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 Chapter One

Paradise on the Green

 


We should have
stopped in Hot Springs,” Tanya complained from the passenger seat
of their Audi Q7 rental. “I didn’t realize there would be nothing
between the city and the village but winding roads and pine
trees.”

From behind the wheel, Ellen glanced at her
tall, blonde friend. “Do you want to pee in the woods?”

“If that’s what sixty-two looks like,” Sue
began from the backseat, “I have a lot to look forward to. I swear,
your bladder gets smaller every year, Tanya.”

“Oh, look.” Tanya pointed to a convenience
store up ahead. “Pull in there.”

Ellen drove the silver SUV into the lot and
waited behind the wheel as Tanya pranced inside, her tall, lithe
figure looking more like a druid than a woman in her sixties.

“I should have had these bangs cut,” Sue
said from the backseat, as she stared at her reflection in a
compact mirror. She pushed up her brown bangs with the back of her
hand and then pressed a tube of lipstick to her mouth.

Ellen ran her fingers through her own hair—a
dark blonde with gray roots in need of a touch up. She was already
missing her little dog, Moseby, but reminded herself that she’d
made the right decision to leave him behind. She and her friends
would be spending a lot of time in the bathhouses, which would have
meant leaving him on his own in a haunted house.

“I can’t wait to see the place,” Ellen said
of the Hot Springs Village Airbnb they would be calling home for
the next week. “How often do you stay someplace on a golf course
and a lake, with a private, natural hot spring—and free, on
top of that? It’s too bad the guys couldn’t come. Brian would have
loved it.”

Inwardly, Ellen corrected herself—not Brian.
Her first husband, Paul, who had passed away, would have loved it.
Brian wasn’t as into golfing and fishing as Paul had been.

“Not exactly free. Our work is worth
something,” Sue pointed out.

“True. A week’s stay in exchange for a
cleanse.”

“The homeowners sounded desperate when they
reached out to me through the blog. We could have our work cut out
for us.”

The number of requests coming in from Sue’s
blog had made it impossible to help everyone, but since they’d
already planned to visit Hot Springs in July, they felt that
helping this couple was serendipitous, even if it meant moving the
trip up by a few weeks.

“I thought you said it was a mischievous
spirit and nothing too scary.”

Sue nodded. “Mischievous but persistent and
annoying, according to Shannon and Steve, the homeowners.”

“Hopefully it won’t be all work and no
play,” Ellen said, though she enjoyed their paranormal
investigating and ghost healing. Even work, to some degree, was
play.

“I wouldn’t think so with all the soaking we
plan to do. And boy, do I need this trip after babysitting for Lexi
last weekend. My knees and hips are killing me just from trying to
get up and down from the floor.”

Ellen’s own knees had been bothering her.
She, too, was looking forward to the bathhouses, which she’d heard
had mystical healing properties.

Unlike Tanya, Ellen and Sue had put on more
than a few extra pounds since their child-bearing days. The added
weight, along with the aging joints, had taken a toll on their
mobility. Some days, Ellen felt ancient, as if time were slipping
by and she had little of it left. How had life happened so quickly?
How could she already be at this point, at what seemed like the
final act?

“What about your feet?” Ellen asked, since
Sue had chronic problems with her arches and had recently undergone
surgery on them.

“My feet are great, but that won’t help if
my knees and hips give out.”

Tanya returned with her arms full. “Peace
offerings.” She handed a can of Cherry Coke to Sue and a bottle of
Perrier to Ellen. “I got candy bars, too, if anyone wants one.”

“Thanks, Tanya. That was nice but totally
unnecessary.” Ellen twisted off the lid to the sparkling water,
enjoying the crisp fizz that tickled her lips and throat as she
swallowed a sip of the ice-cold liquid.

“Why do I have the feeling you’re buttering
us up for something?” Sue accused in a teasing tone.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,”
Tanya said in an unconvincing voice while she undid her ponytail
and remade it again.

Ellen gave her friend a sideways glance, but
nothing in Tanya’s facial expression gave anything away.

 


Fifteen minutes later, Ellen turned into the
driveway of their Airbnb, a split level on a hill that sloped in
the back toward the lake and golf course. It was nestled in pine
trees and isolated from the other houses on the street.

“How pretty,” Ellen remarked.

Tanya climbed out from the passenger’s side.
“Let’s check it out before we unload.”

“Let me get a photo of you two standing in
front of it first.”

“Take a selfie,” Ellen insisted. “So that
you’re in the photo, too.”

“I’ll do it,” Tanya offered, since she had
the longest arms.

With the photo taken, Sue, limping a bit,
led the way to the front door where she entered the code the
homeowners had texted her on to a keypad.

“Hold on,” she said when it didn’t work.
“Let me try again.”

She tried two more times before saying,
“Well, I guess I’d better text Shannon. Something’s wrong.”

Tanya had already gone around to the back of
the house. “Come check out the view!”

Ellen left Sue to deal with the keypad issue
and joined Tanya on the back balcony that overlooked the lake.

Tanya took a deep breath. “Isn’t it
gorgeous? And the air is so fresh out here, even in June.”

“It’s stunning. The guys would have loved
this.”

“Especially the cooler temperature. It’s a
hundred and one in San Antonio today.”

“And humid, too—not like this.”

The house was situated at the end of the
lake with the thirteenth tee box at the bottom of the hill, less
than a hundred yards from the back of the house. Two men were
teeing off from it. One had just hit his ball into the water and
the second was about to hit his from the tee. Ellen and Tanya
watched him hit his ball safely to the putting green in the
distance. Then, the men climbed into their golf cart and drove
along the path around the end of the lake to the other side, where
they finished the hole.

“It would be fun to sit here and watch the
golfers,” Tanya said after a while. “I could see myself doing
that.”

Ellen would rather read a book.

Tanya added, “According to Google Maps,
there are five lakes in Hot Springs Village—all named after Spanish
explorers like de Soto and Ponce de León. I thought this was Lake
Cortez, but it isn’t. I can’t find the name.”

“It’s beautiful, whatever it’s called,”
Ellen said.

“It really is.”

Yes, Ellen thought. Paul would have loved
this. Tears welled in her eyes. She loved Brian—of course, she
did—but she often missed Paul.

Tanya turned to look through the sliding
glass door behind them. Ellen joined her. With the curtains pulled
back, they could see the main living area decorated in grays and
blues, with a mix of contemporary and traditional aesthetics.

“Sure looks inviting,” Ellen remarked of the
pretty décor.

Tanya tugged on the door, and, to their
surprise, it slid open.

“Hold on,” Tanya said in a low voice when
Ellen was about to step inside. “What if someone broke in? What if
there’s an intruder in there now?”

“Or maybe the mischievous ghost unlocked it
for us,” Ellen said with a smile, doubting there would be an
intruder in the woods without a vehicle nearby.

They walked into the dining area, which had
a table for six. Behind it was the kitchen with a granite island.
And to the right was the main living area with floor-to-ceiling
windows for taking in the lake view. A gray stone fireplace with
white birch logs in the hearth and a lovely painting of a lake over
the mantle invited Ellen further in.

Just then, Sue came through the front door
and screamed when she saw Ellen standing near the foyer.

Ellen nearly jumped out of her shoes.

“What on earth?” Sue cried when she realized
it was her friend. “You nearly gave me a heart attack. How did you
get in?”

“You nearly gave me one,” Ellen
admonished as she patted her racing chest.

“The sliding glass door was unlocked,” Tanya
explained from the kitchen.

“Really? That’s strange.” Then, louder, Sue
called, “Any intruders might like to know that I’ve got a gun, and
it’s loaded. Also, I’m a good shot.”

Tanya turned to Ellen. “See? I’m not the
only one.”

“First of all,” Ellen began, “there was no
sign of a getaway vehicle. And second, if there was an intruder,
announcing that you have a gun is a sure way of getting us
killed.”

“What robber doesn’t hide the getaway car?”
Sue argued. “Besides, there are plenty of creepers who go around on
foot, like transients looking for easy targets.”

Ellen rolled her eyes. “Fine. Let’s check
the premises.”

Tanya and Ellen followed Sue to the first
bedroom, located behind the fireplace. Sue held her gun out in
front of her as Tanya looked under the bed and Ellen checked the
closet. Although the queen bed took up most of the space, it had
floor-to-ceiling windows flanking a sliding glass door to the
balcony outside, for guests to take full advantage of the gorgeous
views. At the other end, toward the front of the house, was a
private bathroom.

“Clear,” Sue said from the bathroom, like
they did in the cop shows.

Ellen giggled. “I call dibs on this
room.”

Tanya shot her a look. “You can’t call dibs
while we’re checking for robbers.”

“I beg to differ.”

They passed the open kitchen and dining area
to the second bedroom. It had the same blueprint as the first,
except that the bathroom wasn’t private. It opened to a nook next
to a laundry room. They repeated their search, with Tanya looking
under the bed, Ellen checking the closet, and Sue investigating the
bath.

Sue looked behind the laundry room door and
repeated, “Clear.” Then she poked her head into the garage and, not
seeing anything, headed toward the kitchen.

“Where’s the third bedroom?” Ellen
wondered.

“Down there,” Sue pointed to a black, metal,
spiral staircase just off the foyer right outside the bedroom Ellen
had claimed. It was so narrow that Ellen hadn’t noticed it. “And I
can tell you right now that I won’t be going down there, so, Tanya,
unless you plan to sleep with me, you might want to claim that
bedroom for yourself.”

“What if the intruder is down there?” Tanya
asked Sue.

“Normally I wouldn’t offer, but here, take
my gun.”

“No, thanks.” Tanya picked up a vase and
headed down the staircase.

Ellen also refused Sue’s offer and followed
Tanya down, figuring she could use her purse as a weapon, since it
weighed a ton.

“I should have held out,” Ellen said on
seeing that the room was twice as big as the others with a
king-sized bed, an even longer wall of windows, sliding glass
doors, and a private bath twice the size as the one upstairs.

“Too bad, so sad,” Tanya teased as she put
down the vase and sat on the bed, happier now that they’d searched
the house and had found no evidence of intruders. “Oh, this bed is
nice and firm.”

They both looked up when Sue screamed
again.

“Sue? Are you okay?” Ellen called up the
stairs.

Had she been wrong about there being no
robber? She exchanged a worried glance with Tanya as her heart
raced.

“Just scared out of my ever-lovin’ mind,
that’s all,” Sue replied. “Get up here.”

Ellen followed Tanya back up the stairs.

“Everything okay?” Tanya asked.

Ellen ascended from the staircase just as
Sue pointed a shaky finger toward the kitchen. Ellen covered her
mouth with surprise. Every kitchen drawer and cabinet had been
opened.

“This ghost isn’t wasting any time,” Tanya
muttered. “But this feels aggressive, not mischievous.”

“That was my thought,” Sue said, still
trembling a little. “It happened so fast, right before my
eyes.”

“Why don’t you sit down?” Ellen helped her
friend to the sofa.

“I’ll grab our gear,” Tanya offered. “We may
as well get started right away.”

“Maybe I should help her,” Ellen said.

“Don’t you dare leave me alone in here.”

“I don’t mind,” Tanya said.

“I swear she’s buttering us up for
something,” Sue whispered.

Ellen sighed. “What exactly did Shannon say
about this ghost, anyway?”

“She said the ghost was especially fond of
hiding Steve’s keys and Shannon’s purse, as if it were trying to
prevent them from leaving. She never mentioned the cupboards
opening on their own, though.”

“What about their guests? What kind of
complaints do Shannon and Steve get? I’m assuming they get
some.”

“They haven’t gotten complaints from their
guests—not yet, anyway. The ghost only seems active when Shannon
and Steve are here. And now us, apparently. But they’re worried
that might change and ruin their business.”

Ellen tilted her head to the side. “It’s odd
that it isn’t active around their guests.”

Tanya knocked at the front door. “Let me in.
It’s locked.”

“Why did you lock it?” Ellen complained as
she crossed the room to the door.

“I didn’t,” Sue insisted. “It must be
automatic.”

Ellen unlocked the door, but the knob
wouldn’t turn. She tried locking it and unlocking it, but it still
wouldn’t budge. “Something’s wrong with this door. Better go
around.”

Moments later, Tanya appeared at the back
sliding glass door with a backpack and a bag draped over each
shoulder and a tripod in each hand. “A little help, please?”

Ellen crossed the room to let her friend
inside only to find the sliding glass door wouldn’t budge. She
fiddled with the lock but couldn’t get the door to slide open.
“What the heck?”

“It won’t open?” Tanya huffed.

“Go around to the garage,” Ellen instructed
through the glass.

“This stuff is heavy,” Tanya complained
before she disappeared.

Ellen went through the laundry room to the
garage, where she pushed the button to open the double garage door,
but nothing happened. Then, she crossed the bay to the door and
attempted to unlock the latch, but it wouldn’t turn. “Well, dang. I
don’t think this ghost is happy that we’re here.”

“I’ve got sage in my purse,” Sue said from
inside the house. “Let’s see if we can banish it with that.”

“I’ve got a spritzer of holy water, too.”
Ellen returned to the main living area and rifled through her own
purse for her phone to call Tanya.

Her tall, blonde friend appeared outside the
sliding glass door again, her phone ringing from her pocket as she
held all their gear.

“Let me guess,” Tanya said through the glass
before setting the bags and tripods on the deck floor.

“We’re going to try the cleansing without
you,” Ellen explained through the glass door. “I’ll document it
with my phone.”

Sue had gone into the kitchen and, after
closing the drawers and cabinets, had opened the window over the
sink. Ellen joined her, searching through drawers for a
lighter.

“Found salt,” Sue said. “I have a cannister
of it in my purse, but we may as well use theirs.”

“Agreed.”

Ellen went around the house spraying holy
water. Downstairs, she tried opening the sliding glass door and was
pleased when it worked. Holding it open, lest the spirit try to
close it, she called up to Tanya, who was sitting on a lounger on
the balcony overhead. “The door down here to your bedroom is open.
Want to come in?”

Tanya reloaded all the bags onto her thin
body and, carrying the tripods, took the wooden stairs from the
upper deck down to the bottom floor. Near the base of the steps,
steam rose from the natural hot spring. A ledge of stone encircled
an otherwise natural basin that was about four feet deep and five
feet wide. The spring trickled down the hill from a hole in the
base of the ledge and emptied into the lake.

Ellen thought she heard Tanya mutter
something beneath her breath as she rounded the natural hot
tub.

“What?” Ellen asked.

“Huh?”

“I thought you said something.”

“Nope, but I could use a hand.”

Ellen took a tripod and two of the bags from
her friend and, leaving the sliding glass door ajar so the smoke
from their sage ritual would have a point of escape, led the way up
the stairs.

Once they had their gear set up—including
two cameras upstairs and one in the bedroom below—the three friends
sat at the dining room table with three lit pillar candles and a
bowl of smoking sage.

Sue reached out for the hands of her
friends. “Shall I start?”

“Go for it,” Ellen whispered.

“Spirits of the other realm,” Sue began. “We
mean you no harm. We come in peace and goodwill. You do not belong
here. For some reason you’re trapped, and we want to help you cross
over to the other side. We are praying for you and calling on any
loved ones of yours to help you find the light. Do you see it? If
so, please give us a sign. You could knock once for yes or twice
for no.”

A gust of wind blew through the kitchen
window, knocking over a roll of paper towels and extinguishing two
of the flames.

The three friends exchanged looks of
alarm.

Ellen wondered just how much power this
supposed “mischievous” spirit possessed.

“We banish all negative entities,” Sue
continued. “Evil spirits fly away and never return.”

“Otherwise, look for the light and cross
over to the other side,” Ellen chimed in. “You can draw from the
energy of the remaining candle or from the electricity in this
house. We wish you peace. We pray for peace. Find it on the other
side.”

The window over the sink dropped shut, the
noise of it startling the friends.

“What do you suppose that means?” Tanya
wondered out loud. “Do you think it left?”

“That would be nice, wouldn’t it?” Sue
commented.

As if in answer, the third flame went
out.

Ellen sighed. “Why don’t we give it a rest
and try again later? I’m hungry and don’t want to wait too late to
eat. Hot Springs Mountain Tower closes at eight, remember?”

“We should leave the cameras on,” Sue
suggested, “just in case they pick up on something.”

“Good idea,” Ellen agreed.

“Hopefully we can bring our luggage inside,”
Tanya said as she crossed the room to the front door. She opened it
without a problem. “Ellen? What the heck? There’s nothing wrong
with this door.”

“There was,” Sue insisted. “But I’ll tell
you what. Why don’t I stand there holding it open while you two
unload the luggage? That way we can be sure you get back
inside.”

“Well, aren’t you helpful?” Ellen said
sarcastically to Sue.

“I try my best.”

Ellen and Tanya rolled their eyes at each
other. Sue really was the smartest of the three of them, Ellen
thought as she followed Tanya outside to the silver Audi. She
always managed to find a way to get out of work.


 


 Chapter Two

Hot Springs Mountain Tower and Trail

 


The wait to dine at
Fisherman’s Wharf was over forty-five minutes, which Ellen hadn’t
expected on a Monday night, but the fried shrimp and steak platter
was delicious, and the service was good. The restaurant got extra
points for the sign that hung over the restrooms in the back. It
read: Men to the left. Women are always right.

Once they were driving up Hot Springs
Mountain Trail Road toward the tower, Tanya looked at her phone and
said, “It says here that the water bubbling to the surface in the
hot springs today began its journey in these Ouachita Mountains
over four thousand years ago.”

“How interesting,” Sue remarked from the
back. “I thought it came up from the earth’s core. If it comes from
the mountains, what makes it hot?”

Tanya lifted a finger. “It says that it gets
its heat completely from conduction.”

“What does that mean?” Ellen asked from
behind the wheel.

Tanya skimmed over the article. “The water
plunges thousands of feet below the earth before returning to the
surface. So, it’s not heated by volcanic activity like most natural
springs; instead, it’s made hot by the contact it makes with
underground rock.”

“Oh, okay. That makes sense.” Ellen quickly
found a parking place, and the three friends got in line to
purchase their tickets for the elevator ride to the top.

The panoramic views in all directions from
the observation deck were breathtaking, but as Ellen looked out at
the Ouachita mountaintops, she had the strangest feeling of déjà
vu, even though she’d never looked upon them before. And that
feeling was followed by another—fear. Sweat formed on her forehead,
and her knees gave out. She would have fallen had she not grabbed
onto the rail. What was happening to her?

Fortunately, her friends were looking out in
the opposite direction and hadn’t noticed. A man beside her asked
if she was okay. She nodded and thanked him before returning to the
inside of the tower, where the informational displays were located.
Sue and Tanya soon joined her, and together they took selfies with
the mountains behind them, visible through the large windows.

Ellen was glad when she and her friends were
in the elevator for the return trip down. Something about that
tower did not agree with her, but she kept her thoughts to
herself.

As they walked to the rental car, Tanya
said, “I know I promised not to beg you guys to hike with me on
this trip. I’m resigned to go by myself in the mornings while y’all
sleep in. But there’s a short and easy trail that wraps around this
tower. Do y’all mind if we hike it while we’re here? Pretty please?
I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.”

“So that’s what you’ve been buttering us up
for,” Sue accused. “You know my knees and hips aren’t up to
par.”

“Exercise could help, Sue,” Tanya insisted.
“It’s an easy trail. Come on. The views are incredible.”

Sue put her hands on her hips in
warrior-ready fashion. “My mind is saying yes, Tanya, but my body
is saying, ‘Try it, and you die.’”

Ellen shrugged. “If it’s short and easy, I’m
game.”

“Fine,” Sue finally said. “But you’ll owe
me.”

“Thanks, guys. You won’t regret it.”

They reached a gazebo where Tanya stopped to
read a placard about the trail. Although she read it aloud, Ellen
was too busy taking photos of the sunset to hear what she said. Sue
was talking to a mother of two who was sitting on the ledge of the
gazebo with her children on the floor by her feet. Sue had a way of
learning everything about everyone within the first few minutes of
meeting them.

“This is the only place where it’s not
flat,” Tanya assured them a few minutes later as they approached
the down-sloping trailhead.

Ellen grabbed Tanya’s hand to avoid
slipping. Then she turned and helped Sue.

“Look how beautiful those mountains are in
the distance,” Tanya said, pointing. “That sunset is gorgeous,
isn’t it?”

The sky was painted with streaks of pink and
pale orange, providing a picturesque backdrop to the silhouette of
the mountain range in the distance. Ellen suddenly recognized it,
and, as before, her knees weakened.

“You okay?” Sue asked her.

“My knees feel wobbly.”

“Yours and mine both, sister,” Sue replied.
“Let’s get this over with.”

“Over with?” Tanya repeated. “You mean let’s
enjoy it. Breathe in the fresh air. Take in the stunning
views.”

“Why aren’t there more people on this
trail?” Ellen wondered as she followed Tanya.

“One, it’s a Monday,” Tanya began, “and two,
it’s kind of late to be hiking in the woods. It’ll be dark before
too long.”

Sue stopped in her tracks. “Well, aren’t we
dumb. Aren’t there bears around here?”

“I think so,” Ellen replied. “I read about
them in the tower.”

“That might be why there are no other
hikers,” Sue pointed out. “Everyone else is smarter than us.”

“I meant to bring my bear balls,” Tanya said
as she continued to lead them on the trail.

Ellen and Sue looked at each other and
guffawed.

“Bear balls?” Ellen repeated.

“I meant bear bells.” Tanya’s cheeks
turned pink.

“Where is your mind at, Tanya?” Sue wanted
to know. “Missing Dave already?”

“Oh, stop. Though I did tell him recently
that my back goes out more than we do.”

Ellen and Sue would have laughed if they
could breathe.

They came up to a steep, upward slope. Ellen
found herself grabbing on to a nearby tree to help her climb.

“So much for this being an easy trail,” Sue
complained.

“Or a flat one,” Ellen agreed.

“I thought it was—I promise.”

“I think I see the road up ahead,” Sue said
cheerfully. “Thank goodness, because my knees hurt.”

“Mine, too,” Ellen said. “And my purse
weighs a ton.”

“That’s not the end of the trail,” Tanya
informed them. “We’re not even halfway done yet.”

Ellen and Sue exchanged looks of alarm.

“We’ve gone half a mile at least,” Ellen
insisted. “You said it was short and easy.”

“This trail is 1.8 miles,” Tanya said.
“Weren’t you listening when I read the sign to you?”

Ellen and Sue exchanged glances again. No,
they hadn’t been.

“I wouldn’t have carried my purse if I’d
known that,” Ellen groaned.

“I wouldn’t have come at all,” Sue
insisted.

“Come on, guys. It’s not that bad. Geez.
Ellen, give me your purse.”

Ellen gladly handed it over and then she and
Sue followed as best they could through the darkening woods.

“You weren’t kidding,” Tanya said after a
while. “This purse does weigh a ton. What’s in it?”

“My phone and wallet, of course, but also .
. . let’s see . . . my pendulum, EMF detector, dousing rods, EVP
recorder, a cannister of salt, a spritzer of holy water, a bag of
protective crystals, a sage smudge stick, a lighter, a Mini Maglite
flashlight, my sketchpad, and . . . other stuff.”

“Just the essentials,” Sue said, though she
seemed too out of breath to laugh.

When they came to a second road, Ellen
asked, “Is this the end? Please say yes.”

“It is for me,” Sue said.

“We still have half a mile,” Tanya
replied.

Sue shook her head. “You’re going to have to
pick me up. I see a bench with my name on it.”

“What about the bears?” Tanya asked.

“I’d rather be eaten than walk another step.
Plus, I bet it’s safer here on the road than in those woods.”

“Maybe I should wait with you,” Ellen
wondered.

“Don’t make me go on alone,” Tanya pleaded.
“It’s nearly dark, and there are no other hikers around.”

“And she doesn’t have her bear balls,” Sue
teased.

 


When Ellen and Tanya finally reached their
rental vehicle, Ellen couldn’t get behind the wheel fast enough.
“Oh, lordy, lord, lord. That was no little trail.” Ellen was
laughing—high on endorphins, she supposed.

“Are you okay?”

“Just a little dizzy.”

Tanya shook her head and giggled. “Should I
drive?”

“Somehow, I don’t think that’s a serious
offer, Tanya.”

“I mean it. I’ve been driving more
lately.”

“Let’s just find Sue and get back.”

Tanya consulted her phone’s GPS and
navigated from the passenger’s seat.

Sue stood up from the bench as they pulled
up beside her.

As she climbed into the back seat, Sue said,
“That natural hot tub sounds good about now.”

“Let’s fill our water bottles with the
spring water before we head back, okay?” Tanya asked as Ellen drove
down the winding descent toward the town. “It will just take a
minute.”

“You sure
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