After a few minutes, the doctor dispensed with all heroic measures and pronounced her as dead-on-arrival. 
 
    The doctor removed his bloodied surgical gloves and began talking about his upcoming fishing trip as if the tragic death of a young woman was of no consequence to him. As if a young woman’s untimely demise was an insignificant event in his busy life. 
 
    But one of the nurses, a young black woman with beautiful, coiled hair, seemed to be genuinely saddened by the death. Oddly, Mila could hear the nurse telepathically and could sense her emotions. The nurse identified with Mila because they were close in age.  
 
    “We lost her…it seems so unfair,” the nurse muttered. 
 
    A male nurse put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t take it to heart, Imani. There was nothing we could do; she was already gone.”  
 
    Mila balked at the notion that she was “already gone.” She was still alive, but was unable to make herself seen or heard. Not knowing what to do or where to go, she decided to stick around the hospital until the nurse’s shift ended. Somehow, she had to convince the compassionate young woman named Imani to help her. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    Mila watched in horror as her mutilated body was covered with a white sheet. 
 
    The medical team began to file out of the room, each person immersed in their own thoughts,  
 
    “Where is everyone going? Don’t leave, please. Someone has to help me! There’s a terrible misunderstanding…I’m not dead!” Mila shouted, trotting behind the medical staff. 
 
    But they ignored her as they conversed among each other. 
 
    Imani turned toward the handsome Hispanic male nurse. “I’m exhausted, Niles. You have no idea how ready I am to get of this hospital.” 
 
    “You can’t leave, yet,” said Niles. “We have to at least make an appearance at Amber’s baby shower.” 
 
    Frowning, Imani glanced down at her watch. “Attending a baby shower after midnight is something I’ll never get used to. But such is life for people who work the night shift at a hospital,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    Out in the corridor Mila sidled up to Imani and fell into step with her, feeling hopeful that she might be able to draw her attention.  
 
    Mila cleared her throat. “Excuse me, I’m not trying to freak you out or anything, but the body that you guys just covered up with a sheet…” She paused and cleared her throat again. “I know it sounds crazy, but that’s me. I’m the person lying on the table in there. I have no idea how this mix-up happened, but I can assure you that I’m very much alive.” 
 
    Imani slowed her steps and then stopped walking. She tilted her head as if listening to Mila, and Mila felt encouraged until the nurse looked right past her. Imani resumed walking—at a much slower pace, and with her brows furrowed, as if perplexed. 
 
    “Listen, you’ve got to help me…please,” Mila pleaded.  
 
    Once again, the nurse’s footsteps halted, and she gazed around the corridor, wearing a look of bewilderment.   
 
    “Why’re you lagging behind, Imani?” asked Niles. “If we hurry and get to the employee lounge there might still be some food and cake. I’m gonna be so pissed if there’s nothing but crumbs left.” 
 
    Imani quickened her pace, catching up to Niles. “Did you hear something, Niles?” 
 
    “Something like what?” he asked. 
 
    “A woman’s voice. It sounded like she was speaking in a whispery tone.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t hear anything like that. You’re trippin’ over the chick that died in the car accident. Girl, you have to stop letting these accident victims get inside your head.” 
 
    “But she was so young…around our age.” 
 
    “Yep, she was young, but we often have to deal with the death of kids and even little babies. What we do isn’t easy, especially when a patient dies. And when they do, we have to let it go. Otherwise, we’ll go crazy.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Imani said solemnly. “On a different subject, I have to pass on eating cake at the shower, but I’m excited to see the cute gifts that Amber got. I hope she likes the diaper bag I gave her.” 
 
    “Who wouldn’t love rocking a Tory Burch diaper bag?” asked Niles. “ But…back to the cake situation… Since when did you start turning down cake from O’Hara’s bakery?”  
 
    “Wait…what? The cake is from O’Hara’s?” Imani’s eyes brightened. 
 
    Niles smiled devilishly. “Yes, it is. Are you seriously gonna turn down all that buttery, melt-in-your mouth deliciousness?” 
 
    “Oh, you’re killing me. Well, I suppose a sliver won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Only a sliver?”  
 
    I have to watch my weight if I expect to look amazing in my dress Friday night.” 
 
    “What’s going on Friday night?” 
 
    Feigning indignation, Imani halted her steps and put a hand on her hip. “You forgot about my date with Logan—the guy I met at Hope’s housewarming party.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That’s right, I forgot all about your hot date with the hot guy. I’ll be so glad when my Mr. Right comes along,” Niles said dreamily. 
 
    “Who said I found Mr. Right?” asked Imani. 
 
    “I can feel it. By the way, please find out if he has any fine-ass friends. Maybe the next time you go out with him, we can double date.” 
 
    Imani laughed. “I’ll look into it. 
 
    “I’m serious. And another thing…” 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “I’m nominating myself as your official wedding planner,” Niles announced with a broad smile. 
 
    Imani laughed. “You’re really jumping the gun.” 
 
    “No, honey. I’m speaking your wedding into existence. I have a vision in my head of an outdoor wedding near a lake filled with white swans. I see a white and gold color scheme,” he said, waving a hand dramatically. 
 
    Imani chuckled. “You’re so over the top, Niles!” 
 
    “Honey, no one can throw an elegant soiree the way that I can—and you know it.” 
 
    “True, but can you wait and see if he asks me out on a second date before you start ordering flowers and looking at venues?” 
 
    “If you insist,” Niles said as he opened the door to the employee lounge. 
 
    Mila had listened to the playful banter between Imani and Niles and was left feeling very much alone. The two nurses were living their lives and didn’t seem to have a care. Meanwhile her world had collapsed and it was possible that it would never be the same. 
 
    Mila’s first inclination was to stay close to Imani and keep trying to get through to her, but she also wanted to remain close to her body, so she turned around and made her way back to the treatment room. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Inside the room, with its cold and sterile environment, Mila regarded the motionless form that lay beneath the sheet, and she wondered what steps she should take to regain her life. What were her options? Was it possible to reanimate a lifeless body? Did she even want a body that was as badly injured as hers? 
 
    She didn’t have an answer. It was simply too much to wrap her head around. Maybe Tucker had been right. Maybe they were both trapped inside an awful, never-ending nightmare.  
 
    Suddenly the door to the treatment room swung open, and two male nursing assistants entered the room, wheeling a gurney. The ID badges that were attached to lanyards around their necks read: Nathan Tyson and Hakim Boyd.  
 
    Hakim, who was the taller of the two men, ambled over to Mila’s body, lifted the sheet and grimaced. “Jesus! What happened to her?” 
 
    “Car accident,” said Nathan, who seemed to have the more dominant personality. “Reckless drivers always end up getting hauled off to the morgue,” he said grimly. 
 
    “Was she driving?” asked Hakim.  
 
    “Not sure. The guy she was with is already in the freezer—so he ain’t talking,” Nathan said with a smirk.  
 
    Both men broke out in laughter, and Mila was appalled by the tasteless wisecrack and their lack of sensitivity. 
 
    Scowling, Hakim continued to peer at the disfigured face beneath the sheet, which appeared to be frozen in a scream. “She must have gone through the windshield,” he speculated. 
 
    Incensed by the duo’s lack of respect toward her body, Mila rushed across the room, intending to snatch the corner of the sheet out of Hakim’s hand. Oddly, she didn’t hear her footsteps, and when she looked down, she was shocked to see that her feet weren’t touching the ground. She thought she was walking fast, but she was actually floating swiftly. 
 
    Moving through the air was an unnerving sight to see, but she didn’t have time to dwell on it. She approached the table and grabbed for the sheet, but it slipped through her fingers. She grabbed for it again, and this time she watched in amazement as her entire hand sliced through the cotton fabric. Each time that she tried to grasp the fabric she was overcome by a sickening wave of dizziness.  
 
    In an act of determination, Mila pushed past the vertigo and yanked the sheet out of Hakim’s hand. She held it in midair for only a millisecond, and then her fingers once again went through the white fabric, and it floated downward. 
 
    Nathan’s eyes became wide with disbelief. “How the fuck did that sheet raise up in the air like that?”  
 
    No idea, man,” said Hakim in a trembling voice. “It felt like something jerked it right of my hand.” 
 
    Nathan wore a look of disbelief. “That’s bullshit, man. Lift the sheet up again, and let’s see what happens.” 
 
    Hakim gave Nathan a look that asked if he was crazy. “Nah, I’m good,” Hakim said, backing away from the dead body.  
 
    “You, pussy,” Nathan taunted. “I’ll do it.” He moved in front of Hakim and reached for the sheet. 
 
    In a moment of fury, Mila tried to shove Nathan away, but her hands went through his body. In that moment, the overhead lights began flicking on and off wildly. 
 
     Nathan stopped cold. “What’s with the lights?” Gazing around, he balled his fists and assumed a boxer’s stance, like he was ready for a fist fight.   
 
    Eyes wide with fear, Hakim gawked at the flickering lights. “This shit is getting creepy as fuck, and I’m not here for it. It’s bad enough that they always call on us to transport the deceased down to the morgue, but now these dead fools done started showing their assess and doing all kinds of weird stuff.” 
 
    Nathan nodded his head in agreement. “Come on, man, let’s get out of here. We gotta get this dead chick down to the basement before she jumps off the table starts twerking and shit.”  
 
    Wearing grim expressions, the two men speedily steered the gurney out of the room. As they headed for the elevator, Mila hurried behind them, determined to stay close to her body. 
 
    Despite the sheer will she had exerted in order to lower the sheet and the way her anger was expressed with flickering lights, she found that she was helpless to prevent Nathan and Hakim from sliding her body inside the cold cabinet inside the morgue. Afterward putting her body in refrigeration, the two men hastily departed the chilly room, having no idea that they’d left a weeping Mila behind. 
 
    “How could something like this happen to me?” she lamented as she paced the tile floor. My parents warned me against Tucker. They said he was bad news, and if I had listened to them I wouldn’t be in this awful mess. 
 
    Thinking of her parents, Mila’s first instinct was to call and tell them about the accident. She needed to explain to them that there’d been some kind of screw-up and that the hospital staff was writing her off as dead.  
 
    She twisted around to retrieve her phone from her purse and was hit with the realization that her purse had been left in the wreckage, and had most likely been handed over to hospital personnel.  
 
    She desperately wanted to talk to her mother, and as soon as the thought had entered her head, she found herself at her family’s home in Blue Bell, standing next to her parents’ bed.  
 
    Oddly, her feet were once again a few inches above the floor, and she was concerned that her mother would freak out if she noticed that her daughter was levitating.   
 
    Mila had no idea how she had traveled to Blue Bell or why she could no longer stand with her feet on the floor. However, with her life in shambles, she had to pick her battles, and making contact with her mother was more important than figuring out why she was floating instead of walking.  
 
    She gazed lovingly at her parents who were both sound asleep and snoring lightly. She hated to drag them out of their peaceful slumber, but she was in dire need of their assistance. Mila and her mother had always been close, and if anyone in the world was capable of feeling her presence, it would definitely be Heather Pemberton.  
 
    Heather Pemberton, lay on her back with her silver-streaked mane fanned out on her pillow. Mila wanted to run her fingers through the shimmering tresses, but remembering the repercussions of touching, she resisted the urge.  
 
    Her father was positioned on his side, facing his wife. Mila marveled at the thick ginger hair on his head. At age fifty-five, Thomas Pemberton didn’t have one strand of gray. His hair was as vibrantly red as it had been during his youth, and Mila hoped she’d gotten the same youthful gene as her father. Mila had inherited her red mane from him and she thought it would be really cool if she, too, could retain her vibrant hair color into middle age. 
 
    The thought of old age caused the wistful smile on Mila’s face to fade as it occurred to her that she might not ever get out of her twenties, let alone mature into her senior years. With her other-self locked away in the morgue and soon to be buried six feet under, her future seemed bleak.   
 
    With no idea which self was the real her, she frantically squeezed her right shoulder and ran her hand along her arm. She was pleased that her body was solid to the touch. Blood still pumped through her veins, air flowed through her nostrils, and she could feel the beating of her heart. It was all proof that she was a living, breathing human being. She couldn’t make sense of why she had a doppelganger, and it was frustrating that no one could see or hear her, but there had to be an explanation.  
 
    She thought about the bizarre light display that had occurred in the sky immediately after the crash and she wondered if it had been some kind of celestial phenomenon that resulted in a weird, physical splintering-off that produced two replicas of her and Tucker.  
 
    But which body was the replica? The one she presently possessed or the one in the morgue?   
 
    It was a confusing and scary time for Mila, and she found it comforting to be close to her parents. If only she could communicate with them. She took a deep breath and hovered over her mother. “Mother!”  
 
    Heather’s eyelids fluttered a little, but didn’t open.  
 
    “Mother, wake up. It’s me…Mila. Please wake up; I really need to talk to you.”  
 
    Oblivious to her daughter’s fervent plea, Heather didn’t stir. 
 
    “Dad!” she whispered, moving to her father’s side of the bed. But he, too, remained unaware of his daughter’s presence. 
 
    Mila reached out, ready to grip her mother by the shoulder and shake her awake, but remembering the dizzy sensation that was a consequence of touching, she controlled the urge.  
 
    A sudden strident shriek startled her. It was the blaring ring of the landline phone that her parents refused to give up, and the sound of it pierced the quiet peace of the Pemberton household. Although they both used their cell phones almost exclusively, Heather and Thomas considered the landline to be a good backup phone. 
 
    Jarred awake, Heather jerked her head toward the phone while Thomas, merely shifted his position and resumed snoring.  
 
    Groggily, Heather reached toward her nightstand and lifted the handset from its base. “Hello? Yes, this is Mrs. Pemberton. To whom am I speaking?” 
 
    Mila eyed her mother, wondering who could be calling in the wee hours of the morning. She didn’t have to wonder for long. At the exact moment that she had mentally expressed curiosity, she was strangely imbued with the ability to hear the voice on the other end of the phone. Even though her mother didn’t put the call on speaker, Mila could clearly hear the caller’s every word. 
 
    “Mrs. Pemberton, this is City Memorial Hospital calling, and we’re sorry to inform you that your daughter, Mila Pemberton was in a fatal car accident.” 
 
    “Fatal?” Heather scrunched her brows together. Feeling groggy, she believed she had heard wrong. “Please tell me Mila’s going to be all right. She’s not hurt badly is she?” Heather asked, phone tucked between her shoulder and chin as she wrung her hands worriedly. 
 
    “I believe you misunderstood me, ma’am. Your daughter has expired,” said the unemotional voice on the other end of the phone. 
 
    At the word, expired, Heather gasped. “Oh, my God, this can’t be true! You must have the wrong number. I just spoke to my daughter earlier this evening, and she was fine. She was perfectly fine,” Heather insisted with rising hysteria in her tone. 
 
    Snapped awake by his wife’s shrill voice, Thomas Pemberton bolted upright in bed. “What’s wrong, Heather? Who’s on the phone?” 
 
    “It’s someone from City Memorial Hospital. The woman is saying that Mila’s been killed in a car accident, but that’s impossible,” Heather cried.  
 
    “Give me the phone!” Thomas exploded like he could make the caller take back her words.  
 
    “Who is this and what kind of sick joke are you playing?” he shouted angrily into the mouthpiece.  
 
    “Sir, I am sorry for your loss, but we need you and Mrs. Pemberton to come to the hospital and identify your daughter’s body.”  
 
    The woman on the phone calmly rattled off the address of the hospital, but Tom wasn’t listening. “No, not Mila! Dear God, please…not my baby girl. She had so much to live for. She had her whole life ahead of her.” He clamped his lips together, struggling to keep a storm of emotions bottled up inside of him. 
 
    He hadn’t cried in years and had never shed a tear in front of his wife. However, the news of his only child’s untimely demise stripped away every vestige of the masculine pride that he held dearly. Suddenly he began to weep openly, allowing uninhibited tears to stream down his face. 
 
    Heather had been in denial about the fate of their daughter, but upon witnessing Thomas’s raw emotional reaction to the wretched news, she had no choice but to accept that Mila was gone. Swept up in a flood of tears, Heather screamed and wailed and angrily shook her fists at heaven.   
 
     Discomforted and a little embarrassed at seeing her typically dignified parents putting on such a wanton display of grief, Mila averted her gaze. There was nothing she could do to help them, and her time would have been better spent at the morgue, keeping watch over her other-self that would soon begin to decay if she didn’t figure out a way to bring her body back to life. 
 
    Split-seconds later, she was magically transported from her parents’ bedroom and was once again roaming the corridors of the hospital. She had no idea how she’d gotten there, but the speed in which she had traveled was amazingly fast. So fast that she hadn’t sensed any movement at all. One moment she’d been helplessly watching her parents grieve and the next moment she was standing outside the door of the employee lounge—the same lounge that Imani and her coworker had entered.  
 
    Unfortunately, she didn’t seem to have any control over where or when she traveled. Apparently she gravitated toward people that she was thinking about, and she was thinking about how connected to Imani she felt. 
 
    Mila had never actually associated with a black person before—not because she was racist, but because growing up in a predominantly white environment there’d never been any opportunities to form close bonds with any African Americans. However, she couldn’t think of a better time to add some diversity to her friendship list.  
 
    In a flash she found herself inside the employee lounge, standing next to Imani. With her feet inches above the floor, she was actually hovering next to Imani. And as badly as she wanted to communicate with the nurse, she was moderately relieved that Imani couldn’t see her floating in mid-air.  
 
    Being unable to plant her feet firmly on the floor was a condition that she found embarrassing. It was an affliction that she had no control over. A few hours ago, she’d been walking just fine, but she’d somehow lost that ability. Gliding through the air instead of walking looked weird and undignified and was definitely not the most favorable way to present herself to the nurse that she desperately wanted to befriend. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    Imani admired the colorful display of baby gifts that were on exhibit inside the lounge.  A baby bean bag caught her eye. As she brushed a hand across the soft blue fabric at the top of the adorable item, she was hit with a sudden blast of frigid air. 
 
     “Whew! Where’d that cold draft come from?” she asked, wrapping her arms around herself and looking in the direction of the sealed windows. 
 
    “What draft? I didn’t feel anything.” Niles gave Imani the side-eye as he bit into a thick slice of vanilla cake. 
 
    “You had to feel it. It felt like a blizzard just blew into the room,” she insisted, still looking around attempting to locate the source of the draft. 
 
    “Girl, what is up with you? A little while ago you were hearing ghostly whispers in the hallway, and now you’re feeling blasts of cold air.” 
 
    “I’m probably hallucinating from working a double. I’m so exhausted, I’ll barely be able to drag myself home. You have no idea how much I’m looking forward to a good night’s sleep and two glorious days off.” 
 
    “Lucky you. I’ll be here slaving away while you’re getting cozy with your new man.” 
 
    “He’s not my man. At least not yet. But my fingers are crossed.” 
 
    “Girl, it’s a done deal. Didn’t you say that you two text each other all day?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “That means he’s serious, and he plans on snatching you up and making things official very soon.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re getting married because we text a lot? That makes a lot of sense, Niles,” she said sarcastically. Chuckling, she shook her head and then glanced at her watch. “Look, I’m getting ready to head out. Are you leaving?” 
 
    “No, my supervisor offered me a few more hours overtime, and you know me…I don’t believe in turning extra money down.” 
 
    “Well…I’ll see you soon,” she said and took a few steps toward the door. 
 
    “Don’t forget, I want all of the tea about your date Friday night,” Niles said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    Imani smiled back at him, but didn’t commit to sharing details about her date with Logan. Niles was a friend and she liked him a lot, but her mother always said: “If you don’t want your business spread all over creation, then keep it to yourself.”  
 
    ***** 
 
    When Imani left the lounge, Mila trailed a few feet behind her.  
 
    After Imani retrieved her backpack from her locker, Mila drifted alongside her as she entered the employee parking garage. Mila figured that sticking close to the only person who could sense her presence made more sense than hanging out with her other-self in the morgue.  
 
    Her life was so messed up right now. It was unbelievable that one version of herself was stuffed inside a refrigerator while another aspect was floating above ground, invisible to human eyes. But she held on to the hope that the nurse would soon be able to at least hear her.  
 
    Though it bothered Mila that Imani had perceived her entrance into a room as a blast of cold air instead of actually seeing her, she nevertheless felt encouraged by the fact that the nurse continued to be aware of her. It was only a matter of time before the two of them established clear communication. Mila simply had to keep trying to get through to her.  
 
    She wondered if Tucker had found a drink before the bars closed. Then it occurred to her that it would be impossible for him to get the bartender’s attention since no one could see or hear him. Most likely, he had given up on getting a drink and was back at their apartment, passed out. 
 
    But was he capable of passing out in his current state of existence? She didn’t feel the least bit tired and couldn’t imagine going to sleep until she got her situation resolved. 
 
    All of a sudden, there was a slight change in atmosphere and Mila found herself inside a dreary room with scratched and dusty wood floors. One moment she had been headed toward Imani’s Ford Fiesta and the next thing she knew, she was inside someone’s shabby living room that reeked of a combination of body odor and mold. A smell similar to a public urinal drifted from the bathroom and the stench of rotting food was heavy in the air in the kitchen. The entire place was a mélange of foul odors. 
 
    Before she could wrap her head around why she’d been transported to such a squalid environment she noticed Tucker sitting on a lumpy sofa next to a skinny, jaundiced-looking man who appeared to be in his fifties or sixties.  
 
    Placed on a rickety coffee table in front of the sofa was a jumble of items that included: shelled peanuts spilling from a cellophane bag, an ashtray that overflowed with cigarette butts, a smashed pack of Marlboro’s, torn-up lottery tickets, and a bottle of whiskey that was positioned in the center of the clutter. 
 
    Mila flicked a look of surprise at Tucker. “What the hell are you doing here? And who is that?” she whispered. Frowning in disapproval, she nudged her head toward the scuzzy guy who had picked up the liquor bottle and was taking a long gulp.    
 
    “Why’re you whispering, it’s not like he can hear you?” Tucker remarked in his typical cocky manner. 
 
    She cleared her throat and raised her voice to a normal tone. “Are you drinking with him?”   
 
    “I wish I could drink with my new buddy,” Tucker replied, smiling fondly at the old guy. 
 
    Grossed-out by the deplorable conditions, Mila gazed around the room with her nose turned up and her lips pursed in repulsion. She shook her head in frustration. “I’ve been running around like crazy, trying to get help for us. I went to my parents for help, and ended up witnessing their heartbreaking grief when they were told that I’d been killed in a car accident, which obviously isn’t true,” she said, gesturing toward her body. “Unfortunately, I’m invisible and wasn’t able to let them know that I’m all right.” 
 
    “But you were killed in the car wreck, Mila. We both were. I’ve accepted it and so should you,” Tucker said in a gentle tone. 
 
    “No, we weren’t. Look at us…we’re obviously alive.” Mila said in a strained voice. “I think we’re being victimized.” 
 
    Tucker snorted. “Victimized by whom?” 
 
    She shrugged. “The government, maybe? Russians. Aliens…who knows? But something strange has happened to us and we should be trying to get answers instead of wasting time like you’re doing.” 
 
    Tucker gazed at Mila pityingly. “I know it’s hard to face the fact that we’re dead, but you have to eventually come to terms with that grim reality. I didn’t want to believe it either. Heck, you saw how I acted at the hospital…I was completely in denial, but I can’t fool myself any longer. Wake up, Mila, and stop with your crazy theories about a government plot. I mean…seriously…do you realize how ridiculous you sound?” 
 
    “My theories may sound a little farfetched, but at least I’m trying to get to the bottom of this mystery. I’m attempting to do something…unlike you,” she spat bitterly. “You prefer to give up on life and sit in this crappy apartment, watching a poor old, alcoholic destroy what’s left of his liver.” Mila shook her head. “What’re you getting out of this, Tucker? Why’re you hanging around this decrepit, old guy?” 
 
    “I’m getting plenty out of it. Have you tried eating or drinking anything?” 
 
    “No. Food is the last thing on my mind. I’m too upset to even think about my appetite.” 
 
    “Mila, you don’t have an appetite because you’re not physical anymore,” Tucker explained with uncharacteristic patience. 
 
     “I do have a body,” she said, running her hands over her frame. She glided over to  him and seized his hand and squeezed it tightly. Relief washed over her at the sensation of his warm flesh in her hand, and she was thrilled that her fingers didn’t slide right through his hand.  
 
    “I can feel life pulsing through your veins, Tucker, so how can you possibly believe that you’re dead?” Mila said rationally. 
 
    She released his wrist and pressed her palm against her chest while inhaling deeply. “My heart is beating, like it always has. I’m alive and breathing. So, please don’t try to convince me that I’m dead.” She spoke in a rush of breathy words, her tone, screechy, bordering on hysteria. 
 
    Tucker stood up and placed an arm around her. “Calm down, babe. It’s gonna be okay.” 
 
    “How will it be okay? I want everything to go back to normal, but I’m running out of ideas. How are we going to get out this mess that we’re in?” 
 
    “We have to make the best of our lives—the way they are now,” he said solemnly. 
 
    She wriggled free from his embrace. “I don’t want to make the best of this bizarre existence. I want things to go back to normal, and if we don’t hurry up and do something, people are going to believe that we’re really dead. They’re going to try to bury or cremate us. Is that what you want, Tucker? God only knows what will happen to us after they dispose of our other bodies that are sitting on ice inside the hospital’s morgue.”  
 
    “Do you even hear yourself, Mila? Why do you think our bodies are in the morgue?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Tucker,” she admitted wearily. “Those bodies might not even belong to us. They could be doppelgangers and part of a government plot. Or there might be some type of cosmic error that is somehow preventing us from being able to communicate with other people.” 
 
    “There’s no cosmic mistake, Mila. We’re spirits, now…and our bodies are in the morgue because they’re dead.” 
 
    “That’s not true. How can we be dead when we’re standing here talking to each other?”   
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, we can only talk to each other. We can only touch each other. I don’t know about you, but I can read minds, and that’s not a trait that I possessed prior to the accident.” 
 
    Mila looked at him, absorbing his words. “Yeah, I can hear thoughts, too, but I believe  that ability has something to do with a shift in consciousness.” 
 
    Tucker regarded her with a doubtful expression on his face. “Let me ask you a question.”  
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Why did you come here…to this apartment? Before the accident, you said you wanted to break up with me, so why’re you here?” he asked with an arched brow.  
 
    “Because…” She shook her head briskly, as if trying to clear her mind. “Look, I’m not trying to get back with you. I seriously don’t think we’re good for each other.” 
 
    “I can accept that, but you’re still not answering my question. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I don’t really know. I didn’t intend to come here. I don’t even know where the hell I am. One instant I was in the hospital’s parking garage and the next I found myself here in this dump with you and him.” She nodded toward the old alcoholic. 
 
    “I take it that you didn’t walk here, or take an Uber, or hitch a ride…correct?” Tucker asked, sarcastically. 
 
    “No! I don’t even know this address,” she replied in irritation.  
 
    “So, how did you get here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve been traveling to various places without any mode of transportation. When I think about someone, I seem to pop up at wherever they happen to be. But I wasn’t even thinking about you, Tucker, so I don’t know how I ended up here.” She gripped her head in frustration. “I can’t take much more of this confusion. I need answers.” 
 
    “You’re in luck because I have some answers for you,” he replied. 
 
    She gazed at him expectantly. 
 
    “I was thinking about you, wondering how you were making out without the benefit of a flesh and blood body—” 
 
    Mila made a little sound of protest. 
 
    Tucker held up his hand. “Let me finish. All it took was the thought of you to transport you here. If that doesn’t prove that you’re a spirit—that we both are spirits—then I don’t know what does.” 
 
    Mila blew him off with a hand wave. “I’m not buying that handy explanation, Tucker. There’s no fucking way that I’m a spirit, and neither are you. If that’s the case, where are the other spirits? Why didn’t anyone come and meet us and explain the rules of the spirit world. Why would we be left to wander around in confusion?” 
 
    “I wish I had those answers,” he said regretfully. 
 
    “Nothing makes sense, but I’m not going to give up. I’m going to get to the bottom of this madness after I get some help from Imani.” 
 
    “Who’s Imani?” 
 
    “A nurse from the hospital. She’s the only person who senses my presence, and it’s only a matter of time before I’m able to communicate with her.” 
 
    “In other words, you’re connected to her in the same way that I’m connected to him.” Tucker nodded toward his unwitting friend from the bar.  
 
    Mila recoiled. “Ew, no. My connection with Imani is nothing like your connection to that bum. I’m working on making her hear me and hopefully see me. I need to communicate with her so that she can contact my parents and let them know I’m okay. I’m also hoping that she’ll be willing to plead my case to someone with experience in…” Stumped for words, Mila’s voice trailed off.  
 
    “You want her to hunt down someone with experience in communicating with the dead?” Tucker suggested. 
 
     “I’m not dead,” Mila insisted, speaking through clenched teeth. “I want Imani to find someone in the medical field who’s a  trained professional and thinks outside the box. Someone who can scientifically figure out a way for both of us to resume our normal lives.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Tucker said with a smirk. “After being ignored by everyone I encountered, I gave up trying to be seen or heard. I’m satisfied being able to influence my new buddy to drink himself into oblivion.” Tucker grinned mischievously. 
 
    “I don’t get it. Why are you satisfied watching that guy drink?” 
 
    “His name is Henry, and I latched onto him at a seedy little tavern near the hospital. After being ignored by the bartender and the patrons, I surprised myself when I was able to telepathically hear what Henry was thinking. After the bartender cut him off, I heard Henry promise himself that he would stop drinking. He told himself that he’d get cleaned up and would try to get his life in order. But I sensed that they were empty promises, the kind he’d made a million times before. So, after he stumbled out of the tavern, I followed him. I got inside his head and convinced him to go to an after-hours spot and buy that bottle of Wild Turkey that he’s guzzling down right now. The funny thing is that he prefers vodka, but since I like whiskey, that’s what I persuaded him to buy…and he has no idea why he’s swigging down brown liquor,” Tucker said with laughter in his voice.  
 
    Mila turned her head in Henry’s direction and watched as he downed the remaining contents of the bottle. Perspiration covered his coarse face and the front of his thinning, greasy hair was plastered to his forehead. With his eyes closed and head lolling, he slumped forward and belched.  
 
    Mila screwed up her face in disgust. “I don’t understand how you could possibly benefit from the whiskey that he’s drinking.  You seem to be sober as a judge, while Henry is completely wasted. How are you getting enjoyment from his experience?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain, but it’s sort of like getting a contact high when someone else is smoking weed. Only in this instance I get the pleasure of experiencing my favorite liquor without any side effects. Meanwhile, poor Henry ends up pissy-drunk and hungover in the morning. And he also ends up with that awful feeling of regret while I’m guilt-free.” 
 
    “What you’re doing to that poor man is mean and it’s totally unfair to him,” Mila said quietly. 
 
    “Life isn’t fair. If it were, I’d still be with my band, preparing for our tour instead of slumming it with ol’ Henry,” Tucker said with a scornful chuckle. 
 
    “It’s your fault that you were kicked out of the band, and it’s your fault that you and I are in this insane situation. You can sit around feeling sorry for yourself, but I’m not giving up.” 
 
    “You’ve always been stubborn,” he said snidely. 
 
    “You’re right. I was stupid and stubborn when I ignored my parents’ warnings and got involved with the likes you!” She turned and hurried toward the door, moving so quickly, she was nothing more than a blur. 
 
    Tucker laughed. “How do you explain your inability to walk properly? Flying is cool, though. It beats walking.” 
 
    “I don’t fly; I glide,” she spat. 
 
    “Potatoes…potahtoes,” he teased. 
 
    Unable to grasp the doorknob, Mila let out a sigh. Determinedly, she tried again. This time when her fingers slid through the metal knob, she felt the familiar sickening sensations of lightheadedness and disorientation.   
 
    She turned around and gaped at Tucker, helplessly.  
 
    He regarded her with amusement in his eyes. “Just walk through the fucking door. It’s less complicated.” 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    Bone tired, Imani would have preferred to jump right into bed and wake up sometime next week, but she didn’t have that luxury. Her nightly hair ritual required that she remain awake for at least another thirty minutes. 
 
    As she spritzed the front section of her thick hair with rose water, she reflected on the sixteen hours she’d put in at the hospital. Her job was never easy, but today had been particularly difficult. During the first shift, the ER team had lost a toddler—an innocent three-year-old—who had picked up his father’s loaded hand gun and shot himself in the neck. It was rare for medical professionals to show emotion, but when the little boy flat lined during surgery, Imani and several others had been unable to hold back tears. The attending physician cursed at the senseless death and angrily toppled a tray filled with surgical instruments. 
 
    Hit with a wave of sorrow, Imani purposely redirected her thoughts to more pleasant topics. As she applied hair moisturizer, diligently working the honey-scented cream from the roots to the ends of her hair, her thoughts wandered to the baby shower and all of the adorable gifts that been given to her coworker, Amber. 
 
    Wearing a faint smile she launched into the next step of her hair care routine, which involved the application of a curling gel, and then two-strand twisting the section of hair and twirling the ends around her index finger. Maintaining her hair was not only time consuming, but required a great deal of devotion. After cutting off her perm, she had finally fallen in love with her hair in its natural state and no longer viewed it as problematic or something that needed to be tamed with straighteners, concealed with wigs, or enhanced with weaves. 
 
    After finishing the nightly hair regimen, she gazed in the mirror at her lustrous chestnut mane, feeling regal and beautiful. She put on a silk bonnet and pondered how she would style her hair for her date with Logan. Maybe she’d wear Bantu knots or a pineapple puff, a hairdo that emphasized her high cheekbones.  
 
    While in the midst of feeling good about life, a troubling thought began to work its way to the forefront of her mind. She’d been feeling a little off for the past few hours. At work she thought she’d heard a woman’s voice. It spoke to her in a distressful tone, but she hadn’t been able to make out the words. At the baby shower, there was a cold draft that no one felt except her. And now that she was within the confines of her own home, she should have felt safe and secure, but she didn’t. 
 
    She felt jumpy and tense, and couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t alone. She knew it was all in her mind, but she had the weirdest sense that someone was watching her. 
 
    What’s wrong with me? What am I afraid of? An intruder? Am I feeling jittery about my upcoming date with Logan? 
 
    She nervously glanced around her bedroom and then the hallway. Thinking that she’d glimpsed something moving in the hallway, she grabbed a silver candle holder. Wielding the heavy object, she stepped outside the bedroom with her eyes darting around in expectation of God-knows-what. She crept to the living room and checked to make sure she’d locked the front door, and when she was satisfied that she’d locked it, she went from room-to-room, yanking open closet doors and peering inside. 
 
    Feeling foolish, Imani convinced herself that there was nothing to worry about; her concerns were nothing more than an overactive imagination. As she headed back to her bedroom, the fearful feeling intensified and her heart began to hammer inside her chest. Chill bumps formed and began to spread up and down her arms, a clear indication that she was scared out of her wits.  
 
    She took a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves, and in that moment a chilling breeze gusted into her bedroom. The curtains at the windows fluttered, casting eerie shadows that seemed to engage in a macabre dance upon the walls.  
 
    “Oh, God!” Imani shrieked, backing out of the bedroom and then racing to the living room. With a hand covering her mouth she paced in a circle, wondering if she was losing her mind.  
 
    She knew with certainty that she wouldn’t get a wink of sleep if she spent the night in her bedroom. The front door was an easy escape route and with it being only a few steps from the sofa, the living room seemed like the safest place to try and get some sleep. Preparing to camp out on the sofa, she had no choice but to return to her bedroom to grab a blanket and pillow. She eased inside the room and noticed that it had returned to its regular temperature. Nevertheless, she refused to sleep in there. She yanked the comforter off the bed, grabbed a pillow, and grabbed her cell phone, and hurried back to the safety of the living room. 
 
    But sleep didn’t come easily. For some unknown reason she couldn’t stop thinking about the car accident victim—the young red head who had been dead on arrival. Something about the woman’s tragic death had left Imani feeling morose with an unsettled mind that had started playing tricks on her soon after she had exited the treatment room. There’d been the sound of faint whispers in the hospital corridor, the blast of chilly air during the baby shower, and the feeling that someone or something had followed her into the hospital’s parking garage.  
 
    Imani shuddered with fear. Her palms were sweaty and were balled into tight fists of anxiety. But what exactly was she afraid of? A cold draft? Shadows? Her inexplicable fear was ridiculous, but it was nevertheless, real. At a time like now, she really wished she weren’t single. Tonight she would have very much appreciated having a strong pair of arms wrapped around her protectively. 
 
    Burrowing under the comforter, her mind wandered to her potential relationship with Logan. At twenty-five years old and having accomplished her educational goals, she was more than ready to settle down. She earned a good salary, owned her condo, was attractive and smart, yet she had the worst luck in the world when it came to men. She’d kissed way too many frogs, and hoped that she and Logan were at the beginning of something they could build on.  
 
    So far, based on the lengthy phone conversations and numerous texts between Logan and her, they seemed to be well suited for each other. They were both foodies, both had been athletes in college and were still very much into sports, both were adrenaline junkies with a bucket list that included skydiving before their thirtieth birthdays. 
 
    And they both loved the work they did. Imani was passionate about her role in helping to save lives and Logan, an aeronautical engineer loved working with aircraft. When he spoke about developing control systems for jet fighters, analyzing new materials for spacecraft construction, or working on propulsion methods for missiles, his excitement was contagious.  
 
    Logan was involved in a project that helped inner city youth, and he mentored a nine-year-old boy named Alex. Imani was inspired by his charitable work and would have considered mentoring a young girl if she worked regular hours like Logan did.   
 
    Thinking about Logan had a calming effect on her and gradually the terror she’d been experiencing began to subside. Feeling much more relaxed, she noticed that her hands were no longer balled into tight fists. No longer plagued by cold drafts and fluttery shadows, she wore a dreamy smile as she drifted off to sleep.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Mila hadn’t meant to scare Imani; she only wanted to get her attention. Yet her movements around the apartment created a cool breeze that frightened her. And although she remained invisible to Imani, somehow her presence had cast multiple shadows that further terrified the nurse. 
 
    With Imani sleeping Mila was unable to make any progress toward communicating with her. With nothing to do except wait until morning, she roamed the apartment. Initially, she moved from room to room out of sheer boredom, but when she noticed Imani’s cell phone on the coffee table, it occurred to her to use the phone to call her mother.  
 
    Of course, the moment she touched the phone, she felt lightheaded and her fingers sliced through it like a hot knife through butter. She was about to give up on using the phone when she noticed an incoming text from Logan, the guy that Imani was crazy about.  
 
    Mila was curious about their relationship and luckily she didn’t have to touch the phone to read Logan’s message. Somehow he was able to open the text by willing it to open.  
 
    I woke up in the middle of the night with a smile on my face and I realized I’d been dreaming about you. I can’t wait to see your pretty face again, Imani. Friday can’t get here fast enough.  
 
    Logan ended the message with a heart emoji. 
 
    Momentarily forgetting her troubles, Mila’s heart was warmed by the blossoming love affair between Imani and Logan. Her relationship with Tucker had never been sweet; it was volatile from the start, but they’d always made passionate love after every big blowup. She’d confused a dysfunctional relationship with passion, and she now yearned for a stable relationship with a caring and romantic guy like Logan. She wondered if romance would ever be in the cards for her or was she doomed to drift aimlessly for the rest of her life. 
 
    She bit her lower lip as a combination of fear and sorrow washed over her. Her world had become a strange and baffling place where everything seemed surreal. A world where she had no control over anything.  
 
    Maybe Tucker was on to something with his theory that they had both died in the accident and were now spirits. No! That can’t be true! She shook her head briskly, negating his ridiculous theory. How could she possibly be dead when she felt so alive? There had to be another explanation for her current state of existence. 
 
    How long would she go on this way—in a state of being where she seemed to be simultaneously dead and alive? Would things ever get back to normal? She’d be twenty-four on her next birthday and she wondered if she’d get to celebrate it as a fully functioning person? She had planned to go back to school, and now she wondered if she would ever get her degree and achieve a fulfilling career. And what about love and marriage and one day starting a family? Was everything she’d ever hoped for out of reach forever? 
 
    Although it had only been a few hours since the tragic accident, Mila was terribly lonely. She already missed laughing and joking with friends. She missed having meaningful conversations with the people who were dear to her. She wanted to dance, attend music concerts, and go to her favorite restaurants. She wanted to do all of the things she used to do when she was living life to the fullest. It was unthinkable that she might remain trapped in an unendurable  reality where she was perceived as nothing more than a silhouette that skulked around, desperately trying to make her presence known.  
 
    I can’t go on like this much longer, she thought, blinking back tears.  
 
    “Please help me, Imani. I’m so scared,” she whimpered in anguish. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    Imani and Logan strolled along the aisles of the festival. The aisles were crowded with attendees standing in long lines in front of beer brewery stands and food vendors. Ordinarily, the long lines would have irked Imani, but not tonight. She and Logan were having so much fun sampling beer and snacking on junk food that nothing bothered her. They chatted about everything under the sun and they were so involved in their conversation that it came as a total surprise when it was finally their turn in one of the queues where several types of tacos were being sold.   
 
    “We’re gonna have to force ourselves to take in these carbs to counterbalance all the beer we’ve been drinking,” Logan joked as he handed her a shrimp taco in a cardboard container. 
 
    “I love having permission to indulge in carbs,” Imani said, biting into the crunchy taco shell. 
 
    To prevent a hangover they made sure to hit up a water station after every two or three samples of beer, and of course the water stations also had ridiculously long lines. But once again the lines seemed to move extremely fast as they laughed and joked, thoroughly enjoying each other’s company. The way their conversation flowed so easily it was hard to believe that they had only recently met. After making it to the front of the line and after downing a liter of water they were forced to seek out their respective restrooms, which were located at opposite ends of the festival area.  
 
    “I miss you already,” Logan verbalized as he reluctantly released Imani’s hand. “Let’s meet up at the Blue Point Brewing Company and try out their Blueberry Ale.” 
 
    “Okay, see you there,” she agreed, looking down at her map of the vast venue and circling the location of the Blue Point Brewing station with a red Sharpie.   
 
    From the ladies room a line trailed out into the hall. Imani should have been aggravated about having to hold her bladder for an extended time period, but she wasn’t. She was having such a good time with Logan, she doubted if anything could get on her nerves tonight. Thinking about how sweet and attentive he was, a smile tugged up the corners of her lips as she took her place at the back of the line.  
 
    Logan was everything she’d been looking for in a man. He was not only handsome and intelligent, but he was self-assured enough that he didn’t mind revealing his emotions. He was also generous with compliments, heaping praise on her curve-hugging black dress and constantly touching her fluffy curls and stating how much he loved her hair. For a black woman who had gone through her teens and adult life being a slave to perms and weaves, it was such a blessing to have her natural hair appreciated.  
 
    She and Logan were quickly becoming inseparable and she wondered how they’d find the strength to go their separate ways at the end the evening. She didn’t want the night to end. In fact, she was more than ready to have sex with him. But she couldn’t—not if she wanted him to respect her afterward. The double standard was so unfair, but Logan was too good of a catch for her to be tempted into breaking societal rules.   
 
    She wondered when it would be an appropriate amount of time to throw on some sexy lingerie and invite him to her boudoir, and she decided that they’d both know when the time was right.  
 
    Out of nowhere, she experienced a fleeting memory that made her feel uneasy. Worry lines began to wrinkle her forehead as an unpleasant thought began to flit around at the back of her mind. But she couldn’t put her finger on exactly what was bothering her. Eyebrows furrowed, she twirled a lock of hair as she searched her mind. She remembered being scared out of her wits the night before and sleeping on the sofa, but when she woke in the morning, she was no longer afraid and felt foolish for allowing her imagination to get the best of her. 
 
    But there was something else. Something she’d blocked from her mind. She thought hard and it suddenly hit her. Words that had seemingly echoed inside her mind: 
 
    Please help me. Imani. I’m so scared.  
 
    Had she dreamed that someone had spoken those words? No, it hadn’t been a dream. She’d heard the plea as clear as a bell inside her mind. Oddly, it hadn’t been her own voice in her head. It was the eerie sound of someone else…a woman who sounded like she was on the verge of hysteria as she pleaded for Imani to help her. 
 
    This is insane! But what did she expect when insanity had been lurking around her like the grim reaper, waiting to claim her. The irony that it had caught up with her at such an inopportune time brought out a burst of bitter laughter that caused a few of the women in line to turn around and eye her skeptically. 
 
    Her father, God rest his soul, had been schizophrenic. He’d committed suicide when Imani was only two years old, and her mother believed that his death had spared Imani from the suffering she had endured being  married to a mentally ill person. 
 
    But Imani had never felt that her father’s death had spared her from anything. She’d   always feared that his specific brand of crazy was deeply embedded in her DNA, lying dormant and waiting until she had her life totally together before rearing its ugly head and taking over her mind. Her father had heard voices, and now she was hearing voices. It was so unfair! 
 
    Determinedly, she decided that unlike her father, she would not let the voices push her over the edge. She’d fight back. She’d seek psychiatric help and dutifully take whatever medication was prescribed so that she could live a normal life. 
 
    Would Logan remain interested in her if he knew that she was on the verge of losing her mind? She doubted it, and who could blame him?  
 
    In only a few short minutes Imani had gone from feeling on top of the world to sinking to the depths of despair. In a desolate mood, envisioning the worst case scenarios for every aspect of her life, her mind was fertile ground for negativity, and she wasn’t surprised when she heard the voice again: 
 
    Please help me, Imani. I’m so scared. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Imani blurted aloud and literally raised her middle finger at the mental illness that lurked in her genes and threatened to take away everything she’d achieved in her young life. 
 
    The woman directly in front of her inched forward and put a safe amount of distance between her and Imani who seemed to be having a mental break. 
 
    Ordinarily Imani would have been too concerned about appearances to indulge in such an undignified public outburst. But in a blink of an eye her world had taken on a hazy quality, and she wasn’t sure how long the pleasant world she had known would continue to exist. It was entirely possible that in the near future she could end up being locked away in a mental facility with a bunch other crazies who heard voices. Facing such a dire possibility, there wasn’t much point in feeling concerned about what any of the women in the restroom line thought about her.  
 
    But it wasn’t in her nature to lie down and take whatever hand she was dealt. She had to fight for her sanity, and she told herself that she’d make an appointment with a psychiatrist and start taking psychotropic meds as soon as possible.  
 
    Meanwhile, she had to let Logan down easy. It wouldn’t be fair to string him along, allowing him to believe that she was dealing with a full deck when clearly she wasn’t. 
 
    Finally at the front of the line, Imani entered the bathroom stall and locked the door. 
 
    She heard the voice again, and it was louder and more insistent this time: Please help me, Imani. I’m so scared. 
 
    “Shut up and leave me alone,” Imani said gruffly, her voice echoing inside the restroom. 
 
    People gawked at her when she came out of the stall, and one woman asked if she was okay. Feeling off-kilter and humiliated for herself, she hurriedly washed her hands and exited the restroom.  
 
    Feeling sorry for herself, Imani fought tears as she navigated the throngs of attendees and found her way to the Blue Point Brewing Company’s station. She didn’t have to search for Logan. He stood out from the crowd, holding two plastic cups filled with beer as he walked toward her. 
 
    Forcing a smile on her face, she moved in his direction. 
 
    “You’re gonna love this Blueberry Ale,” he said, handing her one of the cups. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said softly, her throat tightening at the thought that tonight would most likely be the last time she enjoyed Logan’s company. They were only getting started, but it would be extremely unfair and unreasonable for her to expect him to accompany her on the journey that lay ahead of her: visits with psychiatrists, experimenting with different medications, and perhaps a stint or two in mental health facility. An upwardly mobile young professional like Logan didn’t need those kinds of problems in his life. 
 
    Instead of sampling the beer by sipping it daintily and allowing the liquid to roll over her taste buds, Imani took a couple of deep swigs. 
 
    Logan glanced at her curiously. “Hey, I thought we were pacing ourselves.” 
 
    She shrugged glumly. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Logan asked, noticing the change in her mood and seeing the look of sadness in her eyes.  
 
    “Nothing,” she muttered. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” The finality in her tone told him to drop the subject, but he didn’t.  
 
    “If the crowds are getting to you we can leave. We can go somewhere quiet, sit down in a nice restaurant and have a real meal,” he suggested in a patient tone.  
 
    “I’m having a great time, Logan. I don’t want to leave.” She took another sip of beer. “This is really good. On a scale of one to ten, I’d give Blueberry Ale a seven,” she said, injecting false cheerfulness into her tone. 
 
    “I agree. I don’t usually like fruit beers, but this one is really robust,” Logan said. 
 
    “Do you think the company is targeting a female demographic with this brew?” Imani asked, doing her best to salvage what was left of the date by pretending to still be interested in beer. Logan was a good guy, the most promising date she’d had in a long time, and he deserved her full attention, even if she had to fake it. 
 
    “Probably. I can’t really see a bunch of burly dudes rushing out to buy Blueberry Ale for a Super Bowl party.” 
 
    Imani chuckled. “Would you keep Blueberry Ale on-hand in your fridge?”  
 
    “Sure, I’d keep it on-hand if you were a regular visitor at the crib.” He words indicated that he wanted to continue seeing her in the future, which should have put a smile on her face. Unfortunately, she didn’t know where the relationship was headed now that she was hearing voices.  
 
    She downed the remaining beer, and when she leaned over to toss the plastic cup in the  trash, she caught a glimpse of her reflection on the shiny metal surface of the trash receptacle. There was also the blurry reflection of a person standing directly behind her. The person was standing close. Too close. For a moment Imani thought the person behind her was waiting to throw something in the trash. She looked over her shoulder but no one was there. Another glance at the shiny surface and the reflection was still there, and it was coming into clearer focus. A closer look revealed that it was the reflection of a young Caucasian woman with red hair. 
 
    And the woman who looked vaguely familiar.  
 
    It took only a split-second for it to register that she was looking at the image of the car crash victim that had died from her injuries. 
 
    Shocked, Imani jerked around, but there was no sign of the redhead. She whirled back around and squinted at the shiny surface of the trash can, but the image had faded. 
 
    She shot an anxious look at Logan. “Did you see someone standing behind me?” 
 
    Logan glanced at the throngs of people at the festival. “I saw lots of people walking around, but I didn’t see anyone standing behind you. Are you okay, Imani?”   
 
     “I…I don’t know,” she stammered. Craning her neck she scanned the faces in the crowd. “There was a woman—a redhead—standing right behind me. Didn’t you see her?” 
 
    “No. She probably just stopped for a second and then moved on. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “It’s no big deal. I just thought she was someone I knew. Someone from the hospital,” Imani explained with an uneasy chuckle. She folded her arms and contemplated the situation. Logan was probably right. Someone who bore an uncanny resemblance to the dead woman had briefly stopped and her image just happened to be reflected on the shiny surface along with Imani’s.  
 
    Oddly, the face she’d seen on the metal surface wasn’t battered and bruised like the crash victim’s. The image she saw was of someone who was very much alive. There wasn’t as much as a scratch on the woman’s face, but her expression held the look of someone in distress.  
 
    And then she heard the voice in her head, again! This time it verbalized a totally different lament: I know you saw me, Imani. You can clearly see that I’m still alive. Help me, please. I don’t want to be buried tomorrow.  
 
    Imani grimaced. She was so fed up with this invasion into her mind, she felt like she was seconds away from losing it completely. It was a struggle not to go running and shrieking through the venue like a madwoman, but she managed to maintain her dignity.  
 
    The symptoms of the mental illness she had inherited from her father should have given her some kind of warning. Going crazy should have been a gradual process that occurred over a lengthy period of time. But the dreaded illness had struck her with the force and swiftness of a full-fledged case of schizophrenia.    
 
    “I’m sorry Logan, I have to go,” Imani uttered in a much more pathetic tone of voice than she had intended. 
 
    Worriedly, Logan studied her face. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s nothing, I just don’t feel good. My, uh, my head is killing me,” she stammered. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll take you home. Do you need me to stop and pick up anything for you—Tylenol, soup, Band-Aids?” he joked. “Hell, I don’t know…you’re the nurse; what do you need?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just need to lie down.” Feeling guilty for lying to him, she glanced away, unable to meet his gaze. 
 
    Logan touched her arm. “Listen, I was having a great time, but if this was a bad date for you and you want to cut it short…” His words trailed off. “In other words, you don’t have to pretend to be sick to call it a night.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to get away from you. It was a fantastic date, Logan, and I’m so sorry—” 
 
    “No need to apologize,” Logan said, tossing the remainder of his Blueberry Ale into the trash receptacle. Placing a hand at the small of her back, he guided Imani toward the exit sign. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    The Friday night crowd at Tucker’s favorite watering hole was loud and obnoxious. In the past Mila would have had to elbow her way through the hordes of inebriated people, but in her current state she was able to wade through human bodies as easily as wading through water. The difference between penetrating walls as opposed to moving through people was the slight electrical charge that pulsed through Mila. The charge wasn’t unpleasant at all. It was like a little zing of energy and felt somewhat enjoyable.  
 
    But Mila hadn’t gone to the bar to experience electrical sensations; she was there to speak with Tucker. She found him seated at a booth in the rear of the place, sandwiched between two blonds who were doing shots and had no idea that Tucker was hanging out with them. Both blonds had big boobs and pretty faces, reminding Mila of the female fans that used to infuriate her when they disregarded her presence and openly flirted with Tucker when he was playing  with his band.  
 
    Surprisingly, she didn’t feel the slightest pang of envy. Her feelings for Tucker had diminished drastically. Looking back, it seemed ridiculous that she used to get so upset and jealous when groupies threw themselves at him.   
 
    “Fancy meeting you here!” Tucker exclaimed as Mila glided toward him. His smug expression told her that he wasn’t surprised that she’d come looking for him. 
 
    “It’s not a social call,” she remarked snappishly.   
 
    “What’s on your mind?”  
 
    She glanced at the blonds and made a face. “Can we speak privately?” 
 
    “It’s not as if they can hear you,” he reminded her. 
 
    “I know, but I’d rather—” Before she could finish the sentence, she and Tucker were suddenly transported to a secluded corner of the bar. The move was so swift, Mila felt wobbly, and she clutched Tucker’s arm to steady herself. “What the hell, Tucker?” she exploded. 
 
    “My bad. Apparently I need a little more practice moving two souls at the same time,” Tucker said with laughter. 
 
    “It’s not funny. You could have warned me that we were moving before you took it upon yourself to pluck us over here.” 
 
    “You wanted privacy, and you got it.” He glanced across the room at the blonds. “As you can see I’m sort of busy right now. What can I do for you, Mila?”  
 
    “You’re busy? Oh, God, that’s such a joke.” 
 
    “Actually, I was in the middle of getting to know Sofia and Jude, better.” 
 
    Mila made a face. “Ew, you sound so creepy.” 
 
    “You broke up with me, so don’t get mad because I’m making the best of things and trying to enjoy my life.” 
 
    Mila sighed in exasperation. “We’re in the worst predicament of our lives and you want to spend your time gawking at women who literally don’t even know that you exist.” 
 
    Tucker smirked at her. “You’re so serious all the time. You should ease up and try to have some fun for a change.” 
 
    “I’ll think about having fun when I get my life back in order.” 
 
    “I hate to be the one to break it to you, Mila, but this is as good as it gets.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a minute,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s true, but the good news is that our new way of life isn’t that terrible once you get the hang of it. The trouble with you is that you’re fighting the change instead of embracing it.” 
 
    She scoffed. “How can I embrace a life where I don’t sleep, I don’t eat, I don’t even live anywhere in particular? I just hang out at various locations, watching other people live their lives.” 
 
    Tucker stroked his chin in thought. “If you need a home base, our apartment is still available. Our things are still there, and we’re technically paid up until the end of the month.” 
 
    “Going back to the apartment won’t solve anything. It’ll probably make things worse, especially if new people move in and sense our presence. They’ll think we’re trying to haunt them, and who needs that kind of drama?” 
 
    Tucker looked insulted. “I don’t need to haunt anyone. I have better things to do with my time than to yell boo at new tenants.” 
 
    “That’s not the point, Tucker. Doesn’t it bother you that we’re considered dead, and anyone unfortunate enough to see or hear us will be scared shitless?” 
 
    “That’s their problem, not mine,” he said nonchalantly. “For me, death is a lot easier than I ever imagined. It’s actually kind of cool.” 
 
    “But we’re not dead,” Mila insisted. “We’re in some kind of limbo state—like being in a coma, and I’ve got to find a way out of this nightmare.” 
 
    “Your version of a nightmare feels like a good dream to me. I’m making lemonade out of lemons, and I’m having fun.” 
 
    “Fun? You’ve got to be kidding. This life sucks, and I’m afraid it might become permanent if we don’t do something.” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do.” 
 
    “There has to be something we can do. Do you realize that my funeral is tomorrow? My fucking funeral! How insane is that?” 
 
    He gave a quick shrug. “And…” 
 
    “And I’ve got to do something about it. I can’t let them put me in the ground.” Mila shuddered visibly. “I’m serious, Tucker. I feel like it’ll be all over if they bury me.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t feel that way. The way I see it, the old Mila who was killed in the crash was just a physical shell. You’re much more than that now. You’re all-expansive, and you can do things that you never imagined possible.” 
 
    “You’re not making me feel any better. I don’t want to be all-expansive, whatever that means. I just want to be me—a regular person, doing regular things.” She sighed. “I’m so afraid that once I’m buried, I’ll no longer exist.” 
 
    “But you’ll always exist, Mila.” 
 
    “I don’t want to merely exist. I want a full life. You might be content with hanging around strangers who can’t see or hear you, but it’s unbearable to me. Besides being able to communicate with you, there’s only one other person that I can sort of get through to.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Imani. The black chick that I told you about. You know, the nurse from the hospital.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he muttered, distractedly. Craning his neck, he kept an eye on Sofia and Jude. 
 
     “The problem with Imani is that she’s terrified of me, and she won’t allow herself to fully perceive me. I just don’t know what to do, Tucker.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure everything will change for you once you get closure.” 
 
    “How do I get closure?” 
 
    “Go to your funeral—tell your other-self goodbye. That’s what I did.” 
 
    “You’ve already had your funeral?” 
 
    “No, my stepmother couldn’t be bothered with a funeral. The heartless bitch had me cremated.” 
 
    Mila flinched. “Are you serious? Jesus, I don’t know what’s worse, being buried or being burned to a crisp.” 
 
    “I attended the memorial service, but I didn’t stay long.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I was offended when Ace stood up to give my eulogy. What a hypocrite. Only a few days ago the dude was throwing punches at me, but he’s suddenly all teary-eyed and waxing poetic about what a great guy I was.” 
 
    “The way I recall the fight, you started it, Tucker. Ace was only defending himself.” 
 
    “Whatever,” he muttered. 
 
    “It took a lot of guts to attend you memorial service, and I commend you for it,” she said sincerely. 
 
    “Believe me, the memorial service was a lot easier than watching my other-self getting shoved into a fiery oven.” 
 
    Mila made a face. “Aw, Tucker, that sounds horrible.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was emotionally agonizing, but after the cremation process was over I felt a tremendous sense of freedom.” 
 
    Mila stared at him. “It sounds to me like you’ve just given up on living.” 
 
    “I haven’t given up, but I’ve accepted death. Do you wanna know my opinion on everything that has happened to us?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “I think we missed our ride.” 
 
    “What ride?” 
 
    “You’ve heard about dead people walking into a tunnel of white light, haven’t you?” 
 
     “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Well, when the light came for us, we were in denial about being dead. We were so in awe of it and so busy analyzing it, we failed to walk into it, and the light blazed through the sky without us.” 
 
    “So what’re you saying…we got left behind, and now we have to aimlessly wander the earth, for like, forever?” 
 
    “I don’t Mila. I don’t have all the answers. But what I do know is that we’re dead. We’re as dead as doorknobs, and we’re currently dwelling in what is known as the afterlife.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit,” she spat. “The afterlife is supposed to be filled with love and understanding and eternal bliss, but all I’ve experienced is fear and confusion.”  
 
    Tucker noticed two guys striking up a conversation with the blonds. “Looks like I have some completion. Can we finish this conversation at another time?” 
 
    Feeling dejected, Mila nodded solemnly. 
 
    “Cheer up, kiddo. After your funeral, you’ll start feeling much more enlightened and more in touch with yourself.”  
 
    With those parting words, Tucker vanished. In an instant he reappeared on the other side of the bar, grinning like a perverted ghoul as he ogled Sofia’s cleavage.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Family and friends were gathered at the church to say goodbye to Mila Pemberton. Mila hadn’t been to her family’s church in several years and had imagined that the next time she set foot inside would be on her wedding day. But here she was, an invisible guest floating behind her parents as they made their way to the front pew.  
 
    Heather Pemberton moved slowly and awkwardly, as if each step was a tremendous chore. Thomas Pemberton linked his arm in his wife’s to steady her and keep her upright. When they finally made it to the front pew, Mila hovered over her mother, murmuring softly as she tried to comfort her. But Heather Pemberton, weeping openly, was inconsolable.  
 
    Mila gazed at her other-self, lying in a white coffin. The mortician had done an amazing job of patching up the wounds to her face and head. She looked lifelike and beautiful and appeared to be only sleeping. It seemed a shame that the mortician had worked so hard on  something that would only be viewed for a short while. Mila began to feel claustrophobic thinking about the casket being closed shut in a few hours, carted off to the cemetery, and lowered into the ground. 
 
   
  
 

 Reverend Smith, the family’s minister, gave a moving eulogy and he repeated several times how much Mila’s life had mattered. As he preached about drinking and driving, Mila sensed that he was rightfully blaming Tucker for her demise. She glanced around to see who had shown up to say goodbye, and she saw lots of familiar faces. Many of those faces were stained with tears. Knowing that she would be missed gave her a weird sense of satisfaction. 
 
    Scanning the pews, Mila’s gaze landed on Jake Malloy, her old flame from high school. Jake had finished his undergrad studies and was currently attending Wharton Business School. The boyish roundness of his face was no longer evident. His face had matured and now possessed manly angles and a strong jawline. He looked handsome and debonair in his well-cut black suit, and she felt a pang of regret as she imagined how comfortable she would have been if she had stuck with Jake instead of wasting precious time with an irresponsible jerk like Tucker.  
 
    Being present at her own funeral forced her to face reality and accept that life as she knew it was over. A tear rolled down her cheek as she acknowledged that she was doomed. She was condemned to an existence as a lost soul and she would never have a chance to experience  being in a fulfilling relationship, getting married, and giving birth to a child. 
 
    She began to sob, loud guttural sounds that seemed to bounce off the walls and echo inside the church. Although she cried long and hard, no one tried to console her because no one was aware of her. The attendants at her funeral directed their pity toward the dead girl in the casket, and Mila finally knew with certainty that the young woman lying in the coffin was without a scintilla of life and was nothing more than a beautified carcass that was no longer her true self.  
 
    Tucker had been right, she was beginning to feel increasingly detached from the person she used to be.  
 
    It was surprising how easily Tucker was adapting to their new life. When she and Tucker were together as a couple she had always felt intellectually superior to him. She had been the thinker who came up with solutions to their problems, but ever since the accident had thrown them into a state of limbo, Tucker had become the smart one, figuring out ways to happily exist in the bewildering reality of their new life. He seemed to be flourishing while Mila struggled to make sense of how her life was supposed to work.  
 
    It was time to have another talk with Tucker and get pointers on how to navigate in a world where she was an invisible person. 
 
    Feeling helpless as she watched her parents grieve, Mila decided that there was nothing she could do to relieve their pain, and therefore, there was no point in sticking around. In the midst of her funeral service, Mila drifted over to the white casket and gazed long and hard at the person she used to be. After a while, she leaned over and kissed herself goodbye. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    In the four years that Imani had been employed by City Memorial Hospital, she’d never taken an unscheduled day off, but after two nights without sleep, she was too delirious to be productive at work and was forced to take a sick day. Jittery from lack of sleep, she didn’t trust herself to make the twenty minute drive from her apartment to the downtown sports club where she was scheduled to meet up with Hope.  
 
    After forty-eight hours without sleep, she was desperate for something that would help her sleep. She couldn’t ask her primary care physician to write a prescription for Ambien or any other addictive sleep aid, and she wouldn’t have dared to ask any of the doctors that she worked with at the hospital. Although she could have sought the services of a reputable psychiatrist, she had no idea how long it would take to get an appointment. Also, there was no guarantee that the psychiatrist would give her anything for insomnia on her first visit.   
 
    In a state of distress, she called Hope and pleaded with her to ask her husband to write her a prescription for Ambien, Lunesta, Sonata, or anything that would knock her out and give her at least six hours of sleep. It was humiliating to have to turn to Hope in desperation, and it was even more humiliating to ask Hope to involve her husband. 
 
    As it turned out, Hope didn’t have to involve Dr. Lowell. She told Imani that she had access to dozens of drug samples that were on hand at her husband’s surgery center. Also, due to Hope’s numerous surgeries, she said that she had her own massive stash of pain killers, sedatives, and sleep aids. 
 
    “What’s preventing you from sleeping?” Hope inquired. 
 
    “Well, uh….” Imani hesitated, wary of divulging the peculiar circumstances that had affected her ability to sleep. 
 
    “Look, it’s none of my business, but as someone who suffers from occasional insomnia, I should warn you that sleep aids can leave you feeling sluggish in the morning. Since you’re most likely dealing with anxiety, your best bet would be to take a drug like Xanax or Klonopin. Something that will calm you down enough so you can go to sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll take whatever you think is best.” 
 
    “I’m actually about to leave work for a few hours and head over to the club. You can meet me there after my workout if you’d like. I’ll throw some Xanax in my gym bag.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hope, you’re a lifesaver. What time should I get there?” 
 
    “I should be finished between three and three-fifteen.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you then.”  
 
    At two-thirty, Imani ordered an Uber and ten minutes later her ride arrived.   
 
    As she hurried to the front door, she stopped in the hallway and surveyed three pieces of Caribbean art that had mysteriously fallen from the wall two nights ago when she’d gotten home from the date she’d abruptly ended with Logan.  
 
    That night had had been terrifying, and in hindsight she should have invited Logan inside when he dropped her off. Perhaps his company would have distracted her from letting her mind play tricks on her.  
 
    Once she was inside her apartment, the night had gone from bad to worse. First, the pictures had fallen off the wall and when she got ready to rehang them, dishes rattled loudly in the kitchen cabinets, and there was a knocking sound inside the walls that scared her so badly, she fled the hallway in a panic.   
 
    In her bedroom, there was a light tapping sound on the window pane, and then a bottle of perfume and a jewelry box clattered from the top of the dresser to the floor for no apparent reason. Plagued by fleeting shadows, cold drafts, ghostly whispers, and the constant sound of knocking on windows and inside of walls, Imani didn’t get a wink of sleep. Although she told herself that it was all in her mind and that she was suffering from delusions, it all seemed very real. 
 
    Hiding her tired eyes behind a pair of sunglasses, she turned away from the fallen pictures and hurried out of the apartment. She got into the Uber and sat slouched in the back seat of the car. Thankfully the driver wasn’t chatty and drove straight to her destination without a word. Upon arrival at the sports club with its posh gym, luxurious spa, in-house smoothie bar, and a fancy restaurant,  she took in the elegant environment, but was too exhausted to be overly impressed.  
 
    “Hello, I’m Heidi,” said the receptionist who could have easily passed for a model. 
 
    Imani forced a weary smile. “Hi, my name is Imani Pollard; I’m here to see Hope Lowell.” 
 
    “Hello Ms. Pollard, Mrs. Lowell is expecting you.” Heidi glanced at the wall clock. “But I’m afraid she’ll be with her trainer for another ten minutes. You can wait for her in the smoothie bar if you’d like.” 
 
    “Sure,” Imani replied.  
 
    Heidi escorted Imani to the smoothie bar and after Imani settled into a booth, Heidi offered her a menu. “Get whatever you’d like, compliments of Mrs. Lowell,” she said with a pleasant smile and then returned to her station. 
 
    Imani selected a pineapple and kale smoothie, and after a few sips of the healthy drink she felt a little less on edge. She was immensely grateful for the way Hope had come through for her and she decided that she would work harder to improve their friendship.  
 
    While waiting for Hope to finish with her trainer, Imani reflected on her date with Logan.  She groaned as she recalled how crazy she had acted—frantically asking him if he’d seen someone standing behind her and then insisting on leaving. Imani wasn’t sure what was worse, believing that she was losing her mind or believing that she was being haunted. After weighing the options she decided that believing she was being haunted was the worst of the two. There were doctors available to help if she was going insane, but who could she turn to for help in getting rid of a spirit?  
 
    The ghostly activity had frazzled her nerves and robbed her of sleep for two nights in a row. It seemed that each time she drifted off to sleep, she was jolted awake by yet another strange disturbance. At one point, she was awakened by the sound of a cat’s frantic screams beneath the living room window. Although the screams were loud and annoying, it wasn’t unusual to hear a cat crying, but when the cat began to screech the distinct sound of Imani’s name, her stomach knotted up in fear.   
 
    She had been so terrified that she called her mother and pretended that she was calling to check on her. Any mention of the eerie cat sound or the other paranormal activity that was surrounding her would cause her mom to think that she was losing her grip on reality—just like her father had. Feeling comforted by the sound of a human voice, she stayed on the phone with her mother for two hours and patiently listened to her complaints about her next door neighbor’s tree that was dropping branches onto her driveway, her co-workers who refused to clean the microwave in the lunch room, and her church friend who never paid for gas when she drove her to choir rehearsal. 
 
    As Imani sat deep in thought, idly stirring the thick smoothie with a straw, Hope pranced into the room. Covered in sweat, she dabbed at her face and shoulders with a towel that hung around her neck.  
 
    Hope leaned in, giving Imani air kisses. “Hey, girl. Sorry that I can’t sit down and have a quick visit with you. My trainer just tried to kill me for the past two hours, and I’m such a masochist, I agreed to another half-hour of stretching.” 
 
    “No problem. I know you’re busy, and I’m so exhausted, I doubt if I could hold up my end of the conversation,” Imani said resignedly.   
 
    “Well, let’s get you squared away so you can get some sleep.” Hope unzipped her Chanel fanny pack and discreetly handed Imani a bottle of pills. “They’re ten-milligram Xanax. Take one before bedtime. But if you feel anxious during the day, you should only take a quarter of a pill. More than that might make it hard to function at work, so be careful with the dosage during the day.” 
 
    “Okay, I will. Thank you, Hope,” Imani said with sincerity as she tucked the bottle of pills inside her purse.  
 
    A tall figure suddenly appeared in the doorframe of the smoothie bar and Hope said with laughter, “I thought I could take a break for a few minutes, but my trainer has tracked me down.” 
 
    “So, this is where you hide out,” the trainer said. He looked like a chocolate Adonis with broad shoulders , a V-waist, and bulging calf muscles.  
 
    Hope introduced the trainer as Demetri, and the way that Hope fussed with her hair and the way that the two of them looked at each other spoke of something more than a professional relationship. But Imani dismissed the thought. It wasn’t any of her business if Hope had started cheating so soon in her marriage. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The next morning Imani rolled out of bed feeling renewed. The pill had given her eleven hours of peaceful, dreamless sleep. Ravenous after not eating for several days she headed to the kitchen. She paused briefly in the hallway and blinked at the framed art that was propped against the floorboards, an unwelcome reminder of the haunting and the terrible state of her life. She wanted to hang them back up but was afraid they’d inexplicably fall again. 
 
    Maybe I imagined it all. People tend to hallucinate when they’re sleep deprived, and maybe I took the pictures down myself while I was delirious, she reasoned as she examined the contents of the fridge. She took out a frozen breakfast burrito and popped it the microwave. 
 
    Emboldened by the sunlight that streamed through the kitchen window, she decided to search for signs of paranormal activity that might have occurred while she’d slept. She checked the kitchen cabinets and was relieved that all the dishes were intact. She returned to her bedroom and surveyed the dresser and was satisfied that no items had been flung to the floor. A quick perusal of each room of the apartment assured her that everything was in its rightful place.  
 
    Maybe the spirit had grown bored and moved on.  
 
    Or maybe, as she had suspected, she was going insane. As real as the haunting seemed, it was most likely invented by her delusional mind. After all, delusions and hallucinations were classic symptoms of schizophrenia. She groaned at the idea of being crazy, but there was no other explanation. There was a stigma attached to schizophrenia, and even with meds, life wouldn’t be easy. She’d read that the side effects of certain medications could be brutal, which was why so many mentally ill people stopped taking them. One particular medication caused a disorder called tardive dyskinesia, which could potentially cause a person’s facial, tongue, and neck muscles to move uncontrollably, making them seem unhinged.  
 
    Overwhelming gloom washed over her as it sunk in that being on or off meds didn’t matter, being schizophrenic was a lose-lose situation. 
 
    Back in the kitchen, she at the island and munched on the breakfast burrito, wondering whether she should abruptly end things with Logan or allow the relationship to dissolve on its own. She had no doubt in her mind that he would drop her like a hot potato after he realized she was batshit crazy.   
 
    She swallowed the last bite of the burrito and padded back to the bedroom. Her phone on the nightstand lit up with a text from Logan. Only a few days ago, every text from him had made her heart flutter, but now she dreaded reading his most recent message. During the previous forty-eight hours she’d been too frazzled to read or respond to his texts, but now that she was fully alert, she scrolled through the messages and responded to each one, assuring him that she was doing okay and apologizing once again for ruining their date 
 
    She was such a fake. Pretending that everything was good when it wasn’t was dishonest. But what could she do? She couldn’t tell Logan the truth—not if she wanted him to stick around. And she wasn’t quite ready to let him go.  
 
    So, when he hit her with another text, asking if she wanted to go out for dinner on her next day off from work, she texted back and stated that she’d love to. 
 
    As she showered and dressed for work she found herself humming the melody of a song she couldn’t identify. She wondered why she was humming a song that she didn’t know the title of or any of the lyrics. She convinced herself that the band at the beer festival had played it and now the song was stuck in her head.  
 
    Still humming the melody, she drove to work. 
 
    It was a typically busy day in the Emergency Room with heart attack and stroke victims, burn victims, stabbing and shooting victims, and patients suffering from seizures. But the worst case of the day was a four-year-old boy who had been mauled by his family’s Pit Bull and left disfigured by the brutal attack  
 
    “I need a strong cup of coffee after dealing with that case,” said Imani as she and Niles strolled into the hospital’s cafeteria.   
 
    “Coffee won’t do it for me; I could use a stiff drink.” Niles brushed his curly black hair away from his face. “I will never understand why people keep vicious dogs as pets, and then act all shocked when the animals turn on them or their children. I think the parents need to be arrested for what they let happen to that innocent child.” 
 
    “I don’t agree, Niles. You saw how distraught those parents were. They believed that the dog was their son’s protector.” 
 
    “Their stupid asses allowed that beast to sleep in the room with the child with the door closed,” Niles scoffed. “That little boy didn’t stand a change. He was trapped inside the room when the dog turned on him. It was as if those two negligent parents locked their kid inside a cage with a ravenous wolf and hoped for the best.” 
 
    Imani shook her head. “The little guy’s face, though…”  
 
    “There’s not much left of his face,” Niles said solemnly. “That kid’s life has been ruined before it even got started—and the parents need to be held accountable.” 
 
    “The parents will suffer from guilt for the rest of their lives. Don’t you think that’s enough punishment?” 
 
    “No! Suffering from guilt doesn’t begin to compare from the physical and emotional suffering that their son will have to deal with for the rest of his life.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. That child is gonna need years of reconstructive surgery to look halfway normal again,” Imani said in a lowered tone, suddenly aware of the people nearby as they stood in line to buy coffee. 
 
    Hospital personnel were not supposed to engage in indiscreet conversations regarding patient care while inside elevators or anywhere else that could result in a breach of confidentiality. Unfortunately, many members of the medical team, including doctors, often discussed patients, and Imani and Niles were no different. After dealing with the adrenaline rush of trying to save a  child’s life, it was somewhat therapeutic to talk about the disturbing case.  
 
     When Imani and Niles reached the front of the line they both ordered black coffee, and Niles added a corn muffin and three strips of bacon to his order. They looked around the crowded cafeteria and located an empty table in the rear. After a few sips of coffee, Niles brightened perceptibly. “Enough of this dreary conversation about work, tell me about your date. Did y’all smash? How was Logan in bed? Is he packing?” 
 
    A flush of crimson blossomed on Imani’s cheeks. “Whoa! You don’t beat around the bush, do you, Niles?” 
 
    “Look at the way you’re blushing,” Niles teased. “He must have cracked your back real good!” 
 
    “Stop being crude,” Imani said, giggling. 
 
    “Crude is my middle name, chile. Niles Crude Menzo,” he joked as he munched on a bacon strip. “So tell me, does Logan have some bomb dick or what?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she whispered, looking around uncomfortably. “We’re at work, Niles, so could you at least try to behave like a professional?” 
 
    “No one can hear me,” he said. He leaned back in his seat and eyed Imani skeptically. “Girl, you haven’t had any dick in months, and you mean to tell me you didn’t give that man any booty?” 
 
    Imani chuckled uneasily.  
 
    “So, what happened? Tell me, girl. I’m all ears,” he prompted. 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell. Logan and I have an unspoken agreement to take things slow. We’re both looking for something meaningful, and we don’t need to jump into bed right away.” 
 
    “Boring,” Niles announced, rolling his eyes to the ceiling. 
 
    “However,” she said with a mysterious smile. “When we go out to dinner next week, the gloves come off. Or should I say, the clothes come off.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking like you have some sense. By the way, did you find out if Niles has a cute friend or a hot cousin?” 
 
    “I forgot to ask, but I’ll find out.” Imani finished her coffee and stood up. “Time to get back to work.” 
 
    Niles followed suit and also stood.  
 
    Imani wanted so badly to confide in Niles. Unburden herself and pour her heart out about her suspicions of being haunted by the girl from the car crash. Maybe Niles could add some insight that might set her mind at ease. But as close as she and Niles had become, she wasn’t ready to trust him with such sensitive information. She couldn’t risk him giving her the side eye and gossiping about her to their other coworkers.  
 
    Fortunately, she hadn’t seen or heard anything unusual so far today, but there was no telling what the night would bring. She desperately wanted the voices and the hallucinations to stop, and it was time to make an appointment to see a shrink. It was time to find out about the medication that was available for her particular illness. 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    Mila and Tucker had no idea why they were both drawn to their former apartment. But there they were, together, observing the place as it was being prepared for the next occupant. Their possessions had been cleared out and distributed to their families, and the empty rooms were a depressing reminder of how drastically their lives had changed. 
 
    Painters were in the kitchen, changing the color of the walls from the cheerful peach color that Mila had personally painted to a standard eggshell-white.   
 
    “Things are happening so fast—too fast. I’m trying to make peace with the idea that I’m dead, but how can I when it seems that every day I experience another loss,” Mila said solemnly. 
 
    Tucker patted her on the shoulder. “We don’t have to lose this place. We can hang around here for as long as we want.” 
 
    “No we can’t. New tenants will be moving in soon.” 
 
    Tucker gave her an indignant look. “So!” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be right to intrude on them. I don’t want to be the cause of anyone else feeling spooked. All of my efforts to communicate with Imani have been a disaster. She’s scared to death and thinks she’s being haunted when all I’m trying to do is get her attention and connect with her.” 
 
    “Why is it so important to connect with her? A few days ago you wanted her to tell your parents that you’re alive, but now that they’ve buried you—” 
 
    “I don’t like that expression, Tucker. I prefer to say that my parents attempted to put me to rest, but little do they know…” her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Little do they know, you’re not resting well at all,” he said, finishing Mila’s sentence. “But now that you’ve accepted that you were killed in the crash, you no longer need the nurse’s assistance. I don’t get why you’re still lurking around her?” 
 
    “Because she senses my presence. Yesterday she was humming my favorite song, and I know that means that we’re connected. I like being around her, it makes me feel like I’m still part of the real world. For whatever reason, Tucker, you and I are stuck in limbo—we just exist—and I don’t want to merely exist. I just feel that if could talk with Imani and explain my dilemma, she’d let me share her life.” 
 
    “Share it? How?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I only know that she’s alive and I’m not and she has what I want…life! I miss being alive. I want to actually touch something again. I hate the feeling of penetrating solid matter; it makes me dizzy and nauseous.” 
 
    “I think walking through doors is cool; I can’t complain about that.” 
 
    “It’s more than that, Tucker. I want to eat my favorite foods, I want to have a social life; I want to experience the exhilaration of accomplishing things in life. No offense to you Tucker, but you weren’t the best boyfriend…and I’d really like to experience being in love with a man who has goals and who would be a good role model for our children.” 
 
    “That’s a low blow, but the new me is too enlightened to be offended.” 
 
    “Now that’s a laugh. Just because you’re dead doesn’t mean you’re enlightened. You’re the same self-absorbed jerk that you always were,” Mila said bitterly. 
 
    “Why can’t you admit that in our current state, I’m making out much better than you are? You’re like a lost puppy. The way you follow that nurse around, pleading with her to have a conversation with you is pathetic. You’re wasting your time, Mila. If you want to experience living again, then you’ll have to figure out her weaknesses and start controlling her life. It’s the only way you’ll experience being human again.” 
 
    Suddenly interested in what Tucker had to say, Mila gazed at him curiously. “What good is it to figure out her weaknesses?” 
 
    “Okay…listen. When I want whiskey, I don’t stroll into Gold’s gym and hover around fitness junkies that only drink green juice and who work out all day. When I want booze, I hang out at a bar and align myself with a person who’s fighting the urge to drink, and then I become that voice in his head that tells him that one little drink won’t hurt.” 
 
    Mila gave Tucker a look of disgust. “You’re awful. I can’t believe you’re bragging about causing someone to fall off the wagon.” 
 
    “I’m learning how to maneuver in a physical world without the benefit of having a physical body. In other words, I’m making the best of my circumstances. Look, don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. If you want to spend the rest of eternity trying to be seen and heard, then be my guest. But if you want to really start living again, then you’ll stop scaring the crap out a potential host and start getting into her head.” 
 
    “A potential host? What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “A host is someone who might be weak enough to unknowingly let you borrow their body.” 
 
    Mila gazed at Tucker with her head tilted to the side. “Are you saying that you get inside the bodies of the drunks that you hang around?” 
 
    “I take over their bodies,” Tucker clarified. “And it’s a great feeling. Once you’re inside a human body, you get to experience life once again. Merely walking down the street and feeling a breeze and feeling the rays of the sun gives me rush that’s similar to doing a line of coke. And don’t get me started about sex…oh, man!” 
 
    Mila’s mouth fell open. “You have sex?” 
 
    Tucker smirked as he nodded his head. “Not ordinary sex, I have amazing, mind-blowing sex.” 
 
    “Wow,” she uttered, still looking shocked. 
 
    “While you’re bemoaning your fate and whining and crying, I’ve been living my best life. “ 
 
    “So, let me get this straight. You took over the body of that broken down drunk named Henry, and then seduced someone into having mind-blowing sex with him?” Mila made a disgusted face.  
 
    Tucker laughed. “No, not Henry; I don’t hang out with him anymore. I’ve found a more age-appropriate buddy. My newest host is a dude named Glen. He’s a day trader. Buying and selling stock is exciting when he’s winning, but he gets hella depressed when he loses money. And when he’s feeling down in the dumps, it’s a perfect opportunity for me to slip in and convince him to hit the bottle. I’ve also inspired him to elevate his sex game and be a lot more  uninhibited in bed.” 
 
    Mila thought about the kinky sex that she’d allowed Tucker to talk her into when they were together, and she could only imagine the sort of wild stuff he had his new host involved in.  
 
    “Because of me, Glen is experiencing the best sex of his life,” Tucker bragged. “But instead of appreciating his newfound prowess, he’s appalled by his behavior.”  
 
    “I can relate to how he feels,” Mila said glumly. “So, how does it work? Do you and Glen both experience the sensations of alcohol and sex when you’re invading his body?” 
 
    “I don’t invade his body; I sort of borrow it. When I’m there, it’s like Glen is asleep, and he doesn’t a clue about what’s going on. If I want to, I can withdraw my energy and allow him to be a part of the experience, but the one time that I did that he was so freaked out to discover himself in bed with two chicks that I never let him participate again. Afterwards, when I return his body to him, he feels confused and thinks that he blacked out.” Tucker began to chuckle and Mila shook her head. 
 
     “There’s nothing funny about what you’re doing to him,” she chastised. 
 
    “What I’m doing is elevating his profile. Turning him into a ladies man. He’s in such demand these days that his phone is constantly buzzing with texts and calls from women he can’t remember hooking up with.” 
 
    “That’s cruel. It’s like you’re stealing the poor guy’s life.” 
 
    “I’m not stealing it; I’m enhancing it. The guy was leading a boring existence before I enlivened his life,” Tucker said, beaming. Then his expression suddenly darkened. “Besides, if anyone’s life was stolen, it was mine, so why shouldn’t I seize the opportunity to enjoy someone else’s?” 
 
    Mila scoffed. “Are you seriously going to look me in the eye and say that your life was stolen?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah.” 
 
    “You made a conscious decision to get behind the wheel while you were intoxicated. You threw your life away. But my life, on the other hand, was actually stolen. You robbed me of living a full and complete life, and I’ll never forgive you, Tucker!” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that night, Mila. I really am,” he said in a gentle tone of voice.  “I wasn’t deliberately being a dick. I honestly thought I could handle driving, but obviously I couldn’t.” He reached for her hand and brought it up to his lips. “I’m really sorry, okay?” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “You can’t hold a grudge against me for all of eternity…” He paused and searched her face. “But then again, maybe you can.” 
 
    Despite herself, Mila chuckled. 
 
    “There it is…that’s the smile I love,” he said teasingly. “The way I see it, we were both  too young to die, and we both deserve to continue living. If you’d like, I’ll give you pointers on how to borrow the nurse’s body.”  
 
    Mila wrinkled her nose. “I don’t want to do that. I just want to…” 
 
    “You want to feel like a living person again.” 
 
    She nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    “You’re a sensible girl, Mila, and I know you won’t do anything crazy when you borrow the nurse’s body. If you don’t do anything that’s out of her character, she’ll never know you were there.” 
 
    “How do I go about borrowing her body? Oh, God, I can’t believe I’m actually considering doing this.” 
 
    “First of all, you’ll have to get inside her head and insert your thoughts. After you’ve successfully manipulated her thoughts and actions, you can begin to experience life inside her body. By the way, it’s easier to merge with a person when their vibration is low.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “People unintentionally lower their vibration when they give in to emotions like depression, anger, fear, worry, and anxiety.” 
 
    “How do you know all of this?” Mila asked. 
 
    “I know because I discovered that I didn’t have an easy time merging with Glen when he was feeling cheerful and positive. So, if you want to use the nurse’s body, you’ll be better off merging with her when she’s experiencing a low-vibrational emotion.” 
 
    “She worries constantly about going crazy,” Mila commented. “So there shouldn’t be a problem with her vibration, but I need to know exactly how to go about merging with her. What are the steps I need to take?” 
 
    “There aren’t any steps. The moment her emotional vibration plummets, you slip right in. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “How will I know that I’m in?” 
 
    “Believe me, you’ll know. For one thing, you won’t be invisible anymore—you won’t look or sound like yourself—you’ll look like the nurse—but you’ll retain your personality. Most importantly, you’ll be a part of the physical world, again. And you’ll be able to do all of the human things that you used to do.” 
 
    Mila’s eyes lit up. “I can’t wait to go shopping. I’m so sick of wearing this outfit. It’s a constant reminder of that awful night. And I also need a complete spa day with a massage and a mani-pedi,” she said, frowning down at the chipped polish on her fingernails.  
 
    “But remember,” Tucker cautioned, holding up a finger. “Don’t change her behavior too drastically. You don’t want her to behave in a way that’ll make her family and friends take notice.” 
 
    “I’m confused. Didn’t you say that you’ve turned the stock market guy into a drunk and a womanizer? Aren’t his family and friends suspicious about the changes in his personality?” 
 
    Tucker grinned. “That’s the beauty of using someone like Glen as a host. He’s basically a loner. No close friends and his family lives out of state, so he doesn’t see them much.” 
 
    Mila smiled. “Well, I’m sure that a little shopping and a few extravagances won’t cause any of Imani’s friends to raise a brow. You know what, Tucker? For the first time since the accident I’m starting to feel excited, and I have you to thank for that!” 
 
    “If you want to show your appreciation you should hook up with me when I’m in Glen’s body and you’re in Imani’s. I’ve never been in bed with a black chick, and I’m curious.” 
 
    “You’re disgusting. I wouldn’t dream of letting you violate Imani. I’m serious, Imani is off limits.” 
 
    He held up his hands in surrender. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.” 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    Throughout their meal Imani stole glances at Logan. He looked incredibly handsome in a dark suit that fit him with precision. He had gone all out for their dinner date, securing reservations at Jazmin, an upscale eatery that was dubbed the “most romantic restaurant” in the city. The décor of the place was whimsical, like something from a fairy tale. The ceiling of the venue was beautifully decorated with vines and sparkling lights, giving the impression of a star-filled night. The service was impeccable and the food was superb. It was the kind of restaurant that couples visited on special occasions like birthdays, anniversaries, and getting engaged. 
 
    Sitting across from Logan at the candlelit table, Imani felt special. The conversation during dinner had been effortless. Additionally, the chemistry between them hadn’t been affected by the abrupt ending of their previous date. She was extremely grateful that Logan hadn’t pressed her about her erratic behavior at the beer festival.  
 
    Remarkably, the past week had gone smoothly. The hauntings had stopped completely, allowing Imani to finally sleep through the night without popping a pill. She’d been concerned about getting hooked on Xanax and was relieved that she could once again fall asleep naturally. Everything was back to normal and best of all, she no longer questioned her sanity. Now that she was back to being herself she was eager to forget the ghostly activity that had plagued her, and was more than ready to move forward with Logan. 
 
    The server brought out their dessert, an extra-large slice of chocolate cake for two, and Imani gave herself permission to indulge in the high-calorie treat. She sank her fork into the moist dessert and closed her eyes. “Mmm,” she murmured blissfully.  
 
    “It’s that good, huh?” Logan asked. 
 
    “Words can’t convey. You have to try it for yourself.” 
 
    Logan dug in and their forks accidentally clinked together, eliciting soft titters of laughter from both of them. 
 
    “Did I tell you how pretty you look tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, you did, but I don’t mind hearing it again,” she replied, her face glowing with happiness.  
 
    She attributed a portion of her good mood to the time she’d spent at a luxe spa earlier that day. It wasn’t like Imani to pamper herself in such an extravagant manner, but somehow the idea had gotten stuck in her head and she wasn’t able to shake it. But she didn’t regret the experience. After all she had been through she felt that she more than deserved the indulgent spa day that had included a relaxing facial, a deep tissue massage, and a mani-pedi.  
 
     Logan gazed at her with an appreciative smile. “Did I mention that you’re rocking the hell out of that dress?”  
 
    She glanced down at the plunging neckline of her expensive new dress and blushed. Not only did the dress cost much more than she would normally spend, but it was also a much more revealing style than she was inclined to wear. She had intended to pick up something moderately priced at T.J. Maxx or Marshall’s but had a sudden change of heart and ended up splurging at Neiman Marcus, spending a small fortune on a clingy red dress that revealed an ample amount of cleavage and accentuated her sleek silhouette.      
 
    While enjoying the cake and sipping wine, a warm feeling flowed through Imani, and she reached across the table and placed her hand on top of Logan’s. “I don’t want this night to end,” she whispered.  
 
    Suddenly her eyes widened in alarm. Although she’d been thinking what she’d said, she hadn’t intended for the words to come tumbling out of her mouth. Convinced that her loose lips were the result of having too much to drink, she subtly moved her wine glass out of reach. 
 
    “I don’t want the night to end, either,” Logan replied. 
 
    “Would you like to come back to my place?” she asked.  
 
    Obviously taken aback by the unexpected invitation, he tilted his head slightly and lifted a dark brow. “Yeah, sure. Sounds good to me,” he responded. 
 
    Imani was as taken aback as Logan was. Her bold request was out of character, and she blinked rapidly as she leaned forward, grasping the wine glass that she’d placed out of reach. Attempting to calm her nerves, she took a big sip from the wine glass.  
 
    Although she couldn’t deny that she wanted to go to bed with him, she hadn’t intended to boldly invite Logan back to her place. She chided herself for her lack of subtlety and couldn’t understand why she’d blurted out such a brazen invitation. She might as well have cut to the chase and welcomed him to join her in bed.  
 
    Although she didn’t consider herself to be straitlaced and prudish, she wasn’t a thot, either. But for some unknown reason, she was behaving like one. There was no  way to wiggle out of the invitation without seeming as unpredictable and erratic as she’d acted at the festival. 
 
    Embarrassed that she’d pretty much offered up her body on a silver platter, Imani had to force herself to meet Logan’s gaze. Raising her eyes slowly, her gaze roamed over his face, and she couldn’t help admiring his chiseled jawline and his manly cleft chin. She had to admit that rolling around in bed with someone as sexy as Logan wouldn’t be a chore at all. In fact, the thought of his large hands touching her in intimate places was so arousing that she could feel her skin warming up as her entire body began to respond. 
 
    Their server appeared at the table. “Can I get you anything else?” 
 
    Logan glanced at Imani. “Do you want more wine?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” she replied. 
 
    Logan paid the check and the two of them slid their chairs back and stood, and then began making their way toward the front door of the restaurant. They were a good looking couple and other diners smiled at them in admiration. Imani graciously returned the smiles and unconsciously reached for Logan’s hand. 
 
    The moment they exited the restaurant Logan pulled her close and lowered his mouth to hers. “You’re so gorgeous, I couldn’t resist,” he said when he broke the brief, yet tender kiss. 
 
    Imani responded by cupping his face and reconnecting her lips to his, licking into his mouth until her tongue stroked against his with a hunger that surprised her. As the intensity heightened, they melted into each other, his arms tightening around her body while his hands wandered up and down her back. 
 
    The sexual chemistry between them was intense and Imani gave a soft little moan before she slowly pulled back, reluctantly easing away from his lips. From the heated look in Logan’s eyes she could see that he wanted her as badly as she wanted him. 
 
    “Are you ready to go back to my place?” she asked in a calm tone of voice that defied her racing pulse. 
 
    And this time she wasn’t blurting out an errant thought should have been left unsaid. She was speaking from the heart. More than anything, Imani wanted to feel Logan’s hands caressing her naked skin, his hot lips burning a trail over every inch of her body.  
 
    She wanted to connect with him on a deeply personal level, and in a way that would appease their primal urges. And she was confident that when they lay down together in bed, the friction from their hot bodies would literally set the sheets on fire. 
 
    **** 
 
    Imani and Logan were quiet during the ride to her place. Neither felt the need for unnecessary conversation. He drove with one hand on the steering wheel while the other stroked her long and graceful fingers. Under different circumstances his touch would have felt soothing, but after that devastating kiss they’d shared, his touch was electrical and had her entire body tingling. 
 
    Logan kept his eyes on the road, mostly. But he also managed to periodically cut his eye at Imani, and each time he looked at her she could feel the heat of his gaze. Their combined desire was palpable, hanging in the air like a thick, sensual mist. At one point, she gave his hand a tight squeeze, her way of staving off the mounting tension that was accumulating at the juncture of her thighs.  
 
    Finally, they reached her apartment and Logan stood behind her with his long arms wrapped around her as she fumbled with her keys. 
 
    “You hair smells like candy,” he said in a husky voice, moving a section of thick curls to the side as he kissed and nuzzled her neck. 
 
    For a brief moment her hands went still and she stopped struggling to get the key inside the lock. With her eyes closed, she rested against his body while his hands found their way to her breasts. He gently squeezed them through the fabric of her dress, coaxing her nipples into two hardened peaks. Simultaneously, he kissed the back of her neck and then his tongue traveled to her earlobe and meandered inside. His hands and his tongue felt so good she sucked in a deep breath and angled her head in a way that gave him better access as his moist tongue glided in and out of her ear. 
 
    The crotch of her panties was moist, and if she didn’t hurry up and get the door open it was entirely possible that she might end up tearing her clothes off outside her front door. Logan’s warm breath on her neck and the feel of his hands and his tongue had turned her into a wet inferno of desire and ravenous need. Her mind was quickly turning to mush, and she couldn’t think straight, couldn’t concentrate. Her mind was so hazy, she couldn’t perform the simple act of inserting a key into a lock. 
 
    “You need some help?” Logan offered. 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” she said in a voice that was a soft purr. 
 
    He released his hold on her and unlocked the door.   
 
    On wobbly legs, Imani had to practically be held up by Logan as they tumbled inside her living room, drunk with lust. 
 
    “Logan,” Imani whispered. 
 
    Responding to the yearning in her voice, he lowered his head and captured her lips again. As their hot tongues lashed together, Logan’s mouth became more and more demanding, as if he couldn’t get enough of her.  
 
    And then he suddenly broke the kiss. “Are you sure this is what you want?” he asked, looking deeply into her eyes.  
 
    Very much aware of the throbbing between her legs, she nodded as she reached out for him, wanting to be devoured in his kiss again. 
 
    “Let’s go to the bedroom,” he suggested. He took her hand and she led the way. 
 
    In the bedroom Logan leaned over and removed his shoes and socks. Next, his suit jacket and shirt came off, exposing a smooth, hairless chest with natural definition in his shoulders and arms. He flung his jacket and shirt aside and unzipped his pants. Imani’s gaze was locked on his hand as he lowered his pants and his briefs. 
 
    His sexual response to her was obvious, and her mouth watered as she took in the glory of his engorged manhood, which throbbed with urgency. She was transfixed by the sight of his arousal, and she could feel herself heating up with desire. She wanted to reach out and fondle his erection. Lovingly caress the full length of it. Feel its smooth texture, its power, and its heat. 
 
    Their eyes locked and Logan held her in his hot gaze before moving to the bed. He curled on his side and patted the comforter, gesturing for her to come and join him.  
 
    Imani went to him and he helped her out of her dress. Tossing it aside, he kissed her shoulders before removing her bra. After her breasts were freed, he cupped them, delicately at first, and then squeezed them. Lowering his head, his tongue outlined each tip before taking them in his mouth and gently sucking the twin peaks, one at a time. With a sense of desperation, he sucked and lapped at her heated flesh until Imani released a soft cry. 
 
    An excruciating rush of desire flooded her system, radiating through every cell and every nerve ending, and she lifted her chest higher, offering him a bigger mouthful. Accepting the sexy offer, Logan went from one breast to the other, sucking gently, and lathing her flesh with his warm tongue.  
 
    She shuddered and moaned and squeezed her thighs together as the throbbing between her legs intensified.  
 
    Taking notice of the location of the source of her tension, Logan pulled his mouth away from her breast and began licking a hot trail that meandered downward, past her tummy and didn’t stop until he reached her smooth, hairless mound.  
 
    Her face contorted in passion, Imani twisted and moaned as a throbbing ache began building deeper inside of her.  
 
    Knowing exactly what she needed, Logan whispered, “I got you, baby. I’ll take care of you. Just relax and open your legs for me.” 
 
    Imani bit down on her lip as she slowly parted her legs. 
 
    Burying his face in the apex of her womanhood, Logan licked circles around her soft bud until it became firm and erect. When her juices spilled onto her delicate folds, he licked away every sweet, dewy drop before licking her wide open and sucking her until heat flared through her body with an intensity that took her to the very edge of eruption.  
 
    “Oh, my, God, you have to stop! I need you inside me, Logan,” she moaned.  
 
    Giving her exactly what she wanted, he lifted his head and climbed on top of her. He gripped her hips and raised them to him, and then slowly…tenderly, he entered her, giving her only an inch of his thickness at a time. Her insides stretched to accommodate him and when he became buried at the hilt inside of her he began to move rhythmically. A slow tempo at first and then he increased the pace. He bucked inside of her, sending waves of pleasure throughout her system. Imani’s body was suddenly hit with a powerful electrical shock that caused her muscles to clench and grip his length possessively. As waves of pleasure consumed her body, she cried out his name. As she gave in to the powerful orgasm that ripped through her body, consuming every part of her, she moaned and mumbled—no longer able to express herself coherently.  
 
    Logan was right behind her, breathing hard and pumping fast. Moments later she heard him make a guttural growl and then she felt the heat of his release. 
 
    He collapsed on top of her and their hearts pounded together. Eventually he rolled off of her, but kept her locked inside his arms. Thoroughly satiated, Imani snuggled against Logan. His manly scent, the strength of his masculine physique, and the warmth of his body heat were comforting and put a pleasant smile on her lips as she slowly drifted to sleep. 
 
    Her last conscious thought was: I’m so lonely; I wish Logan would make love to me like that. Disturbed by the strange thought that had popped into her mind, she wanted to bolt upright and shake herself fully awake, but drowsiness took over. As if she’d been injected with a heavy dosage of propofol or some other powerful anesthetic, it seemed like a dark curtain fell inside her mind, instantly cutting off her consciousness. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    The merge with Imani was surprisingly effortless. One moment Mila was outside of Imani’s body, gazing with envy at her and Logan entwined in each other’s arms, and the next moment she had become Imani.  
 
    For the past few days, she had stalked Imani relentlessly, waiting for her cheerful mood to change to a lower vibration. But it never happened. Imani had remained in a constant state of bliss as she eagerly anticipating her second date with Logan. As long as Imani was feeling upbeat and optimistic it was impossible for Mila to inhabit her body. She had considered deliberately spooking Imani in order to frazzle her nerves and therefore lowering her vibration, but Iman’s response to supernatural events was so extreme that Mila feared she might send her over the edge if she scared her again. And going over the edge could result in Imani being locked away in a mental health facility. The last thing Mila wanted was to merge with a person who didn’t have the freedom to come and go at will.    
 
    And so Mila had waited and watched—biding her time for the right moment to arise. 
 
    She had felt somewhat guilty this evening when she observed Imani and Logan making love. It wasn’t like her to behave like a voyeur during such intimate moments between two people, but she was mesmerized and couldn’t tear her gaze away. While in the midst of their powerful lovemaking session, Mila realized that she was as attracted to Logan as Imani was. 
 
    Apparently, the moment it occurred to Mila that she wanted Logan to make love to her, Imani somehow heard her thoughts and went into a panic, and Imani’s terror at over hearing Mila’s words inside her head instantly lowered her vibration and allowed Mila to merge with her.  
 
    Elated to be in possession of Imani’s body, Mila gazed around the darkened bedroom in awe. Although she’d been inside Imani’s bedroom numerous times while she followed her around, she was now looking at the surroundings from an entirely different perspective and through a different set of eyes.  
 
    She held out an arm and blinked at the slender brown arm that was stretched out before her. Remembering that she was now a black woman, she quickly ran a hand through her hair and was surprised by the kinky texture. Being a black woman would take some getting used to, she determined with a faint smile. 
 
    She shot a glance at Logan who was lying right beside her. She gazed appreciatively at his long physique and she hesitantly reached out and grazed her fingers against his hair and it was an extraordinary feeling to be able to touch again. 
 
    It seemed like ages since she’d touched solid matter, and she immediately began patting the soft fabric of the comforter. She twisted around and touched the leather headboard.  
 
    She swung her legs off the bed and pressed her feet into the fluffy rug beside the bed, and was once again startled by her ebony skin. She gazed at the teal-colored nail polish on her brown toes and decided that her favorite color nail polish contrasted nicely with her dark skin.  
 
    She rubbed her feet back and forth over the soft pile of the rug and smiled. Wanting to experience even more tactile sensations, she stood up and ran her fingers along the bedroom walls.  
 
    Logan shifted his position and Mila, guilty as a thief in the night, froze in place. He turned his head in her direction. “You okay, Imani?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Mila replied, and quickly cleared her throat. The tone of Imani’s voice was so different from her own, she was surprised by the sound of it. “I’m fine,” she added and then crawled back into bed. Although she felt a few pangs of guilt over stealing Imani’s identity, she was thrilled to have Logan all to herself. 
 
    She cuddled close to him and quickly noticed that his smell was delicious. Exotic like Egyptian musk and sensual like sandalwood from the South Pacific region. She lay next to him and inhaled deeper. His scent aroused her, produced a stirring between her legs that she hadn’t felt in quite a while. Not wanting to miss out on an opportunity that might not come again, Mila leaned over top of him and began kissing the back of his neck. She lifted the covers and began covering his bare back with soft kisses. As her lips trailed over his muscles, her hands squeezed and kneaded his flesh.  
 
    Logan turned around and regarded her with squinted eyes. “There something different about you,” he said. 
 
    Mila smiled at him and asked teasingly, “What’s different about me?”  
 
    He peered at her. “I don’t know how it’s possible, but you look even sexier than you did earlier tonight.” 
 
    Mila directed a smile at him. “Flattery will get you everything,” she said, bringing her mouth close to his. Her mouth opened for him and his tongue slipped between hers lips to explore, plunging and stroking slow and leisurely. Mila briefly wondered if she kissed the same as Imani. When Logan emitted a low groan of pleasure, she shut out all thoughts of Imani and concentrated on the feel and taste of him. 
 
    Logan’s hands moved from her waist up to her breasts, his thumbs stroking both her nipples while he kissed her passionately. She could feel him growing hard against her, his arousal fueling hers. Her entire body buzzed with energy, and she was more alive and ready than she’d ever been in her life. Brazenly, her hand wandered beneath his belly button and when her fingers touched his genitals, she sucked in a sharp breath. Wanting a visual of his hard-on, she boldly stared downward. Stroking his manhood, her mouth watered with desire as it began to lengthen and stretch before her very eyes.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she whispered admiringly. 
 
    “Mmm. Damn, baby,” Logan groaned, unaccustomed to hearing a woman say that his dick was beautiful. 
 
    Mila caressed and gazed at his member adoringly. She wasn’t merely stroking his ego, his dick was truly a work of art. The shaft and sloping dome were shaped to perfection, like a handcrafted weapon that she couldn’t help but admire even though it had the potential to defeat and conquer her.  
 
    Damp heat blossomed between her thighs and her heart raced in a panicked rhythm. She had to have Logan, even if it was only for one night. But she wanted to taste him first. She lowered her head, burying it in his crotch as she pleasured him with her mouth. The sounds he made, low moans and throaty growls, enticed her to take him in deeper. 
 
    “You’re gonna make me bust,” Logan growled, extricating himself from her hot mouth. Mila positioned herself on her hands and knees, gesturing for him to take her from behind. They made love in a variety of positions before they both collapsed into two heaps. 
 
    Gasping and sweating and hearts thundering, they lay together. “Damn, girl, I think you drained me,” Logan commented with a chuckle.  
 
    Mila turned toward him. “I want to drain you like this every night,” she said in a throaty voice. 
 
    “I’m all yours, baby. You can drain me whenever you want.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Mm-hmm.” 
 
    “What about in the morning? Is that too soon?” she inquired with a playful smile on her lips. 
 
    “No, it’s not too soon. I’m a young man, and I bounce back quickly. All I need is some sleep, and I’ll be ready for you in a few hours.”  
 
    Logan planted a kiss on her lips and then gathered her in his arms as he drifted off to sleep. 
 
    Mila couldn’t ever recall feeling as contented and as satisfied as she felt right now. Although Tucker was undeniably good in bed, he wasn’t as loving and tender as Logan was.  
 
    She propped herself up with an elbow and gazed down at Logan’s face. He was so exquisitely masculine and handsome with his broad nose and succulent lips. She felt a connection with Logan and didn’t want to give him up. She couldn’t imagine going back to the alternate universe where she had an ethereal body. A world that was devoid of physical stimulation was not worth living, and she wasn’t sure if she could bring herself to relinquish Imani’s body. But she doubted if it was possible for her to pull off impersonating Imani on a full-time basis. She didn’t have any training in nursing and would most likely draw unwanted attention to herself if she made mistakes while on the job. Actually, she didn’t really want to be responsible for patients whose lives were on the line, and she decided that she’d surrender the body during Imani’s working hours and reclaim it whenever Imani was alone with Logan. 
 
    Since Logan hadn’t known Imani for very long, he wouldn’t be able to tell if her behavior had changed. But her coworkers, family, and friends would probably become suspicious after picking up on the difference in Imani’s personality. Wanting to possess Imani without any interference from others, Mila made a firm decision to only inhabit her body when she was completely alone or when she was with Logan. 
 
    With a brand new lease on life, Mila got out of bed and headed for the kitchen. She hadn’t eaten since the day of the accident, and she was famished. Yanking open the fridge, she peered inside and frowned at the unappetizing food inside. There was a couple of old, unappealing egg rolls and an old container of leftover Chinese food, a wilting bag of salad, a few pieces of fruit, a bottle of Pom juice, and half of a turkey sandwich.   
 
    Disappointed by the contents of the fridge, she closed the door and pulled open the freezer. She was in luck! The freezer was stocked with all sorts of goodies. Along with numerous packages of meat and frozen vegetables, there was an assortment of frozen dinners, several breakfast burritos, crab cakes, chicken tenders, spinach and mushroom pizza, a box of waffles, an oversized package of White Castle cheeseburgers, a pint of ice cream, and a Sara Lee pound cake. 
 
    She couldn’t decide between the frozen pizza and the cheeseburgers, and so she decided to eat both. She popped the pizza in the oven and set it on a rack and then placed three burgers on a cookie sheet, placing it on a rack beneath the pizza. While waiting for the food to warm, she searched the kitchen cabinets and located a box of microwave popcorn and a pack of Oreo cookies. She placed a bag of popcorn inside the microwave and two and a half minutes later, she was sitting at the island munching on popcorn and cookies and sipping from the bottle of Pom juice.  
 
    Contentment washed over her, and she felt that her life had new meaning. Even though she would have to live her life impersonating someone else, at least she was getting the opportunity to be alive again.  
 
    Of course she’d have to make some changes to Imani’s life. Her fingers flitted to her hair and she winced when she felt the texture. Straightening her hair would be at the top of her to-do list. There was no way she could deal with unmanageable hair that she had no idea how to style or maintain.  
 
    Twenty minutes later the timer rang and Mila took the pizza out of the oven. She would have preferred pepperoni but until she got a chance to shop for the kind of pizza she preferred as well as stocking the fridge with all of her other favorite foods, the spinach and mushroom pizza would have to do.  
 
    After she finished eating the pizza and after having ice cream for dessert, she took a long, luxurious shower and then put on a red satin and lace nightie that she selected from Imani’s lingerie drawer. She spritzed herself with Imani’s perfume and then climbed back into bed and snuggled close to Logan. 
 
    Her hand went straight to his manhood and rubbed and caressed until it stirred to life. When Logan’s eyes fluttered open, she smiled at him and said, “It’s not morning yet, but I’m ready for round two…what about you?” 
 
    “I’m always ready,” he agreed in a sleepy tone of voice. “But you mean round three, don’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That’s right—round three,” she said, frowning when she recalled that Imani had enjoyed Logan’s body before she had.   
 
    Logan gently pulled her on top of him. “Ride me, baby,” he said in a husky voice. 
 
    She eagerly climbed on top of him and when she inserted his thickness inside of her, she let out a cry of passion. In that moment of utter bliss she vowed to herself that she’d never relinquish control of Imani’s body—not even long enough for Imani to go to her nursing job. Mila intended to start looking for another job as soon as possible, and if she didn’t make enough to cover Imani’s monthly bills, she could always move in with Logan. Speeding things up in the relationship might not sit well with Imani, but was perfect for Mila. 
 
    As Logan stroked in and out of her, Mila possessively tightened her muscles around his length.  
 
    You’re mine, Logan, and I’m yours. You have to forget about Imani because I’m not going anywhere. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    Imani fought to open her eyes, but she couldn’t. It was as if an invisible force was trying to pull her back to sleep. After a few moments of struggling, she awakened with a gasp. Her head was pounding, as if she’d been hit over the head with a heavy object. For some reason she felt dizzy and disoriented. In fact, the room seemed to be spinning around as if she’d had too much to drink. She thought back to last night and remembered having only a glass of wine at dinner.  
 
    What’s wrong with me, she wondered and she grasped her head, trying to make the spinning stop. She flinched when she suddenly became aware of Logan who was sprawled out next to her. From her peripheral vision she tried to spy on him and enjoy the attractiveness of his long limbs and muscular arms without him knowing that she was looking, but the room was spinning so fast she had to squeeze her eyes closed in the midst of appreciating his physical appearance. 
 
    She cracked her eyes open and noticed that she was wearing red lingerie, which was a shock to her because she couldn’t recall putting it on. She searched her mind and although she clearly remembered dinner and most definitely remembered making love with Logan, she had no memory of changing into the flimsy lingerie. 
 
    This is so weird, why can’t I remember? 
 
    Finally, the room stopped spinning and she sat up and looked over at the dresser on the far side of the room, trying to make herself remember going through the top drawer and selecting the red lingerie. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t pull up the memory.  
 
    Feeling thirsty, she threw the covers off and moved to the edge of the bed.  
 
    “Where’re you going,” Logan asked sleepily. “I didn’t forget about round four,” he said with a hoarse chuckle. “I just need a little more sleep. Okay, baby?” 
 
    “Okay,” she muttered confusedly and then patted his arm and rose from the bed. 
 
    Round four? What was he referring to? Surely he wasn’t talking about a fourth round of sex. Sure, she had been experiencing a sex drought but three times in the same night seemed over the top. It was good to know that he had the stamina to make love over and over, but it would have been nice if she could remember.  
 
    Concerned about her memory loss, Imani threw on a robe and trudged to the kitchen. Maybe a cold drink of water would clear the cobwebs from her brain. 
 
    She gasped aloud when she stepped inside the kitchen. The room was in shambles. There was a half-eaten bag of microwave popcorn with some of the contents spilling out onto the kitchen counter. Next to the popcorn were several Oreo’s on a saucer that had been pulled apart and only the creamy centers had been eaten. In the middle of the kitchen, on top of the granite island was a plate that contained a partially eaten cheeseburger, remnants of pizza crust, bits of spinach and mushroom, and an  empty Pom bottle was placed next to the plate. 
 
    Puzzled, her eyes roved around the kitchen and landed on the stove. She flinched at the sight of a cookie sheet that contained two congealed slices of pizza.   
 
    What the hell is going on? Imani absolutely never left her kitchen in such a state of disarray. Furthermore, she didn’t slice open Oreo’s; she bit into the cookie, enjoying the chocolate outside along with the icing on the inside. The only plausible explanation for the mess was that Logan had gotten hungry during the night.   
 
    He could have at least cleaned up behind himself, she thought and then smiled in amusement. She really didn’t mind cleaning up behind Logan, she decided as she began to clean up the mess. Hell, after the sweet love they’d made last night she was willing to start doing his laundry as well as cook his meals. 
 
    Imani returned to the bedroom carrying a bottle of water for herself and a bottle for Logan. Although she padded into the room softly, the sound of her movement awakened him. 
 
    “Good morning. Brought you some water,” Imani said, setting down the water bottles on the night stand. 
 
    “Good morning, beautiful,” he said, sitting up and reaching for the water. He cracked open the lid and chugged it down. “Ah! Thanks, I needed some agua, how’d you know?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I figured that after your salty late night snacks you’d be thirsty.” 
 
    Logan’s brows scrunched together. “What do you mean? The only late night snack that I had was you. And you tasted sweet, not salty,” he said with a grin. 
 
    At the mention of their lovemaking, Imani felt her cheeks warming up and she dropped her eyes bashfully. 
 
    “Aw, you’re blushing. That’s cute, but where was that shyness last night?” 
 
    Since most of last night escaped her, all she could do was shrug. “Didn’t you make pizza, burgers, and popcorn last night?” she asked. 
 
    Logan made a puzzled expression. “No! I only left the bed once last night, and that was to go to the bathroom. But if memory serves, I remember smelling popcorn coming from the kitchen, and you weren’t in bed.” 
 
    “But…” Imani clamped her mouth shut. Anything that she said would only make her seem like a kook.  
 
    “Do you take sleeping pills?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh, why?” 
 
    “I read somewhere that sleeping pills can cause people to eat in the middle of the night—with no memory of it in the morning.” 
 
    “Well, I did take half an Ambien,” she fibbed. It was better to blame the night-binging on a pill than to admit that she’d lost a portion of her memory for no apparent reason. 
 
    Logan squinted at her suspiciously. “Don’t tell me the pill is the reason for your voracious sexual appetite, and don’t tell me that you’ve forgotten about that too.” 
 
    “How could I forget about last night,” she said in sultry tone as she slipped out of her robe and eased into bed. “I’m ready for round four.” 
 
    Enfolded in Logan’s arms, Imani furrowed her brows and wondered why she couldn’t remember binge-eating and could only remember having sex once last night. There had to be an explanation. Entertaining the thought that she might be losing her mind was a rabbit hole she didn’t want to go down again. She was mentally sound and refused to believe otherwise. 
 
    As Logan caressed her body and kissed her passionately, she was focused on all the things she couldn’t remember. She told herself that the first chance she got she’d do a Google search and find out if Xanax had similar side effects as Ambien. She’d also check to see if it caused sleepwalking. Although she hadn’t taken a Xanax in over a week, maybe some of the drug was still in her system. 
 
    After another toe-curling lovemaking session, Logan and Imani took a shower together. In the shower she noticed that her bottle of coconut-mint bath gel was inside the shower caddy instead of being on the side of the tub where she usually kept it. It was yet another peculiarity from last night, and she wondered if she’d actually been sleep-walking. 
 
    After the sexy shower she didn’t want Logan to leave, but he had made plans to take the little boy he mentored to a chess tournament in the park.  
 
    After he left she went online and discovered that midnight binges were not a common side effect of Xanax but some people did experience it. She also read that increased sexual appetite was a side effect. Satisfied that she had the answer to the mystery of last night, she felt like a weight had been lifted off of her. 
 
    Ten minutes after Logan left her apartment he began sending her text messages. She invited him to come back over later that evening to Netflix and chill. Under normal circumstances when she was involved in a new relationship, fear of rejection would have prevented her from taking the initiative and extending an invitation. However, with Logan, she felt comfortable enough to let her feelings show.   
 
    She had the day off and remembered that her friend, Niles was off, too. Wanting to spread some of her joy around, she texted him and asked if he’d like to join her for lunch—her treat.    
 
    Niles texted back and suggested they meet at a restaurant in his neighborhood. Imani had told him that she was paying, and she was surprised that he didn’t pick a more expensive place.  
 
    Imani and Niles arrived at the same time and took a seat in the crowded waiting area. The place had a homespun vibe and its nautical theme of sea creatures and pictures of boats looked a little dismal.  
 
    “I’m surprised how packed this place is,” Imani remarked. 
 
    “We won’t have to wait long,” Niles assured her. “I have clout with certain members of the staff,” he said with a wink. 
 
    Sure enough, they were called a few minutes later and were escorted to a table. 
 
    They sat down and Niles said, “I know the place doesn’t look like much, but the food is fantastic, which is why it’s so crowded all the time. And the eye candy here is scrumptious as well.” He nodded his head toward a dark complexioned, gorgeous young man who was busing tables nearby.  
 
    Niles gave the guy a head nod and a smile and the guy nodded his head but didn’t return Niles’s smile. 
 
    “His name is Francois,” Niles informed. “He’s from Haiti and he hasn’t been here long.” 
 
    “Ah! No wonder you picked this place. It all makes sense now,” she said, laughing. 
 
    “No, I didn’t come here just because Francois works here. The food is really good. You’ll see.” 
 
    Imani ordered clam chowder soup, a fish sandwich, fries, and lemonade. 
 
    “I’ll have fried clams as an appetizer, and then I’ll have lump crab meat over swordfish, New York Strip steak, seared scallops, a baked potato, asparagus, and a pitcher of beer,” Niles told the waiter.  
 
    “Damn, you’re greedy,” Imani teased. 
 
    “I’m a growing boy,” he responded with a smirk. 
 
    “You’re lucky I’m in a good mood or I’d make you pick up a portion of the tab.” 
 
    “Why’re you in a good mood?” He gave her a knowing smile. “Oh, don’t tell me! You finally got your back cracked! Logan got some of that tight nookie after dinner last night.” 
 
    Blushing and smiling, Imani nodded her head. 
 
    Niles leaned forward and gave her a high-five. “It’s about time. No wonder you’re sitting here glowing and carrying on. And your hair is looking extra shiny, too…” He paused and gave her a piercing look. “Let me find out your boy gave you a facial and a special deep conditioner for your hair.” 
 
    “Ew! You’re so nasty,” she squealed.  
 
    “Well, did he?” 
 
    “No! I’m not into wild sex.” She looked around at the nearby tables, and making sure no one could hear her, she spoke in a whisper. “But we had sex three times last night and once this morning.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “Can you believe it?” 
 
    “Let me get this straight. After he worked hard combing through all the cobwebs to get to your cooch, you threw your legs up in the air like you just didn’t care,” Niles teased. “Whew, chile. You are such a hypocrite.” 
 
    “How am I a hypocrite?” 
 
    “You called me greedy when I ordered my food, but your greedy behind didn’t have any problem draining that poor man of all of his strength. You took all your sexual frustration out on that man, like it’s his fault that your twat has been out of commission for almost a year.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been a year, so stop exaggerating,” she said, giggling. “Seriously, though. I’m glad I was celibate and waited for the right one. Sleeping around gets old after a while.” 
 
    Niles made a face. “It never gets old for me.” 
 
    Imani laughed. “Anyway, Logan and I are good together—in and out of bed. I can really see a future with him.” 
 
    “Oh, Lord. You done laid up with that man and now you’re dickmatized. Look, here, Imani, you’re gonna scare that good man off if you start talking about a future.” 
 
    “I know the rules, Niles. You don’t have to give me advice on what to say and what not to say. I’m confiding in you as a friend. But you’re the one that’s starting to sound like a hypocrite.” 
 
    “Moi?” Niles touched his chest in feigned indignation. 
 
    “Yes. You asked me if you could start planning my wedding before I even went out on my first date with Logan, so don’t act like you don’t see the potential for a future between Logan and me.” 
 
    Niles folded his arms. “Well, that was before you slept with him. Men change after they get the booty. In my opinion, the way he acts in the upcoming days and weeks will let you know whether or not he’s a keeper.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s a keeper,” she said confidently. 
 
    Niles smirked. “I guess you’re trying to say that you got that bomb-ass, snapping snatch?” 
 
    Imani snickered. “I’m not saying all that, but I am saying that he isn’t going anywhere. He’s into me just as much as I’m into him.” 
 
    “All right girl.  You said that with so much confidence, you got me convinced. So…what do you think…a summer wedding? Or would you rather walk down the aisle in the winter or next spring?”   
 
    Imani laughed. “You’re hilarious, Niles.” 
 
    They were both having a good time, laughing and talking when the waiter brought their food. Imani sank her spoon into the bowl of soup and tasted it. “This is delicious.” 
 
    “I told you,” Niles said with a wink as he dug into the smorgasbord of food that the waiter placed before him. 
 
    Niles stopped eating and reached out and grasped Imani’s free hand and then brought it up to his lips. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked with a puzzled look on her face. 
 
    “I’m making Francois jealous. All it takes is a little competition to make a man act right.” 
 
    “Are you two seeing each other…or are you still in the flirting stage?” 
 
    “We’re seeing each other. Nothing official,” he said with a shrug. “We’re just fuck-buddies, I guess…but I want us to be more than that.” 
 
    There was a look of sorrow in Niles’s eyes that touched Imani’s heart. Out of friendship and compassion, she rubbed the top of his hand soothingly. “You can’t force a relationship,” she said. “If he’s the right one, he won’t make you feel less than; he’ll make you feel like a king.” 
 
    “You’re right. He’s over there acting like he doesn’t know me very well, but tonight he’ll be knocking on my door.” 
 
    “You have to make him respect you, Niles. When he comes knocking, just don’t open the door.” 
 
    Niles frowned and gazed at Imani like she had two heads. “Don’t open the door? Girl, I’m not giving up that long, thick Haitian dick just to prove a point.” 
 
    All Imani could do was shake her head. They finished the meal and after Imani paid the check, she and Niles headed for the door.  
 
    Outside the restaurant, Niles held her hand as he walked her to her car. She assumed he was still putting on a show, just in case Francois was observing them from the window. She wished Niles was experiencing the kind of warmth and joy that she was feeling. She was happier than she’d been in a long time, and it was only a matter of time before she and Logan were both dropping the L-word.  
 
    While reflecting on her wonderful life, out of nowhere, a stray cat trotted up to Imani and began circling around her ankles. It was a filthy, feral animal with half an ear missing. It had dirty, patchy fur and an open wound on its left leg.  
 
    Imani backed away from the cat. “This poor thing must be starving. Maybe we should buy some cat food,” she suggested, looking around for a convenience store.  
 
    “Hell if I’m feeding that mangy beast,” Niles said with his face contorted in disgust. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not trying to catch a case of rabies.” He turned toward the cat and stamped his foot, trying to scare it off. “Get the hell out of here, you nasty-ass, alley cat.”  
 
    Imani took a few more retreating steps, but the cat continued to advance toward her. She kicked at it. Not a hard kick that would cause an injury, but hard enough to make it go away. But it didn’t go away. More agitated by the kick than frightened, the cat hissed at her. 
 
    Suddenly, the cat shrieked out a long cry. It arched its back in an extreme manner, and every hair on the cat’s body stood up straight as if it had been electrocuted. Hissing, the cat began to move around Imani’s legs in a swift and aggressive manner. With its back arched high and its hair sticking out all over its body, the cat looked deformed and terrifyingly hostile. 
 
    “Ew, get away from me.” Imani scurried backward, trying to avoid being touched by the menacing animal.   
 
    “Eee-mahn-eee,” the cat suddenly screeched. 
 
    Imani shot a dumbfounded look at Niles. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    With eyes widened in shock, Niles gawked at Imani and then gawked at the feline menace. “Fuck this! We’re outta here. That goddamn cat just cried out your name—clear as a bell—like it’s possessed or something. I’m not sticking around for whatever it plans to do or say next. Come on, Imani. Run, girl!” 
 
    Niles grabbed Imani by the arm and together they hurried in the direction of her car.  
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    Mila found Tucker in a cocktail lounge called High Octane. The dimly lit lounge where good-looking bartenders served over-priced drinks to an elite group of millennials had a haughty vibe, and it was a prime spot for conducting business and networking. High Octane with its custom furnishings, a bronze chandelier, gleaming mirrors, and a marble-topped bar was a far cry from the seedy little hole-in-the-wall tavern where Tucker had latched on to the alcoholic named Henry.   
 
    Behaving surprisingly civilized, Tucker sat at the bar politely sipping a Manhattan instead of guzzling down shots of Southern Comfort as he usually did. It was unusual to see him literally looking and acting like someone else. He had taken over Glen, the day-trader’s body, and was chatting with an attractive female bartender, educating her on the stock market. 
 
    Mila sidled up to Tucker. “You’re such a fraud, Tucker,” she whispered in his ear. “You don’t know the first thing about buying and selling stocks, so stop being fake.”  
 
    “Good to see you, Mila,” Tucker said, speaking telepathically. “How do you like the new me?” Pleased to be in Glen’s body, he ran a proud hand down his pinstripe shirt sleeve, smoothing out the fabric.   
 
    Mila shrugged. “Glen isn’t as handsome as you, but I’m sure he has a much better personality.” 
 
    “Actually, Glen’s personality sucks. He’s painfully dull until I take over and enliven things, boost up his ego, and make him seem much more interesting to the opposite sex.” Proving his point, Tucker, posing as Glen, tossed a smile at the bartender who had moved to the far end of the bar and was pouring drinks for a group of young businessmen. It was clear that she was interested by the sultry smile that she sent his way.  
 
    “So what brings you here, Mila?” Tucker asked. Since Mila was undetectable to the human eye, Tucker didn’t use his vocal chords to communicate with her. People would think he was talking to himself if he spoke verbally, and he didn’t want Glen to appear to be unstable.  
 
    “I want to know why you didn’t bother to inform me that Imani has the power to eject me from her body whenever she wants.” 
 
     Tucker frowned “Really? That’s weird. Glen has never done that to me; I had no idea it was possible.” He gazed at her curiously. “She’s supposed to be in a dormant state. How’d she even know you were there?” 
 
    “I have no clue.” 
 
    “What exactly happened?” 
 
    “Well, after numerous attempts I managed to take over her body. After lying down in bed and falling asleep, I woke up to the sensation of struggling with an invisible force. I now know that the force was Imani. I tried to subdue her, I really tried to retain her body, but apparently her will was stronger than mine.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal, you can always get back in,” Tucker said, matter of fact.  
 
    “I know, but I didn’t appreciate getting kicked out before I was ready to relinquish control of her. Is there a way for me to stay as long as I want? I mean, if I’m the powerful spirit, shouldn’t it be my choice to stay or leave, and not hers?” 
 
    “How long did you want to stay? Four or five hours are usually long enough for me. I never tried to stay inside Glen for an extended period. Why would I want to deal with the misery of being sick and hung over after getting wasted?” 
 
    “How come you’re not getting wasted now?” Mila nodded toward the cocktail he was sipping politely. 
 
    “This is one of the places where Glen networks, and I try to be on my best behavior when I’m here. I act respectable, like Glen, when I’m around his business associates, but I get pissy drunk and do all kinds of dirt when I’m behind closed doors,” he said, breaking into a cocky grin.  
 
    “This isn’t just fun and games for me. I want to be a complete person—not a ghoul that invades a body for a limited amount of time. I realize I can’t have my own life back, but I can have Imani’s, and I plan to live hers to the fullest,” Mila said with emotion. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s possible, Mila. You’re never going to be a complete person again, so you might as well get whatever pleasure you can out of borrowing the nurse’s body. Maybe you need a backup body, someone you can slip into when you’ve worn out your welcome with the nurse,” he said, chuckling. 
 
    “It’s not funny. I had just started to feel human again, but here I am, tossed back into the spirit world. And speaking of the spirit world…why are you and I the only spirits wandering around? It’s ridiculous that I have to wing it and rely on you for direction. Isn’t being dead bad enough? Why do I have to wander around without the guidance of a more experienced soul?” Mila grumbled.  
 
    “I don’t know where the other, smarter souls hang out, but I’ll let you know if I find out,” Tucker said sarcastically. “In the meantime, I’m kind of busy. I only gave you the time of day because I thought you had a change of heart and came to tell me you were interesting in hooking the nurse up with Glen.” 
 
    Mila let out a sigh. “I told you that I’m not participating in anything sexual with you. Those days are over!” 
 
    “Cool. Well, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to my conversation with the pretty bartender. I was thinking about inviting her back to Glen’s place when she gets off.”  
 
    “Good for you,” Mila said dryly.  
 
    She had planned on telling Tucker that she had figured out a way to possess cats, but since he was being such an asshole, she decided to keep the information to herself. 
 
    **** 
 
    Since her funeral, Mila had visited her parents’ home often, but never hung around very long. She would have liked to, but she couldn’t bear witnessing their suffering. The level of heartache within the Pemberton household was so strong it prevented them from feeling the vibrations of love that Mila tried to send their way.    
 
    The combined grief of Heather and Thomas Pemberton was so thick in the air it was suffocating not only to them, but to Mila as well. Feeling as if she was being smothered by the heavy weight of her parents’ misery, she considered leaving the  household as quickly as she had arrived.  
 
    But she couldn’t. She had to be there for her mother and father. She had to do everything in her power to lessen their emotional suffering. 
 
    Thomas wasn’t home when Mila arrived, but the energy of his grief permeated the residence. He was out playing golf with one of his buddies. He had hoped that the resumption of his favorite leisure activity would anesthetize the pain of losing his only child. Thus far he had only pretended to enjoy himself, but had high hopes that over time the sport would once again give him pleasure.  
 
    Unlike her husband, Heather Pemberton, couldn’t fake a cheerful façade. She hadn’t left the house since the day of Mila’s funeral. Her grief was so profound and so debilitating she was rarely able to get out of bed, and when she did, her once perfect posture was slumped and her movements were slow and labored as if each step, no matter how small, required a tremendous amount of effort. Once meticulously well-groomed and fashionable, Heather no longer bothered with her physical appearance, and her formerly lustrous silver-streaked hair now hung limp around her shoulders.  
 
    Expressing a keen sense of grief and loss, Heather whimpered Mila’s name throughout the day and sobbed bitterly for most of her waking hours, and the result of the constant crying was a headache that felt as if her head might explode. A part of her welcomed a fatal aneurysm or any kind of sudden death. She was willing to endure anything that would reunite her with her beloved child. 
 
    Heather’s smile used to light up a room, but the glow of that smile seemed to have dimmed forever. Afraid that her mother might spend the rest of her life being an unhappy and despondent recluse, Mila was determined to get through to her to let her know that she still existed.  
 
    On several occasions Mila had tampered with the electricity in her parents’ home, flicking lights off and on and even going as far as shattering a light bulb. Unfortunately neither Heather nor Thomas recognized the electrical problems as signs that Mila was there with them. They had no idea that it was Mila’s way of saying, Hello, I’m here! 
 
    Not being able to talk to Heather was extremely frustrating and Mila concluded that the only way to lift her out of the depths of despair was to have a direct conversation with her. A conversation that would convince Heather that she was still here, but leading a different kind of life. 
 
    Mila glided close to her mother and whispered in her ear, “I have to go, Mom, but I’ll be back real soon.” 
 
    With a new sense of purpose, Mila decided that it was of the utmost importance that she takeover Imani’s body, once again. And the next time she had access to Imani’s vocal chords, she’d have a conversation with her mother that left no doubt in Heather’s mind that her daughter was still alive and well. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    Two pizzas were delivered to Imani’s apartment and she set the boxes on the coffee table in the living room. One pizza was topped with pineapple chunks, anchovies, and black olives, Logan’s choice. The other was topped with spinach and mushrooms, Imani’s favorite. The sweet and savory combo that Logan liked sounded terrible, but she promised him she’d try it. One bite and she wrinkled her nose, ready to spit it out. “This is nasty, Logan. What’s wrong with your taste buds?” 
 
    Logan laughed. “You don’t have to eat it—more for me.” He retrieved the partially-eaten slice from her plate and returned it to the pizza box.  
 
    To wash down the pizza, he brought a six-pack of a craft beer called Geary’s Pale Ale, and he and Imani cheerily clinked their bottles together before taking swigs of the fancy brew. 
 
    “This is good,” she said, nodding and taking another swallow. “Your taste in pizza sucks, but your beer selections are always on point.” 
 
    “Pineapple and anchovy pizza is an acquired taste, but I’m glad you approve of the beer,” Logan replied as he turned the bottle up to his lips.  
 
    Dressed in a hoodie, sweat pants, and sneakers, he looked boyishly handsome. His lips looked so sexy when he smiled, Imani was perfectly willing to forego the Netflix movie and lead him straight to the bedroom. But not wanting to seem like a nympho, she stuck to the planned itinerary and clicked on the TV.     
 
    Unable to find a movie worth watching, they decided to check out a basketball game that happened to be on ESPN, the Golden State Warriors versus the Houston Rockets. Totally into the game, Imani jumped up and squealed in delight each time Steph Curry landed a three-pointer while Logan pumped his fist and bellowed, “Yes,” every time James Harden dunked on Draymond Green. 
 
    Though Imani and Logan were cheering for opposing teams and although they preferred different kinds of toppings on their pizza, they were a good match, and were very much in sync. The evening was shaping up to be much more fun than her afternoon with Niles had been.  
 
    “You won’t believe what happened to me this afternoon,” Imani said during halftime. 
 
    “Something bad?” Logan asked with his eyebrows knitted together.  
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, kind of. I had lunch with my friend, Niles, and a stray cat—” 
 
    “Wait, what? Who’s Niles?” Logan interrupted. 
 
    “A friend…and a co-worker,” she said, playfully rolling her eyes. 
 
    “He’s a friend, huh?” Logan sounded half playful and half serious. “People say that a man and a woman can never truly be friends. One of the two is just going along with the friendship, but will jump at the opportunity for something more intimate. So, should I be worried about your friendship with your coworker?”   
 
    “Not at all,” she assured him. “And for the record I don’t agree that men and woman can’t be friends. I’ve had plenty of male friends that I wasn’t the least bit interested in.” 
 
    “Maybe you weren’t interested, but…as gorgeous as you are, I’m a hundred percent certain that those male friends would have jumped at the chance to get out of the friend zone.” 
 
    Imani held up her hands. “I wouldn’t know. My male friends and I always kept it platonic.” Imani was tickled that Logan was such an open book and didn’t bother to disguise his jealousy. She’d be just as concerned as he if he had casually mentioned having lunch with a female coworker. The only difference was that she wouldn’t have been as forthcoming as Logan. She would have pretended to be unbothered while panicking on the inside and feeling insecure about his friendship with a female coworker. Her unspoken suspiciousness and insecurity would eventually fester and eat away at their budding relationship. She gave a sigh of relief, grateful that Logan didn’t conceal his feelings the way that she did. 
 
    She told herself that exposing her true emotions was something she’d have to start working on. 
 
    “There’s absolutely nothing between Niles and me,” she repeated. “He’s not into women…Niles is gay. Anyway, we had lunch together at a restaurant where some guy he has the hots for works. Niles just wanted to be near him.” 
 
    Satisfied with her answer, Logan said, “Oh, okay. So what did you say happened after lunch?” He gazed at her, giving her his undivided attention. 
 
    “It’s so crazy, you’re not gonna believe it.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “Well, this stray cat came out of nowhere and started running around my ankles, but not in a friendly, purring kind of way. The cat was scraggly and beat up like it had been in a brawl with another animal. I tried backing up, and I kicked at it, but it was super aggressive and started hissing at me like I was a mortal enemy. Niles tried to scare it off, but that didn’t work and seemed to make the cat get even more hostile. Niles and I ended up literally running from the cat, but we before we fled the scene, the cat shrieked my name! It was so eerie, Logan. I mean…as plain as day, a freakin’ cat screeched out my name. How crazy is that?” 
 
    Logan shook his head and laughed in disbelief. “You mean to tell me that you two grown-ass people hauled ass because a little kitten was hungry and wanted to be fed. Damn, baby, that was kind of cold of you.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t like that at all. It probably sounds heartless, but you had to be there. That cat was not a harmless little kitten, it was an adult cat and it was trying to attack me. To be honest, I had considered feeding it, but when it yelled my name, I was done.” 
 
    She didn’t want to risk sounding crazy by confiding to Logan that today wasn’t the first time she’d heard a cat speak her name. But this time she had a witness, which was why she didn’t mind sharing the weird experience with him.  
 
    “Animals don’t have language skills,” Logan explained. “Some animals can mimic the sounds of human speech, but not cats. They don’t have the mental capacity to know or remember names, nor can they coherently verbalize. Those are scientific facts. Most likely, the stray cat vocalized a high-pitched, three-syllable wail that coincidentally sounded like your name.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Imani acquiesced. There was no point in trying to convince Logan that there was something supernatural about her encounter this afternoon. 
 
    Changing the subject, she said, “Want some dessert? I have Cherry Garcia ice cream and a frozen pound cake.” 
 
    The Cherry Garcia is my favorite,” Logan said.  
 
    “Mine, too!” Imani exclaimed as she began to clear off the coffee table that was cluttered with the pizza boxes, beer bottles, paper plates and napkins.  
 
    Assisting in the cleanup, Logan picked up the empty beer bottles and followed Imani to the kitchen. She appreciated the way he had pitched in. A lot of guys would have sat back, expecting to be waited on, but Logan wasn’t like that.    
 
    They returned to the living room and sat on the sofa, cuddled closely. Imani alternated between feeding herself and hand-feeding Logan spoonful’s of ice cream, and it was such an unexpectedly sensual experience that neither one of them noticed when the second half of the game commenced. 
 
    Unable to resist, she leaned over and kissed his chilled, sweet lips. 
 
    “You taste good,” she murmured. 
 
    “So do you,” he softly replied. 
 
    During the third quarter of the game, they watched a little bit of the game, but they mostly kissed and made out on the sofa like teenagers. By the fourth quarter, Imani couldn’t take the heat any longer.  
 
    “We can finish watching the game in the bedroom if you’d like,” she suggested. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he readily agreed. 
 
    “I’ll meet you there,” she said, heading to the kitchen to put the container of ice cream back in the freezer and to rinse off the spoon they’d shared. 
 
    In the kitchen she opened the freezer and when she extended an arm to stick the ice cream container inside, she felt a sudden blast of arctic air directly behind her, blowing against her back like a whirling wind storm. But how was it possible for a harsh wind to get inside her kitchen when the windows were closed? Plus, it was a warm spring evening, not the middle of winter. 
 
    “It’s time for you to go, Imani,” whispered a discarnate voice that came from out of nowhere.    
 
    Seized by panic and fear, the blood drained from Imani’s face as she instinctively wheeled around. No one was behind her. At least not anyone visible. But she was positive that someone or something unseen was standing behind her. She had heard its ghostly voice and could feel its chilly presence that raised the hairs on the back of her neck. She was hit with a jolt of terror that took her breath away and caused the ice cream container to slip from her hands. And the spoon followed, clattering loudly onto the floor.   
 
    “You okay?” Logan called from the bedroom, reacting to the thump and the clang of metal.   
 
    “Yeah, I’m good. I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    Imani heard herself responding to Logan, but she wasn’t the actual person talking. Someone else was speaking through her, using her exact tone, cadence, and voice inflection—pretending to be her. She was also aware of bending down and picking up the ice cream and the spoon, but something other than her was commanding her body to do so. In a dreamlike state she observed herself moving to the sink and turning on the faucet.  
 
    Something had taken control of her movement as well as her vocal chords.   
 
    As if a heavy curtain was slowly being lowered, darkness gradually descended over her mind.  Desperate to remain fully alert, Imani struggled against the murky gloom that threatened to close her eyes and silence her thoughts. 
 
    She was keenly aware that her body had left the kitchen and was now moving swiftly along the hall. Excitement coursed through her veins, and she could feel delight shining in her eyes, but those emotions of eagerness and joy were not her own; they belonged to someone else. 
 
    Confused and frightened she tried to slow down her footsteps. She needed to take a moment to collect herself and figure out what was going on. But her legs refused to obey her, and kept moving swiftly along. She commanded her footsteps to come to a halt, but her feet possessed a will of their own and rushed purposefully into the bedroom where Logan was waiting.  
 
    Oh, God, what’s happening to me? Imani wondered right before the curtain came down completely, causing her world to turn pitch black.   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    The crowd at the Oracle center roared as the Warriors stampeded down the court with team members skillfully passing the ball back and forth amongst each other.   
 
    “Defense! Come on, Houston. Defense!” Logan bellowed.  
 
    The Warriors scored again and Logan jumped up from the bed and groaned in frustration. 
 
    His passion for the game stoked the fire within Mila, and she was unexpectedly aroused. Unlike Imani, Mila had no interest in basketball and she was too overcome by lust to sit through the remainder of the game. She picked up the remote and pressed the power button. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Logan asked, looking incredulously from Mila to the darkened TV screen. 
 
    “That’s enough basketball for the night,” she said, pulling off Imani’s tank top and then peeling off her jeans.  
 
    Logan made a helpless sound of protest, but when she removed her bra and began to fondle her breasts provocatively, he quickly lost interest in seeing the game and focused his attention on her.  
 
    She pulled the hair tie from around her puff and shook her hair, allowing it to spill like dark rivulets over her bare shoulders. “I missed you, Logan,” she said advancing toward him. 
 
    He smiled faintly. “What do you mean you missed me? You were only in the kitchen for a few minutes. 
 
    “Those few minutes seemed like forever,” she said breathily. “Let me show you how much you were missed,” she purred, peeling off her panties. 
 
    Logan gave a low groan as he eased down on the bed.    
 
    She didn’t waste any times getting his sweats down and drawing his organ into her mouth. She took in an excited breath when she felt it swelling beneath the slow strokes of her tongue. Her fingers pressed into the flesh of his buttocks, urging him forward. She sucked until his body shook and his seed spilled into her mouth, filling it.  
 
    “Mmm,” she murmured, welcoming the salty deliciousness. 
 
    Logan collapsed onto his back, his chest heaving up and down as he breathed in gulps of air. 
 
    As she lay on the bed beside him, he squeezed her arm. “Damn, Imani, what are you trying to do to me, girl?” he rasped, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    Mila bristled at being called Imani. It was irrational of her, but she couldn’t help feeling annoyed that Logan didn’t realize she was an entirely different person. Mila was a passionate and adventurous lover, and she was much better in bed than Imani would ever be. Imani, with her absurd sense of reasoning had yet to go down on Logan because she thought it was too soon into the relationship. Foolishly, Imani thought she was going to win Logan’s heart by playing by the rules, but Mila would quickly win him over by being spontaneous and exciting in bed.  
 
    “That was a helluva surprise. What did I do to deserve it?” Logan asked, smiling dreamily as he stroked her arm. 
 
    “You didn’t do anything. You make me happy, and I just wanted to show my appreciation.” 
 
    Logan propped himself up on an elbow. “You’re full of surprises, Imani. Sometimes it feels like I’m dealing with two of you. There’s the reserved and guarded Imani who sometimes seems a little mysterious, and then there’s the open-minded Imani who unapologetically speaks her mind. I love the fact that you’re so in touch with your sexuality that you don’t mind taking the initiative in bed.” 
 
    “So, which Imani do you prefer?” Mila asked teasingly. 
 
    “I don’t have a preference. I like both aspects of your personality. I like your softer side—the Imani who blushes easily. But I also like the aggressive Imani who takes control when she’s in the mood” He cradled her chin in the space between his thumb and index finger. “I can’t deny it, baby, I like everything about you—you’re the total package.”  
 
    Logan moved closer and gathered her inside his arms. “By the way, what’s your work schedule look like for Wednesday? Dr. Lowell invited me to dinner and I asked him if it was okay to bring a plus one.” 
 
    “Uh, I have to check.” Mila had no idea about Imani’s schedule and no idea who Dr. Lowell was. She had to start paying more attention to the important people in Imani’s life if she planned on impersonating her convincingly.  
 
    “Did you tell Hope we’re seeing each other? I don’t want to shock her by showing up for dinner with her good friend on my arm,” he said. 
 
    Who the hell is Hope? Mila’s face went blank as she tried to recall who Hope was. She wanted to ask Logan what this Hope person had to do with the Dr. Lowell guy. Were they a couple? Unwilling to reveal her ignorance, she didn’t ask. 
 
    As far as she knew, Imani didn’t have any close friends—only work associates. She told herself to search through the texts on Imani’s phone and listen to voicemails to get a better idea of who the important people were in her life. Since she wanted to avoid anyone who knew her well, there wasn’t a chance in hell that she’d risk sitting through dinner with any of Imani’s friends. 
 
    While she was deep in thought, Logan began touching her. He touched her gently at first and then with more intensity. And when his mouth began a downward descent, she widened her legs, welcoming what was next. The heat from his tongue was like a cattle prod, zapping her into delicious mindlessness. Giving in to wild abandon, she put Imani out of her mind and enjoyed the exquisite feeling of Logan’s full lips suctioning on her hardened bud followed by his moist tongue that probed deeply. 
 
     Mila gave a guttural cry as she the felt the raw pinnacle of her passion coursing through her body, causing it to writhe, tremble, and shake. The pleasure was so intense she clutched the bedsheets and called out Logan’s name. In an instant he was on top of her, driving hard inside of her while covering her face and her lips with tender kisses. 
 
    She wrapped her legs around his waist and then tightened them possessively. “Don’t stop, Logan. Please don’t stop.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he grunted. His jaw was clenched tightly and dots of perspiration covered his forehead as he repeatedly plunged into her depths. 
 
    Later as she lay entwined with him she felt a sense of security that had eluded her when she was with Tucker. While Tucker had been selfish and reckless, Logan was the complete opposite and she was ready to share her new life with him.   
 
    After a while he began to breathe evenly, informing her that he’d fallen asleep. Mila looked down at him, studying his handsome face. She touched the dimple in his chin and then kissed him softly on the lips. “I’m falling in love with you,” she whispered and kissed him again. 
 
    She was genuinely happy, and she loved the idea of having the kind of man that she could plan a future with. She’d cheated death and she wasn’t going to squander the opportunity to experience everything that life had to offer. Smiling, she breathed in deeply, cherishing the very air that she breathed in.  
 
    More than ever, she was determined to keep Imani’s body for herself. No more going back and forth with Imani and getting tossed out of her body like a bad tenant. Mila was there to stay. 
 
    She recalled the last time she’d fallen asleep next to Logan, and as enjoyable as the experience had been, she paid dearly the next morning when she awoke to Imani fighting hard to reclaim her body. Taken off guard, Mila had lost that battle, but she wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. 
 
    There’d be no rest for the weary. She absolutely would not fall asleep this time. She’d stay awake for as long as humanly possible. And maybe if she remained alert for a few days and kept Imani locked out for an extended period, perhaps Imani would have no choice but to give up and accept Mila’s place in the spirit world. 
 
    A part of her felt a little sorry for Imani. In her profession as a nurse Imani did good work helping others and she didn’t deserve to have her life stolen. But it wasn’t about who deserved to live and who deserved to die, it was about survival of the fittest, and Mila was determined to survive. 
 
                                                               ***** 
 
    At the crack of dawn Logan hurriedly gathered his clothes. Mila was wide awake beside him but pretended to be asleep. When she heard the jangle of his keys she slowly sat up and stretched. “Where’re you running off to?”  
 
    “Good morning, beautiful. I have a big presentation at work, and I have to get home and put on business attire.” 
 
    “You should have brought a change of clothes with you,” she said with a fake yawn. 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t think of that. Well, look, have a great day and let me know if you can make to my godfather’s for dinner on Wednesday.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed, puckering her lips for a goodbye kiss. 
 
    After Logan left she gazed around the empty bedroom, taking in the décor as if for the first time. She’d previously viewed the rooms in Imani’s apartment from the perspective of a spirit, but today she was no longer a mere observer, she was there in 3D, able to touch and move things without having to stress and strain and call on every ounce of her will power. The bedroom furniture was a little bland for Mila’s taste and she made a mental note to call her mother’s interior decorator to give the entire apartment a make-over that reflected her personality.  
 
    It would have been nice to luxuriate in bed all day and watch TV, but she had somewhere to be. Because she had to drive to her destination and could no longer rely on the convenience of being transported by the power of her thoughts, Mila got out of bed and headed for the shower. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, she was driving Imani’s Ford Fiesta to Blue Bell, Pennsylvania. Compared to the Jeep Wrangler that Mila had owned, the Ford felt was small and ineffective. Her parents had most likely sold her SUV, but now that she was functioning as a whole person again, she intended to trade in Imani’s car for something bigger and sturdier.  
 
    The ride to her parents’ home was totally unpleasant. Motorists did not respect the size of the Ford Fiesta; they were rude and aggressive and continuously tried to cut her off. Making matters worse, she kept scaring the crap out of herself each time she glanced in the rear view mirror and saw the reflection of Imani’s mahogany face and tangled hair instead of the pale skin and straight red hair she was accustomed to. She wondered if she would ever get to the point where she didn’t react with surprise each time she glimpsed her new image in a mirror. 
 
    Since it was difficult for her to accept her new image, she realized it would be even harder to get her mother to accept it, but she had to try. The only way that Heather would stop hurting was if she knew that Mila was okay. 
 
    As she approached her parents’ beautiful neighborhood she felt her heart begin to race. When she turned into their tree-lined street with stately houses, she realized she hadn’t rehearsed a speech. But she told herself that the close bond between her mother and her would negate the need for a lengthy explanation on how she had ended up as black woman. It wouldn’t matter to her mother whether she was purple or green, the fact that she was alive would be all that mattered. 
 
    Mila pulled into the long driveway and was relieved that her father’s Audi was not parked in the driveway. As expected he had already left for work. After parking she inhaled deeply and walked briskly along the flower-edged stone path that led to the front door. With her finger extended toward the doorbell she let out a slow breath, hoping the tension would melt away.  
 
    Bravely, she rang the bell twice and waited for what seemed like an eternity. Finally the door was pulled partially open. 
 
    “Can I help you?” asked a familiar voice that had lost some of its vocal strength and its sweet melodious quality due to grief. 
 
    “Mother, it’s me. It’s Mila,” she blurted, anxious to bury her head in her mother’s bosom and feel her arms around her. 
 
    The door opened wider and Heather Pemberton blinked at Mila.  
 
    Mistaking the look of horror in Heather’s eyes for a loving glint of recognition, Mila thrust herself forward with outstretched arms, “Mother, oh, mother! I missed you so much!” 
 
    Heather recoiled and disgustedly swatted at Mila’s reaching fingers. “Don’t you dare touch me; I don’t know you; and I’m certainly not your mother,” she spat with her thin lips curled in revulsion. 
 
    Mila flinched as if she’d been slapped. “Mother, it’s me! I know I don’t look the same, but I can explain—” 
 
    “Is this a joke? Get out of here before I call the police! Get out, get out, get out,” Heather shouted, giving Mila a shove and causing her to stumble backward. 
 
    “Mother, stop it, please! It really is me.” Tears began to pool in Mila’s eyes. “You wouldn’t believe how crazy my life has been since the accident.” 
 
    “I said, go away!” Heather shrieked in such an ear-splitting, high-pitched volume it was a wonder that every dog in a five-mile radius didn’t come running to the Pemberton home.  
 
    Hurt beyond measure, Mila dropped her face in her hands and sobbed. 
 
    Unmoved by the pitiful scene, Heather Pemberton slammed the front door and locked it. 
 
    As if she’d been physically beaten, Mila staggered blindly down the stone path, trampling the daffodils and lilacs that bordered the path. When she reached the Ford, she flung herself inside and cried her heart out.  
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    Mila felt defeated. Her mother had doted on her since the day she was born, bestowing upon her material gifts as well as lavishing her with the kind of motherly love that infused Mila with an abundance of confidence and high self-esteem. Unaccustomed to being pushed away by the woman who had always been generous with her affection, Mila felt insecure and unmoored.  
 
    Back in the apartment, she paced back and forth, wiping tears from her eyes as she tried to figure out what to do next. It occurred to her to give her mother a call. Maybe Heather would be more amenable to listening to Mila’s explanation over the phone as opposed to trying to accept such a bizarre story from someone who wasn’t even the same race as her daughter.  
 
    She picked up Imani’s phone and noticed a ton of texts, missed calls, and voicemail. The texts were from Logan, Niles, and the woman named Hope, and there were quite a few calls and voicemail from the hospital where Imani worked. Logan’s texts were reminders for her to try to get Wednesday off. Hope said that it was important that Imani give her a call. And Niles wanted to know why Imani hadn’t shown up for work.  
 
    The phone pinged in her hand with yet another text from Niles, and Mila sucked her teeth. He was Imani’s friend and not hers. Refusing to be bothered reading any more of his texts, she blocked him.  
 
    Next, she listened to the hospital’s messages. Two were from Imani’s direct supervisor, asking if she was okay, and there were three more from the Human Relations department, accusing Imani of being a no-call, no-show for work, and threatening her with a three-day suspension if they didn’t hear from her by ten a.m.  
 
    It was past ten, and Mila assumed that Imani had already been suspended, which was fine with her. Not wanting to make Logan worry, she texted him back and assured him that she had gotten approval from work to take Wednesday off.  
 
    She didn’t mention her suspension, deciding that what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. 
 
    The Hope person, whom Mila wasn’t familiar with, would be wise not to hold her breath waiting for Imani to give her a call. 
 
    Accustomed to going without food or any of the other requirements of a human body, Mila didn’t realize she was hungry until a loud growl in her tummy informed her. There wasn’t much of anything in the kitchen except last night’s leftover pizza, which she helped herself to. Imani had been wrong about Logan’s pizza, the combination of pineapples and anchovies were delicious, and she ate his and Imani’s leftover slices heartily.  
 
    After polishing off the pizza, the hurt she felt over her mother’s rejection returned. The only thing that could cheer her up was being with Logan again. Realizing that neither she nor Imani had visited him at his home, she felt curious and wanted to see his place. So, she sent him a text, asking if it was okay to drop by after work. 
 
    He texted right back with his address and told her he’d love for her to come through. He added that he’d pick up some steaks after work and put them on the grille for their dinner.  
 
    Hooking up with Logan would distract her from thinking about the appalling way her mother had treated her. Heather hadn’t recognized her and her lack of recognition hurt Mila to the core. And although it was irrational to take it personal, she couldn’t help feeling disappointed and depressed.  
 
    As she paced in the bedroom, trying to come up with another idea that would help her reunite with her mother, she happened to glance in the mirror. This time she gasped when she saw her reflection. Imani was a beautiful woman and all, but she looked so different from Mila that she couldn’t help being startled. Trying to get used to her new image, she stared at her face—Imani’s face—and then smiled. She studied her features and was pleased with her dark eyes and thick eyelashes. She particularly liked her new mouth. In fact, she liked everything about the body she had inhabited except the hair. The hair was a train wreck. She ran her fingers through the thicket of wild hair and grimaced at the dryness and the coarse texture.  
 
    A closet in the bathroom contained a plethora of hair care products that she was unfamiliar with. Needing to do something with her wild mane, she went to the bathroom closet. Her eyes roamed over the innumerable bottles, jars, and tubes and she concluded that Imani’s hair-product stash bordered on obsessive.  
 
    First thing tomorrow she would make an appointment with a salon and get the unruly hair on her head straightened into submission, but in the meantime she had to figure out how to style it. She wouldn’t attempt to do any of the intricate styles that Imani liked to wear, but she needed to know how to make it look presentable. 
 
    Luckily there was YouTube, the best source of how-to videos on the Internet. After watching videos for over an hour, she had a basic understanding of how some of the products worked. Spritzing water on sections of the tangled tresses and following that procedure with the application of a curling gel and then applying oil was messy but allowed Mila to successfully soften her hair and style it into a basic curly puff.   
 
    With hours to go until her date with Logan, she decided to kill time by watching TV. She needed to do something that would shake the hurt feeling of being banished from her parents’ house. She pictured her mother yelling at her, and her eyes became teary again. Distracting herself from crying, she scrolled through the TV menu and found a movie that looked interesting. She plumped up the pillows on the sofa and got comfortable.  
 
    More tired than she realized, Mila told herself that she’d close her eyes for a brief moment. But it was apparent that she had dozed off when she found herself back in her ethereal body, floating in the air above Imani.  
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    Imani bolted up right, her eyes wide with fear. She couldn’t understand why she had woken up on the sofa instead of her bed, and it took a few moments for her to orient herself. She remembered that she and Logan had been watching the game and drinking beer. Had she drank so much that she passed out on the sofa? 
 
    She glanced down at her clothes and frowned. She was wearing a totally different outfit than the tank top and jeans she had on last night.  
 
    Imani gazed at the sun streaming through the curtains and squinted in confusion. Her eyes darted to the digital numbers on the DVR. It was one-fifteen, and judging by the brightness of the sun, it wasn’t one in the morning.   
 
    She wondered why Logan had let her sleep in. Did he think she had the day off from work? She hopped off the sofa and hurried to the bedroom in search of her phone. She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the bureau mirror and she frowned in confusion. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a pitiful-looking puff that that was limp, greasy and unattractive.  
 
    Her confusion about her hair, however, was pushed aside for more important matters. When she spotted her phone on the nightstand and snatched it up, she literally hollered when she saw the numerous texts and voice messages on her phone.  
 
    Niles had texted several times wondering why she hadn’t shown up for work, and her supervisor had also expressed concern about her absence from work. Imani’s stomach tightened into a knot when she saw that the hospital had left messages. Afraid that she’d been fired, she was too upset and frazzled to listen to the messages. 
 
     Scrolling through more texts, she saw that Hope wanted to speak to her about something important. Although it was unusual for Hope to contact her, she didn’t have time to find out what Hope wanted to talk about.  
 
    There was a lengthy exchange between her and Logan, and after reading them she was embarrassed to learn that she’d invited herself to his home. Humiliation washed over her and she tried to figure out a way to get out of the date without letting on that she had no memory of initiating it. Judging by Logan’s tone in the texts, he hadn’t noticed anything unusual about her behavior when he left last night. 
 
    Or did he leave this morning?  
 
    Imani furrowed her brows. She remembered suggesting that they finish watching the game in her bedroom, but she couldn’t recall anything after that. 
 
    And that was a problem. Something was dreadfully wrong with her, but she no longer suspected that she was going crazy like her father. There was something neurologically wrong with her that caused her to black out and do things that she couldn’t remember. 
 
    Suspecting that she might have a deadly brain tumor, Imani’s heartbeat quickened. Gripped by fear, she imagined having to undergo brain surgery and possibly losing her ability to care for herself. Her future looked bleak, but she could no longer ignore what was happening. She had to take care of her health, make an appointment with a specialist, and have tests done.  
 
    First things first, she sent Logan a text and cancelled their dinner date without an explanation. Next, she listened to the voicemail from her job and was somewhat relieved over the three-day suspension she’d incurred. She needed the time to deal with her medical condition. 
 
    While searching online for the top neurologists in the city, her phone began to ring and Hope’s name appeared on the screen. She started to dismiss the call, but curiosity got the best of her. 
 
    “Hi, Hope,” she said, forcing herself to sound cheerful. 
 
    “How are you, Imani?” Hope asked in a somber tone. 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief,” Hope said, letting out an audible breath. 
 
    “What’s this about? Why did you think something was wrong with me?” 
 
    “This is going to sound crazy, so brace yourself. You remember Waiola, the Native American tarot reader who was at my housewarming party, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember her. I didn’t know she was Native American, though. I thought she was Mexican or from the Middle East somewhere,” Imani commented. 
 
    “She’s a member of the Navajo tribe,” Hope informed. 
 
    “Okay, well, what about her?” 
 
    “This is gonna sound bananas.” 
 
    “Just spit it out,” Imani said sharply. 
 
    “I went to Waiola the other day for a reading, and she asked about you.” 
 
    “Why’d she ask about me?” 
 
    Hope cleared her throat. “Actually, Waiola is more than just a tarot reader, and the way she does a reading isn’t simply based on how she interprets the cards. She’s an intuitive reader. She’s clairvoyant and she’s also a respected medicine woman for her tribe. Listen, there’s no way to sugarcoat this. Waiola said that you’re under some kind of psychic attack,” Hope blurted. 
 
    Her mind racing, Imani went silent as she recalled Waiola’s prediction the night she read her tarot cards. 
 
    “Are you there…did you hang up on me?” Hope asked. 
 
    “I’m still here,” Imani said in a quiet voice. 
 
    “I know this is one of the strangest phone calls you’ll ever get, but Waiola was adamant that I deliver the message. I couldn’t help thinking about how you came to me in desperation when you couldn’t sleep. That wasn’t like you at all, and I was wondering if your sleep problems might have something to do with…” Hope paused. “I feel ridiculous asking, but have you noticed any supernatural events? Waiola said that prior to being possessed there might be a lot of paranormal activity around you.” 
 
    Imani swallowed. “The tarot reader thinks that I’m possessed?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if she said you’re actually possessed, but she mentioned that it could happen. She senses a lost soul around you, and that soul doesn’t have good intentions.”  
 
    “Oh, my God,” Imani uttered, glancing warily over her shoulder, checking for a ghostly figure lurking nearby. But there wasn’t anything unusual, at least not anything that she could see. 
 
    “I don’t know all the details, Imani. You’re gonna have to call Waiola.” 
 
    “What’s her number?” 
 
    Hope rattled off the number and Imani jotted it down. “I’m going to call her right now, Hope. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Be sure to keep me in the loop, okay?”  
 
    After promising to keep Hope in the loop, Imani hung up. 
 
    But she didn’t immediately call the tarot reader. First, she needed to allow Hope’s words to sink in. And she also needed to pull herself together. With her chin resting on her hand, she gradually began to accept what she’d known deep down inside: the car accident victim hadn’t gone away. She was still haunting her. And it was entirely possible that the dead woman had escalated to possession. 
 
    The thought of being controlled by a spirit caused a chill to run up her spine. It was bad enough that a spirit had harassed her in her home, but possession was taking the haunting to a whole other level. She shuddered at the realization that the dead woman had been using her body to do whatever she chose to do for the past few weeks. And if Imani hadn’t somehow reclaimed her body, the ghost chick would have gone to Logan’s place and done God knows what to him. 
 
    Imani cringed as she recalled the first time she and Logan had sex. He told her that she had been assertive in bed, demanding sex over and over, but that sexually aggressive person had most definitely not been her. It was absolutely scandalous that a spirit was screwing around with her boyfriend, pretending to be Imani while in the midst of fulfilling unholy desires.  
 
    The dead chick was also responsible for Imani’s bad hairstyle. Her hair was her crowning glory, but today it looked terrible. Her fingers flitted to her hair and she winced when she felt the sticky gook that clumped her curls together. As much as she cherished her hair and enjoyed styling it, there was no way that she, in her right frame of mind, would have abused it by slathering on a ton of hair butter and curling gel.  
 
    Accepting that there was nothing a neurologist or psychiatrist could do for her, Imani dialed Waiola’s number. 
 
    “Hello,” she said meekly. “My name is Imani Pollard, my friend Hope told me to give you a call.” 
 
    “Hello, Imani. I’ve been waiting to hear from you. How are you?” 
 
    “Not great,” Imani said wearily. 
 
    “I have an idea of what you’ve been going through, and I’m sorry it’s happening to you. When a wayward spirit attaches to a human body, it wreaks havoc in the person’s life, making him or her question their sanity.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Imani agreed, comforted by the fact that someone understood how insane her life had become. She thought about the way she had treated Waiola at Hope’s party, and she felt deeply ashamed. “Waiola, I want to apologize for being rude the night you did the tarot reading for me.” 
 
    “No need to apologize. The reading I gave you wasn’t typical, and it’s perfectly understandable that it upset you.” 
 
    “But I shouldn’t have behaved that way. You were trying to be helpful, and I acted like a bitch. I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “Apology accepted. Now, let’s discuss the matter at hand. Have you experienced any paranormal activity in your home?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s been a living nightmare for me,” Imani said and then began to tell her everything that had happened since the night of Hope’s housewarming party. 
 
    “I want to be completely honest with you, Imani. Earthbound spirits can be difficult to remove once they’ve found a host,” Waiola said ominously. 
 
    Imani gulped “A host? I don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    “There’re many names for the body that a spirit chooses to occupy, and host is one of them. In order to help you, I think it’s best if I come to your place. It could take several days to drive the spirit away from you, and so you might want to take some time off from work.” 
 
    “Will it take more than three days?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t take that long. Forty-eight hours or less is usually sufficient.” 
 
    “I hope this isn’t going to be like the movie, The Exorcist,” Imani said grimly.  
 
    Waiola chuckled. “No, not at all. Since the entity isn’t currently occupying your person, all I have to do is put a protective barrier around you that will prevent it from reentering. But, if by chance it has returned, it’ll take more than prayers to drive it out.” 
 
    “It’s not inside me at the moment. I know this because it feels like my mind is asleep during the, uh, the possession,” Imani said, finding it difficult to say the word, possession.  
 
    “I need you to stay alert until I get there,” Waiola said in a hushed voice. “I sense that the entity is close to you right now, and it’s desperate to get back in.” 
 
    Imani whirled around, expecting to see an ethereal figure, hovering nearby. “What makes you think it’s here at this very moment?”  
 
    “I know things,” Waiola replied mysteriously. “Listen to me carefully, if you can find out the name of the spirit, that’ll be helpful. Also, you’ll need to take an herbal salt bath and use peppermint soap to cleanse yourself. If you don’t have peppermint soap, then add a few drops of peppermint oil to your bath gel.” 
 
    “I have Dr. Bonner’s peppermint soap, is that okay?” 
 
    “That’s excellent. The combination of salt and peppermint are powerful substances that spiritually cleanse and drive away negative energy. Try to remain calm until I get there. What’s your address?” 
 
    Imani rattled off her address and then hung up. She quickly texted Niles and asked him to do her a favor and check the hospital records for the name of the female car accident victim who was brought in during the middle of March and who was pronounced dead on arrival. 
 
    Niles didn’t ask any questions, he simply said that he was on it. Niles was nosey as hell and it was out of character for him to not ask a million questions. Perhaps he was showing uncharacteristic sensitivity because he felt bad about Imani’s suspension. Whatever the reason, she was relieved that he didn’t probe.  
 
    Twenty minutes later he texted the name, Mila Pemberton. 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    Mila had expected to find Tucker getting wasted in a bar, and she was stunned to find him in the middle of a children’s playground.  
 
    A horde of preschoolers were running around the area that was filled with brightly colored apparatuses. The children’s joyful yelps and their howls of delight were deafening. Some kids were swinging on a red swing set, some climbed to the top of a blue and orange sliding system, and others slithered through the tunnels of green crawling tubes.   
 
    In the thick of the all the childish activity was none other than Tucker. He was in line to get on the sliding board when he started yanking on the arm of a little girl who was wearing a T-shirt with a silver crown emblazoned on the front of it. Tucker was yelling at the top of his lungs, accusing the girl of cutting in line  
 
    As a teacher hurried to the scene to break up the squabble, Mila gazed at Tucker with her arms folded, shaking her head in condemnation. 
 
    Completely invested in a full-fledged tantrum, Tucker ignored Mila’s look of disapproval as he flailed about, pulling away from the teacher and stomping the ground in a fit of rage.  
 
    Mila thought she had seen it all, but witnessing Tucker in the form of a bratty four-year-old boy was disconcerting to say the least. After the teacher interceded, separating Tucker from the little girl, Tucker blurted that the teacher was a bitch. 
 
    “Watch your language, Silas. Don’t let your potty-mouth earn you a time-out,” the teacher reprimanded in a voice that was too sweet and sugary to evoke fear in the child.   
 
    Mila wondered if Silas had always been a little hothead or if his obnoxious behavior was a result of Tucker taking over his body.  
 
    Tucker, currently known as Silas was making a big fuss and insisting that he had been standing in front of the little girl before she cut the line. The old adage, the squeaky wheel gets the oil proved true. Instead of the teacher chastising Silas, she tried to cajole the little girl into letting him have a turn on the slide before her. When the little girl started whining, the teacher began to bargain with her, stating that she could be the teacher’s helper for the day if she left the sliding board line altogether and played on the jungle gym.  
 
    When the teacher led the little girl away, Mila sidled up to Tucker. “You’ve stooped to an all-time low, Tucker. I don’t understand any of this. Why’re you masquerading as a pre-school bully? And why would you traumatize an innocent little girl? I get that you’re immature enough to identify with a bratty toddler, but what are you getting out of it? And what happened to your host, Glen?  
 
    When Tucker reached the front of the line he held up a finger, indicating that Mila had to wait for his response. He happily scampered up the steps that led to the top of the apparatus and despite being told by a teacher to come down the slide on his butt, he whizzed down lying flat on his belly with his arms stretched out in front of him, and yelling that he was Superman. 
 
    He was truly an insufferable child, Mila decided. The kind of child that only a mother could love. For the hundredth time, she wondered what she had ever seen in Tucker. 
 
    When he completed his turn on the slide, Tucker came trotting over to Mila with a cocky, self-satisfied look on his face.  
 
    “What’s up, Mila?” he asked telepathically. 
 
    Finding it difficult to deal with Tucker in his new four-year-old form, Mila frowned at him. “I don’t get why you left Glen’s body to parade around as a child. What’s this about?” she asked, holding up her hands in confusion. 
 
    “It turns out that poor Glen has a weak constitution. He can’t hold his liquor the way I can, and he swiftly became a stumbling-down drunk. After a fun night of binging, he ended up in the hospital with alcohol poising. He’s in rehab now and that’s not the kind of environment that I prefer to be in. There’s too much fun to be had out in the real world,” he said smugly. 
 
    “Okay, so are we just gonna ignore the fact that you’re the one responsible for poor Glen ending up in rehab?” 
 
    Tucker shrugged indifferently and sneered, an expression that was frightening to see on the face of a young child.  
 
    “Why on earth did you decide to become a snot-nosed kid?” 
 
    “Tucker shrugged. “I want to view life from all perspectives. It’s not so bad being a four-year-old, especially when you have wealthy parents who can give you the best of everything. I’m actually thinking about taking over Silas’s body permanently. It’ll be the ultimate do-over in life, and this time the deck will be stacked in my favor. You should try starting over, Mila.” He pointed to a red-haired little girl who was flying through the air on a swing. “She’d make a good fit for you,” he said with a wink. 
 
    “No, thanks. I don’t want to endure puberty and pimples again,” Mila said, shaking her head briskly. “I don’t understand you, Tucker. Didn’t you warn me not to change my host’s behavior too drastically for fear of her friends becoming suspicious? Well, don’t you think that a drunken preschooler will draw a lot of attention?” 
 
    “I don’t plan to pollute this young body with alcohol. If I feel the desire for liquor, I can always persuade Glen to bust out of rehab for a few hours,” he said with a spiteful chuckle. 
 
    “You’re an awful person,” she said, rolling her eyes skyward. 
 
    “No, I’m a shrewd spirit,” he corrected.  
 
    “Whatever,” she said with a sigh. “Listen, I didn’t come here to discuss your second childhood.” 
 
    Tucker tilted his head inquisitively. “Why’d you come?” 
 
    “I’m in trouble,” Mila said gravely. “Imani is aware of me, and she called on a Navajo medicine woman to perform some kind of primitive ritual that’s supposed to keep me away from her.” She gazed at him intently. “Do rituals actually work?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I told you before that I’m discovering what works and what doesn’t as I go along. But we need to get something straight, Mila.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Although I was more than happy to give you guidance to help get you on your feet, I don’t intend to hold your hand throughout this entire process. I have a bright new future ahead of me as young Silas, and I don’t want to be constantly distracted with your never ending problems. Seriously, you’re going to have to start figuring out your own shit.” 
 
    “Wow! So, you’re just gonna abandon me now?” 
 
    “You call it abandonment, but I call it tough love.” 
 
    “Screw you, Tucker. If you don’t want to help me, then don’t. But if that medicine woman’s ritual sends me to another dimension or has me floating around in a dark abyss, just remember that you turned your back on me when I came to you for help.” 
 
    Tucker mimicked playing a violin and then jerked his head around as a group of squealing kids ran past. “Gotta go. Playtime will be over soon, and I’d like to stir up a little trouble out here on the playground before it’s time to go back to the structured environment of the classroom.”   
 
    Mila made a shooing motion with her hands. “Go, ahead. Be with your new friends. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine,” she said, trying to elicit sympathy.  
 
    “See you later, Mila. Be safe out there,” he said nonchalantly and then ran off to join the other children. 
 
    After a few minutes of being alone with her thoughts, Mila was suddenly whooshed back to Imani’s apartment. She hadn’t intended to return to Imani’s place, but she was incomprehensively drawn there. The atmosphere was charged with an unwelcoming kind of energy. Curious to see what was going on, Mila roamed the rooms. She found Imani resting in the bathtub. The scent of the concoction that she had poured in her bathwater prickled Mila’s nostrils and burned her throat, causing her to hack and cough as she backed out of the bathroom. 
 
    Common sense told her to leave Imani alone and start searching for a new host, but Mila didn’t want to end her relationship with Logan. She had big plans for the two of them, and she was a hundred percent certain that he enjoyed being with her much more than being with Imani. 
 
    With her life cut short, Mila had missed out on the big events in a woman’s life, such as getting married and having children, but with Imani as her host, she didn’t have miss out on any of those big events.  
 
    Mila wandered to the living room where the air wasn’t so toxic. She decided to stick around and wait for the medicine woman to show up and begin her rituals. She wanted to know what she was up against. Hopefully, the ritual would be unsuccessful, but if it turned out to be a powerful force that threatened to extinguish Mila’s existence, she planned to quickly escape before any harm could be done to her.     
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20  
 
    Waiola arrived dressed in Navajo ceremonial attire. Carrying a lit sage stick, she went from room to room waving the smoking object through the air. Imani accompanied her as she smudged the apartment while chanting some sort of incantation in her Native American language. The laundry room was the last room to be smudged, and then they returned to the living room.  
 
    “Sit down,” Waiola said, motioning toward the sofa.  
 
    Imani sat with her hands folded in her lap as Waiola waved the smudge stick over the top of her head. In a calm, non-confrontational tone she said, “Mila Pemberton, I command you to leave this home. You are not welcome in this realm; you must find your way to the light that will guide the way to your true home. You can no longer harm Imani Pollard for she is protected from all evil. No negative entity may remain here. I consecrate and clear Imani. She is surrounded in sacred light and love, and nothing except light and love can penetrate these walls. Nothing except profound goodness can linger within her soul.” 
 
    Waiola surrounded the sofa in a circle of lit white candles. “Making a circle creates a sacred space that an unwanted spirit cannot enter,” Waiola explained. “This circle holds our positive energy and increases its power.” 
 
    Imani nodded, grateful that Waiola was conducting a civilized exorcism, and hadn’t insisted that she be strapped to a bed like the young girl in the famous horror movie.  
 
    Next, Waiola began to spray a variety of pleasant scents into the air while she prayed over Imani. Without cessation, Waiola prayed and chanted. “Mila, you are not welcome here. Mila, I cast you out of this home. Mila, I command you to see your way to the light of the Lord and move onward to your spiritual home. The body of this person that you choose to harass is impenetrable to negative influences, and her body will reject all attempts to enter. She will no longer house your wandering soul,” Waiola chanted. 
 
    She went back and forth, chanting in Navajo and English.   
 
    A full hour passed and Waiola was still at it. Streams of perspiration ran down the sides of her face as she waved her arms around, chanting and praying. There was a vibration in her voice that had such a soothing effect on Imani, it was if she’d been given a sedative.  
 
    But Imani was jolted from her peaceful state when a foul odor suddenly filled the air.  
 
    “Oh, my God, what is that?” Imani asked, covering her mouth and nose as she coughed and gagged. 
 
    As suddenly as it had appeared, the odor disappeared. Weariness settled over Waiola’s slender frame and she dropped down on the sofa next to Imani. “It’s over,” she said in a tired voice. “The spirit of Mila Pemberton has moved on.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Imani asked, swiveling her head around, as if searching for tangible evidence that Mila had gone. 
 
    “From my experience, negative spirits tend to emit an unpleasant odor before exiting for good.” 
 
    “Are you serious? She’s gone for good?” 
 
    “Yes,” Waiola said, meeting Imani’s gaze. 
 
    Imani noticed that Waiola’s face looked so fatigued, it was as if she’d aged ten years in a short time span. 
 
    “Can I get you a glass of juice?” Imani offered. 
 
    Waiola shook her head. 
 
    “Do you need to lie down?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Hand me my bag,” she said wearily and pointed to a canvas bag that she’d placed in a chair on the opposite side of the living room. 
 
    Imani retrieved the bag and Waiola pulled out a container of something that resembled water. Not wanting to appear overly curious, Imani didn’t ask what was in the container. But whatever it was, it replenished Waiola so much that she reverted back to looking as refreshed as she did when she had first arrived. 
 
    “Do you think that Mila went to the light?” Imani asked. 
 
    “I hope so. Unfortunately, in many cases, the earthbound spirit will simply attach itself to another host.” 
 
    “Are you saying that she might possess someone else?” 
 
    “I doubt if she could find another body that quickly. But if she didn’t go to the light, then she’s wandering aimlessly, looking for another host. Most likely, she’ll attach herself to an animal while she’s searching for a viable human.” 
 
    “Should I pray for her?” Imani asked 
 
    “I will continue to pray for her and hopefully my prayers will guide her to the light. I want you to focus on living your life to the fullest. Try to forget about Mila. Dwelling on her will only attract her to you if she’s still drifting around on this plane. 
 
    “I don’t want to do anything that will attract the soul of Mila Pemberton to me, again. So, I’ll take your advice and focus on moving forward.” 
 
    Waiola patted Mila’s hand. Smiling, she muttered something in Navajo. 
 
    “What did you just say?” Imani asked. 
 
    “I said congratulations. I see that you’re going to be a mother in a year’s time. You’ll be so busy tending to your little one, you won’t have the energy to think about the poor soul that was banished today.” 
 
    I’m going to be a mother in a year’s time! Imani was floored by Waiola’s prediction, but this time she didn’t doubt that the prophecy would come true.  
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
    With Logan by her side Imani pushed the stroller carrying their eighteen-month-old son, Benjamin, through the city park. Benjie, as he was called, was a smart and handsome little guy and his parents adored him. They beamed with pride as he accurately called out the names of everything within his line of vision. 
 
    “That’s a squirrel,” Benjie exclaimed, pointing to a squirrel that scampered up a tree. 
 
    “That’s right, Benjie,” Logan agreed. “And what do squirrels eat?”  
 
    “They eat lunch and dinner,” Benjie shouted. 
 
    “Yeah, but what do they eat for lunch and dinner?” Imani asked. 
 
    “Nuts!” Benjie replied gleefully. 
 
    “That’s right, son,” Logan exclaimed. 
 
    “Skateboard!” Benjie yelled, pointing to a teenager whizzing past on a colorful skateboard. 
 
    You’re right again, sweetheart,” Imani chimed in.  
 
    “When did he discover skateboards?” Logan asked in a whisper. 
 
    “No idea,” Imani replied, looking surprised.  
 
    The park bustled with activity. Joggers, cyclists, and dog walkers were on the go. There was a vendor selling bottles of water for a dollar. Smiling tourists took selfies standing next to the park’s renowned fountain. And a homeless-looking street musician strummed a guitar while singing Luther Vandross songs for tips. The musician’s voice was surprisingly strong and pleasant-sounding, and Logan tossed a couple of ones into his open guitar case. 
 
    When Benjie detected a flock of pigeons searching the ground for food, he began squirming to get out of the stroller. “Feed the birds! Feed the birds,” he squealed. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Logan said, lifting him out of the stroller. 
 
    Imani retrieved a Ziploc bag filled with breadcrumbs from her purse and handed it to Benjie. She tousled Benjie’s hair and lovingly rubbed Logan’s arm before pushing the empty stroller to a nearby bench where she took a seat and pulled out her camera.    
 
    If there was such a thing as a perfect life, it was hers and her heart swelled with love for her two guys as she watched them tossing bread crumbs to the birds. Aiming the lens at her little family, she snapped a series of candid shots. 
 
    She had everything she could have ever hoped for and was eternally grateful. Married life hadn’t dulled or eroded the love she and Logan had for each other. Logan was as loving and attentive as when they’d first started dating, and Imani still thought that he was the sexiest man alive. 
 
    Benjie lost interest in the pigeons when he noticed a man tossing a Frisbee to a dog. As the man tossed up a red Frisbee, his cute little black and white dog leapt high in the air, catching the brightly-colored disc. To give Benjie a better view of the dog’s amazing leaps, Logan hoisted him on his shoulders. Imani switched the camera to video and began filming the delightful spectacle. It warmed her heart to hear Benjie’s gleeful yelps each time the dog caught the Frisbee with his mouth.  
 
    She was so engrossed in filming that she didn’t notice a wretched stray cat that slowly slinked toward her. It wasn’t until the cat had put its grimy front paws on the seat of the bench and pulled itself upright that she became shockingly aware of its long, skinny body stretching toward her. It hissed and snarled menacingly, causing her heart to thud in her chest. And when she noticed that the cat had half an ear missing, a terrified scream caught in her throat.  
 
    “Get away from me,” she yelled, recoiling. 
 
    Unintimidated and refusing to scamper off, the stray cat embedded its claws in the fabric of her slacks, attempting to hold her in place. She could feel its sharp talons scraping against her flesh and she was momentarily paralyzed with fear.  
 
    The cat fixed its eerie gaze on her and hissed, “Eee-mahn-eee!” The sound of her name emerged from deep within its throat, a strangled sound that was as ominous and threatening as a gun being pointed to her head. 
 
    Panicked, she snapped into action. She lifted her camera, and using all of her strength, she bashed the demonic cat upside the head and then struck it a second time. The cat shrieked in agony and skidded off the bench. Then it took off like a bat out of hell.  
 
    At the sound of the cat’s painful cry, heads turned in Imani’s direction. Animal Rights advocates seemed to appear out of nowhere, and they glared at her with accusing eyes and pointed fingers. 
 
    “You monster!” spat an old lady with snow white hair. 
 
    “Didn’t you see what happened? That cat attacked me,” Imani said in her own defense. 
 
    “How could you harm that poor little kitty?” the woman asked. 
 
    It was on the tip of Imani’s tongue to point out the demon-cat was hardly an innocent little kitty, but she didn’t bother.  
 
    “I caught the assault on tape,” said a man, holding up his phone with one hand and clutching his male lover’s hand with the other. “The cat was hungry and was obviously begging for food. You should be ashamed of yourself,” he said, giving her a withering look. And then he began snapping pictures of Imani, pictures that he undoubtedly intended to post on social media, and that would label her an animal abuser. 
 
    From her peripheral vision, she saw Logan with Benjie in his arms hurrying toward her. Not wanting him or Benjie to get caught up in the chaos, she jumped up, grabbed the handle of the stroller and raced toward them.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Imani said, taking Benjie from Logan and placing him back into the stroller. 
 
    “What happened? Why were all of those people crowded around you?” Logan asked, looking over his shoulder confusedly. 
 
     Imani grasped Logan’s arm, steering him away from the growing crowd. 
 
    “It’s crazy. A cat tried to attack me.” 
 
    Logan looked dumbfounded. “A cat?”  
 
    “Yes, a vicious cat that probably had rabies…and when I hit him with my camera, all of those people back there accused me of animal cruelty.”  
 
    Logan stopped in his tracks. “We’re not running out of here like criminals. You had every right to defend yourself and I dare anyone to say otherwise.” He whirled around, prepared to confront the angry mob. 
 
    Imani grabbed his arm. “There’s more to the story, and it’s so farfetched I’d prefer having the discussion at home, after Benjie’s in bed,” she said in a low voice, tinged with pain.  
 
    “Not bedtime, not dark yet,” Benjie protested after hearing his name associated with the word, bed. 
 
    “I know, sweetheart. It’s not bedtime yet,” Imani said in a soothing tone. 
 
    “I’m confused,” Logan said. 
 
    “It’s an unbelievable story, but it’s true, and I should have told you a long time ago. We’ll talk tonight. Okay, Logan?” Wanting him to drop the subject for now, she appealed to him with an unhappy expression.  
 
    “Sure, we’ll talk tonight,” he reluctantly agreed. 
 
    Mila was back with a vengeance and was ready to wreak havoc in her life again. Imani couldn’t fight her alone and hoped that she could count on Waiola to help her for a second time. With a baby to protect, she needed all the help she could get. As unbelievable as the story was, she had to trust that Logan would stand by her side and not write her off as a lunatic.  
 
    She had to trust that their love was strong enough to survive anything…even spiritual warfare. 
 
    “Whatever is going on, Imani, you know I’ll be right by your side,” he said and squeezed her hand. 
 
    She squeezed his hand back and took a deep breath, as if preparing herself for the supernatural battles that lie ahead. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Mila had never experienced pain while inhabiting a body, but her head was hit with such force that she saw double of everything. The tremendous amount of pain caused by the two blows forced her to exit the cat’s body, leaving it to deal with the throbbing discomfort on its own. 
 
    For over two years, there had been a force field of sorts around Imani that prevented Mila from getting close. But for some reason, the protective energy had receded into the atmosphere and Imani was vulnerable again.  
 
    During the time that she’d been banished from Imani’s life, Mila had tried out numerous hosts, but none of their bodies fit as perfectly as Imani’s had. And now that Imani had a child as well as a husband, her life was even more compatible with the lifestyle that Mila desired. 
 
    She followed Imani and her family home, and floated effortlessly past their front door. She hovered over the baby—soon to be her baby—as Imani bathed him and tucked him into bed. 
 
    Mila had learned a lot in the two and a half years since she’d inhabited Imani’s body, and now she was stronger than ever and able to withstand silly potions and prayers. 
 
    This time she was playing for keeps in her fervent pursuit of being human again.  
 
      
 
    Dear Readers, Thank you for your continued support. I hope you enjoyed reading The Host. Part two of this series will be available soon. In the meantime I hope you will check out some of my other supernatural novels. 
 
    Although I am known for writing erotica, I have always enjoyed writing paranormal fiction…with a twist. You can find my previous novels in paperback or E-Book online wherever books are sold.  
 
    My first paranormal novel was THE ENCHANTRESS, which to this day is still one of my all-time favorites. The sequel to that novel is THE SORCERESS, and I’ll be adding a part three sometime this year. 
 
    Under the pen name, Joelle Sterling, I wrote a supernatural trilogy that I’m sure you will enjoy. Book One: MIDNIGHT CRAVINGS, Book 2: THE DARK HUNGER, Book 3: FORBIDDEN FEAST.  
 
    Again, thank you for your patronage. 
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    Allison Hobbs 
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