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   Chapter One

   A Rough Start

   
    I

   

    don’t know,” Tanya said from where she sat beside Ellen and across from Sue, in their usual booth at Panera. 

   The window beside Ellen was hotter than her black bean soup, due to the relentless rays of the August sun, which perched at high noon.

   “I think we should wait at least one more month,” Tanya said.

   Tanya glanced at each of them with her troubled blue eyes before fidgeting with her salad. Her long blonde hair had been pulled back into a ponytail at the nape of her neck, giving Ellen, beside her, a full view of Tanya’s frown. It seemed to Ellen that Tanya thought the subject was now closed.

   Ellen took a sip of her iced tea and hid her exasperation. “Every doctor in Boulder City has said the same thing: It’s not contagious. They think the symptoms are psychosomatic. No actual flu virus has been detected.”

   “I’m not sure I’m ready to risk my life on the word of five or six Podunk doctors,” Sue said before taking a bite of her broccoli cheddar soup. 

   Ellen bit her lip. She’d hoped to have Sue on her side, but she’d forgotten what a hypochondriac her friend was. Ellen supposed she should be glad that Sue hadn’t believed she’d already come down with the Phantom Flu.

   “No one’s died from it, Sue. And Boulder City is not a Podunk town,” Ellen argued. “It’s just a hop, a skip, and a jump away from Las Vegas. Now that they’re saying it’s psychosomatic, the quarantine has been lifted. It’s not the bird flu, or the swine flu, or viral pneumonia. It’s not bacterial, either. They’re calling it the Phantom Flu for a reason.”

   “Look who’s calling the kettle black,” Sue complained as she brushed her dark bangs from her eyes.

   Ellen furrowed her brows. “I didn’t call anybody anything.”

   “No,” Tanya said. “But you’re frustrated with us for being skeptics when that’s usually your M.O.”

   Tanya crossed one long, thin leg over the other, nearly curling into a ball, like a baby giraffe. She continued to frown as she used her fork to scoot salad from one side of her plate to the other.

   Ellen sighed. “If the Phantom Flu were the only strange thing going on in Boulder City, I might be convinced that it was caused by an unknown virus that the doctors have been unable to isolate. I might even believe the apparently popular theory that—what are the numbers now? Five hundred and fifty-two?”

   Sue nodded.

   “I might believe that it’s possible for five hundred and fifty-two people to be suffering from mass hysteria. But I truly believe all the evidence points to a significant paranormal event.”

   Back in May, Tanya and Sue had been chomping at the bit to go. Ellen had wanted to take some time to find closure with Paul. She’d continued to feel guilty about her relationship with Brian. But shortly after Sue and Tanya had convinced Ellen to investigate the strange happenings in Boulder City, news of the flu-like epidemic had swept the nation, and they’d decided to wait.

   “Let’s just give it until the end of September,” Sue said. “The weather will be nicer.”

   “I’m not waiting,” Ellen said.

   Tanya and Sue looked up from their plates with their mouths hanging open.

   “I’ll go by myself, if I have to,” Ellen added. “Maybe I’ll ask Brian to join me.”

   “I thought you were going to end things with him,” Tanya said before taking a bite of her salad.

   “I changed my mind,” Ellen said. “And you’re changing the subject.”

   “You’re bluffing,” Sue said, pointing a finger at Ellen. “You won’t go without us.”

   “Maybe I am bluffing, and maybe I’m not. I want to investigate, to embark on a new adventure. Of course, if I had my choice, I’d rather it be with you than without you.”

   Tanya frowned again. “What if the Phantom Flu is caused by spirit attachments—or, worse, possessions? I’m scared, Ellen.”

   “We have protection against that now.” Ellen pinched the gris gris bag hanging around her neck beneath her summer blouse. 

   “Not one-hundred-percent foolproof protection,” Sue said.

   Ellen shot a warning look across the table at Sue. It was a wonder that Tanya had helped in Portland, after enduring a spirit attachment in New Orleans. Did Sue want to deter their friend from ever working with ghosts again?

   Ellen folded her napkin onto her plate, having finished the last of her panini. She felt a hot flash coming on as sweat formed on her forehead and dripped down the back of her neck. She wished she’d worn her hair up. Tanya had had the right idea with her ponytail. She wondered how Sue’s dark brown hair, which fell to her shoulders, always looked so flawless.

   “Come on, guys,” Ellen said. “People are suffering and in need of our help. You said so yourself, Sue. The comments on your blog are absolutely heart-wrenching.”

   Ellen pulled out her phone and went to Sue’s blog. Over sixty comments—though some from the same people—were listed on Sue’s most recent post. The post had been about the Raven and Rose in Portland, but the comments were all about Boulder City. One man named Carl seemed quite sure that the devil had mistaken Boulder City for Vegas and, after being denied an investigation by the Catholic Church, Carl had come to Sue’s blog as a last resort. Another man commented that he would pay Ghost Healers a hundred thousand dollars to investigate. 

   Ellen found the comment she’d been looking for and read aloud:

   “‘Please help. My twenty-year-old daughter has been having visions of a man standing over her bed every night since April. Deprived of sleep, Erin missed a lot of work and was fired last Tuesday. Since then, her health has declined, and nothing seems to help. We need you in Boulder City, Nevada!’ signed, Mary Jane McGinty.”

   Sue sighed. “Ellen, I’ve read my blog. I know what it says.”

   “Mary Jane has commented with three other pleas for help since then,” Ellen said as she scrolled through the comments. “Oh, my gosh. There’s a new comment today from someone else. Have you read it yet?”

   “No.” Sue leaned forward. “What does it say?”

   Ellen read, “‘As my husband and I were driving home to Boulder City from a weekend getaway in Las Vegas last Sunday night, we saw a young man walking on the side of the road coming into town. He was dragging his feet and stumbling in our headlights. My husband slowed the car as we approached him. The man fell into the middle of the road! My husband stopped the car, and we both ran out to check on him, but the man had disappeared! Meanwhile, another car traveling in the same direction as us nearly killed us. Imagine our horror when we arrived in Boulder City and shared our story with friends, only to discover that at least five other people had seen the same thing. One of them hadn’t been as lucky as us. My sister’s father-in-law had been run over by another driver the previous night while trying to help what must have been a ghost! Please come to Boulder City and help us!’—signed, Pat Blake.”

   “That gave me chills,” Tanya muttered.

   “When did it become our job to save people from ghosts?” Sue asked. “I don’t understand why people expect us to do something about it.”

   “You’re the one who wrote the blog that made us famous,” Ellen pointed out. “You’re the one that made Ghost Healers, Inc. a household name.” Then, in a teasing tone, she added, “And, you know the old saying: With great power comes great responsibility.”

   “Really?” Tanya shook her head before taking another sip of her tea.

   Sue sighed. “It may sound cheesy, but Ellen’s right.”

   Tanya looked up at Sue with her brows lifted and her lips parted in surprise. “I thought you were on my side.”

   “We have a gift,” Sue said. “And it’s our duty to use it for good.”

   “Even at our own peril?” Tanya asked. “You really want to risk catching this Phantom Flu?”

   “No one has died from it,” Ellen said again. 

   “Not yet,” Tanya said. “And even so, do you really want to suffer with flu-like symptoms indefinitely? They’re saying no one’s recovered from it, either. It’s been months. And we don’t know that it won’t eventually kill them. Why chance it?”

   Sue turned to Ellen. “I’ll go with you. When do you want to leave?”

   “Why not this weekend?” Ellen suggested.

   “I’ll check with Tom and let you know.”

   “Seriously?” Tanya objected. “You’ll go without me?”

   “If we must,” Ellen said. 

   “Though we’d rather not,” Sue added.

   Tanya shook her head. “Don’t you think you’re becoming addicted to this paranormal stuff? If you’re willing to risk your health—and even your life—to chase after some ghosts, it might be time to see a therapist.”

   Ellen folded her hands and turned to Tanya. “You were just as excited about Ghost Healers, Inc. as we were, Tanya. You agreed that we felt called to a higher purpose. I think you still haven’t completely recovered from that spirit attachment. Maybe you’re the one who needs therapy. And I say that with love.”

   “I don’t need therapy,” Tanya insisted.

   “None of us needs therapy,” Sue said. “And no one’s forcing you to go to Boulder City, Tanya. Stay if you want.”

   “Or come,” Ellen added.

   “Fine,” Tanya huffed. “I’ll check with Dave. But if I get sick or die—or worse, get possessed—it’s your fault,” she added, glaring first at Ellen and then at Sue.

   Ellen would be more than happy to take the blame—though she wasn’t quite sure how that would help matters. “Great. Text me once you’ve checked with your husbands.”

   As they left Panera, Ellen felt a thrill run down her back. It was exciting to be starting something new, even if it was a bit terrifying.

   
   Sunday afternoon, Ellen, Sue, and Tanya sat in a booth at Pappadeaux Seafood Kitchen at the Dallas-Fort Worth airport during a three-hour layover for their connecting flight to Las Vegas. Their flight from San Antonio had been tiring if uneventful. Sue had spent the bulk of the flight convincing them that Pappadeaux was the best place to eat lunch at DFW, even if it was quite a distance from their gate. After a filling lunch, the three hung out in their booth with their carry-on luggage beside them and used their phones to conduct more research on the strange events that had been reportedly taking place in Boulder City since early spring.

   “What I want to know is, ‘Why now?’” Ellen murmured as she scrolled through another page in her Google search. “Something had to have caused this massive paranormal event, right? Do things like this just randomly and arbitrarily occur? I think not. Wouldn’t you agree?”

   “According to my research,” Tanya began, “the first case of the Phantom Flu was traced back to March 22nd.”

   “I’ve not been able to find anything in my research of the Hoover Dam’s history that corresponds with March or with this year,” Sue said without looking up from her phone. “I was thinking this year might be a significant anniversary, but the dam was built between 1931 and 1936.”

   “Hold on,” Ellen said. “This says that while construction on the dam began in 1931, the preparations began much earlier. Surveyors had begun investigating Boulder Canyon as early as 1921.”

   Sue smirked. “Well, that might be relevant if this were 2021.”

   Tanya shook her head. “Do ghosts really care about anniversaries? Are they even aware of them?”

   Sue shrugged. “It was just a theory. Why don’t you share one of yours? Oh, that’s right. You don’t have one.”

   Tanya’s face turned red. “I suppose I’ll share one when I come up with one worth sharing.”

   “Now, now.” Ellen said. “Sometimes we have to consider the bad ideas in order to come up with the good ones.”

   Sue furrowed her brows. “I didn’t think it was such a bad idea.”

   “Of course not,” Ellen said. “I just meant that we should consider everything, to increase the likelihood of finding the truth.”

   Sue’s look of consternation was immediately replaced by a goofy grin when their handsome waiter approached to see if he could bring them any more water or tea.

   It had been an hour since he’d cleared their plates away. Ellen planned to leave the waiter a hefty tip—not because they were keeping him from making money, but because there weren’t many tables occupied. It was either a slow day or an unpopular hour for lunch. Ellen had a feeling it was a combination.

   Sue had been smitten with their tall, broad-chested waiter, Adrian, since he’d first greeted them. His long dark hair fell to his shoulders, and dark brows contrasted with stunning green eyes. He was probably in his mid-twenties—just a baby—but that didn’t stop Sue from smiling up at him with a touch of pink flushing her cheeks.

   “Could I get a cherry coke to go?” she asked him as she batted her eyelashes. “I promise to make it worth your while.”

   Ellen covered her mouth and fought the giggles.

   “I meant with a tip!” Sue cried, her face reddening. 

   Adrian laughed with his head thrown back. 

   “Seriously, guys,” Sue scolded, looking like a tomato.

   Adrian turned to Ellen and Tanya. “Can I get anything for you, ladies?”

   “Nothing for me,” Tanya said.

   “No, thanks,” Ellen added.

   “I’ll be right back with that cherry coke.”

   Sue watched the waiter walk away and then turned to Ellen. “Well, I guess I won’t be coming to this airport ever again. Thanks a lot, Ellen.”

   Ellen and Tanya laughed so hard that tears filled their eyes.

   When Adrian returned, he handed the coke to Sue, whose fingers trembled with embarrassment as she took the cup.

   “Thank you, Adrian,” Sue said.

   “No worries,” he said with a grin. “Hey, didn’t I hear you mention that you were waiting on Flight 475 for Las Vegas?”

   “Yes,” Sue replied. “Why? Are you on that flight, too?”

   The look of hope on Sue’s face was enough to convince Ellen that her friend had already concocted a fantasy in which Sue and the waiter were seated on the plane, side by side.

   “No,” he said. “I wish. It’s just that I heard them announce last call for boarding passengers. Did you not hear it?”

   Ellen, Tanya, and Sue looked at one another with wide eyes.

   “No,” Sue cried, looking at her phone. “What time is it? Oh, no!”

   “Oh my gosh!” Tanya said. “I told you we should have eaten closer to our gate.”

   “We better hurry!” Ellen said as she and her friends scrambled from their booth.

   Sue put another ten-dollar bill on the table. “Please pray we make it!”

   Adrian gave her a wink. “Will do. And thanks.”

   As they rushed from the restaurant and through the airport, rolling their carry-on cases behind them, Sue covered her heart and muttered, “Did you see the way he looked at me?”

   Ellen and Tanya laughed as they tried not to leave Sue behind. Ellen felt slightly delirious.

   Sue said, “If we miss our flight, that wink will have made it all worth it.”

   “To you, maybe,” Tanya said. “Can’t you walk any faster?”

   “Not all of us were gifted with giraffe legs,” Sue said.

   Ellen, whose panic and determination had faded with her laughter, said, “There’s no way we’ll make it to the gate in time.”

   Sue slowed down. “I’m inclined to agree.”

   “Don’t give up!” Tanya called from five feet ahead of them. “Come on, guys! You’re the ones who wanted to go on this trip.”

   Ellen and Sue tried their best to keep up with Tanya, but it wasn’t long before Tanya was out of sight. About ten minutes later, they saw her making her way back to them. She didn’t look happy.

   “We missed it?” Sue asked, when she and Ellen had caught up to their long-legged friend.

   Tanya nodded. 

   “Don’t they usually page missing passengers?” Ellen asked. “I’ve heard them do it many times before.”

   “I thought so, too,” Sue said. “Do you think they called us, and we just didn’t hear them?”

   “I suppose that’s possible,” Ellen admitted. “I did think the music in the restaurant was a bit too loud.”

   “Now what?” Tanya asked. “The next flight to Vegas is in the morning.”

   “Great,” Ellen muttered.

   “Why do I feel like the two of you blame me for this?” Sue asked. “I didn’t force you to agree to Pappadeaux.”

   “No one blames you,” Ellen said.

   Tanya shot Ellen a look. Ellen didn’t need telepathic powers to know what Tanya was thinking.

   “Well, you should be thanking me,” Sue said. “I’m the one who convinced you to pack your necessities into a carry-on, in case this very thing ever happened.”

   “That’s true,” Ellen said. “So, thank you.”

   “But where do we go from here?” Tanya asked.

   “Can’t you call Brian to help us?” Sue asked Ellen.

   “What?” Ellen was taken aback. “I can’t expect him and his private jet to be at my beck and call.”

   “Why not?” Tanya asked. “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind. It could save us hours. And maybe he’d enjoy coming to Vegas with us for a couple of days before flying back.”

   Ellen sighed. She’d been wanting to put a little more distance between herself and Brian, while she worked through some of her feelings, and didn’t think asking him to fly them to Vegas would help her to achieve that end. Plus, he’d already arranged for them to take a very special VIP tour of Hoover Dam and was working on getting them a meeting with the mayor, who happened to be his cousin. She didn’t want to overstep—she’d already overstepped.

   “We could always look into hiring our own private jet,” Ellen suggested.

   They found a place to sit while they searched for options on their phones.

   Most of the private jet services required an annual subscription, which Ellen didn’t want to do for a single, one-way trip.

   “Why don’t we look into buying a one-way ticket to Vegas on another airline?” Ellen suggested.

   “I’m already searching for one,” Sue said.

   Ellen and Tanya did the same, but they found all the other flights were booked.

   “We could hang out at the gate where they’re boarding the next flight and see if there are any last-minute cancellations,” Ellen said.

   “What are the odds that there will be three?” Sue pointed out.

   “Let’s just grab a hotel and come back in the morning,” Tanya said.

   “But what about our VIP tour of the dam?” Sue objected. “We have to be there tomorrow morning at ten. Can Brian reschedule that for us?”

   In the end, Ellen broke down and called Brian.

   
   Chapter Two

   A Rocky Flight

   
    T

   

   wo hours later, Ellen, Sue, and Tanya met Brian’s jet on the strip of a private airport five miles away from the DFW in the windy heat. Although Brian wasn’t on the plane, he’d sent Kirk to make sure Ellen and her friends were safely delivered to Vegas.

   Kirk stood at the bottom of the mobile steel steps leading up to the plane entrance. He looked handsome in his khaki pants and turquoise-colored polo.

   “Hello, Kirk,” Tanya said. “It’s nice to see you again.”

   Kirk took her carry-on case and stowed it in a compartment at the bottom of the jet. “It’s good to see you, too, ma’am.”

   Tanya ascended the steps.

   “Hi, there, Kirk,” Sue said next. “Did you miss me? We had some good times waiting in line at Voodoo Doughnut together.”

   “Indeed,” Kirk replied, taking her case and adding it to the compartment with Tanya’s, as Sue made her way up the steps.

   Ellen wondered how he really felt about Sue. “Hi, Kirk.”

   “Hello, ma’am. Mr. McManius asked me to tell you how sorry he is that he couldn’t join you.”

   “Thank you.” She handed over her carry-on.

   Ellen followed Sue, who took her time going up the steps as she reminded Ellen that she had a hurt foot. Ellen’s thoughts were elsewhere, however. She was wishing Brian had surprised her by canceling his Monday meetings. Even now, she hoped he’d be waiting for her on the plane and was disappointed to find that he wasn’t. She told herself that it was for the best. She needed more time to sort through her feelings.

   Two pairs of seats faced one another—one pair on either side of the aisle. Sue sat across from Tanya on one side of the plane, so Ellen took the seat across the aisle from Tanya, with her back to the cockpit and facing the empty seat that she supposed would be Kirk’s. 

   Kirk soon appeared in the doorway asking if he could get them anything to drink before takeoff.

   “Well, that depends,” Sue said. “Is the plane as well-stocked as the limo?”

   “Indeed, it is,” Kirk said with a grin.

   “Then margaritas all around,” Sue said. “Am I right, ladies?”

   “Sounds good to me,” Tanya said.

   “Me, too.” Ellen said.

   It had been a long, tiring day, and Ellen could use something to relax her.

   Kirk went to the back of the plane and fixed their drinks just as the pilot entered the cabin from the cockpit.

   “Hello, ladies,” he said, offering each of them his hand. “My name’s Jimmy. I’m looking forward to getting you safely to Las Vegas this evening.”

   Jimmy, who also wore khakis and a polo, was younger than Kirk—probably early thirties—and had a baby face with round cheeks that made him seem even younger.

   “Nice to meet you,” they said to him.

   “I’m just waiting for clearance,” the pilot said. “We should be ready for take-off within the next fifteen minutes or so.”

   “Sounds great,” Sue said.

   “Thank you for coming all this way to get us,” Ellen added.

   “It’s my pleasure,” Jimmy said. “I do want to warn you that we’re heading into some nasty weather, so expect quite a bit of turbulence.”

   “Should we be worried?” Tanya asked.

   “Not at all,” Jimmy said. “It’s nothing I haven’t flown through before. I just didn’t want you to be alarmed by the bumpy ride.”

   “How long will it be before we land?” Sue asked.

   “Two-and-a-half to three hours,” the pilot said.

   Once the pilot had returned to the cockpit, Tanya said, “So, nine thirty, then. That’s not too bad.”

   “It’s a lot better than tomorrow,” Sue said. Then, turning to Ellen, she added, “I hope you’ll thank Brian on our behalf.”

   “Of course, I will.”

   “You’ll have to think of something extra special,” Sue said, “if you know what I mean.”

   When Ellen looked up to see Kirk blushing, her own face must have turned the color of beets. She thanked him for the drink and quickly averted her eyes. As soon as Kirk’s back was turned, she made a face at Sue.

   “Karma’s a bitch,” Sue teased.

   Ellen realized Sue must be referring to her embarrassment back at Pappadeaux’s with Adrian.

   “Touché,” Ellen said, lifting her glass in the air before taking a sip. “Mmm. This is good.”

   Kirk sat in the seat across from Ellen. “I’m glad you like it.”

   Sue had already finished hers by the time Kirk had strapped himself in.

   “Delicious,” Sue said.

   “Should I get you another?”

   “I better not. But thank you.” Sue handed her empty glass to Kirk, who took it to the back of the plane before returning to his seat.

   Kirk had just strapped himself back in again when the plane turned and began to take off. Ellen closed her eyes and tried to relax. No matter how often she did it, flying made her nervous.

   Once they were settled in the air, Kirk asked if they were interested in watching a movie, but Sue and Tanya said they’d rather nap. Ellen decided to set her half-empty margarita glass in a nearby cupholder and close her eyes for a little while, too. 

   
   Ellen was startled awake when the plane dropped for what felt like several hundred feet. All three ladies screamed. Even Kirk wore a look of terror on his face.

   Ellen’s drink spilled across her chest, and the empty glass fell to her lap.

   The plane abruptly stopped before ascending again, but now it swung from one side to the other, as if the wings were playing a game of see-saw.

   “What’s happening?’ Sue cried.

   “Jimmy warned us that it would get rough,” Kirk replied.

   “Has it ever been this rough?” Tanya asked.

   Kirk didn’t answer. He unbuckled his seat belt and fumbled past Ellen toward the cockpit.

   Alone in the cabin, the three friends clung to their armrests, holding on for dear life. Ellen was trying not to be sick. 

    A flash of lightning illuminated the cabin. The ripping roar of thunder immediately followed.

   “Do you think this is how we were meant to die?” Sue asked with a white face.

   “I’m not sure if I believe that anything’s meant to be,” Ellen stammered.

   “If it’s your time, it’s your time,” Sue said. “There isn’t a thing you can do about it. Don’t you think, Tanya?”

   Tears streamed down Tanya’s cheeks. “I don’t know, but I’m praying pretty hard right now—making all kinds of promises.”

   “Me, too,” Ellen said, allowing her own tears to fall. “I can’t leave my kids. It’s too soon after Paul.”

   “Whoa!” Tanya cried when the nose of the plane dipped suddenly before lifting again.

   “Geez Louise!” Ellen muttered through clenched teeth. “I wish Kirk would come back and tell us what the hell is going on.”

   “I promise to take fewer cruises,” Sue said. “I’ll donate what I would have spent on cruises to the Sisters of Mercy.”

   “Don’t you already give a thousand dollars a year to them, for their missions of poverty?” Ellen asked her.

   “Yes, but sometimes I wonder if I should be giving more. It’s like that movie, Schindler’s List. Remember? He says he could have saved more people if he’d made more sacrifices. Think how many mouths the cost of a cruise could feed.”

   Another sudden drop in altitude caused the three of them to shriek in unison.

   “We actually sounded good together—our screams,” Sue said. “Maybe we should start up a singing group, if we live through this.”

   Ellen laughed through her tears. “We could be a ghost healing singing sensation.”

   “We haven’t been too extravagant with our money, have we?” Tanya asked.

   “I don’t know,” Ellen said, clutching her belly and trying not to vomit. “But I guess flying in a private jet might count as too extravagant. Most people would have had to wait for the next flight.”

   Sue frowned. “Do you think we’re being punished for it?”

   Ellen’s eyes widened as another streak of lightning illuminated the cabin. Then the plane shuddered with the roar of thunder.

   “I’m not sure that God works like that,” Ellen finally said. “But who the hell knows? I just know that, if we make it through this, I’ll do my best to be a better person.”

   “Me, too,” Tanya said.

   “Me, three,” Sue added.

   “I’m so sorry that I fought with you today,” Ellen
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