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 Chapter One

Palo Duro Canyon

 


When was the last time we
did a road trip together?” Ellen wondered from behind the wheel of
the rental car.

Tanya, who sat in the front passenger’s seat, was
twisting her blonde hair into a messy ponytail on top of her head.
“Wasn’t it when we took our kids to Colorado?”

“Was it really that long ago?” Sue said from the
backseat. “Heck, Lexi was in the ninth grade when we did that.”

Ellen glanced at Sue in the rearview mirror. “That
can’t be right, can it?”

“It’s been the train or the plane ever since,” Sue
said, her brown eyes confident.

“Every time I fly,” Tanya began, “I’m reminded of
why I hate flying. But now that we’ve been on the road for two
days, I’m reminded of why I hate driving.”

“You mean riding,” Sue said from the
back.

Ellen laughed. “And sleeping.”

“I haven’t slept a wink since we left Sweetwater,”
Tanya said with a defensive tone.

“Well, I don’t think it was Ellen I heard snoring,”
Sue said. “At least, I hope it wasn’t.”

Tanya turned to face Sue. “You laugh all you want. I
wasn’t the one who left a line of toilet paper from the bathroom to
my bedroom last night.”

Ellen giggled. “That was pretty funny. You still
haven’t explained how that happened, Sue.”

“You don’t want to know,” Sue said.

“I started to roll it up this morning,” Tanya said,
“but when I saw that it continued beneath Sue’s door, I was afraid
of what might be on the end of it.”

“Oh, stop!” Sue cried, laughing at herself.

“Sounds like an episode of If That House Could
Talk,” Ellen said, still laughing.

“I’m sure more interesting things have happened in
that old bed and breakfast in Sweetwater,” Sue insisted.

“Oh, look!” Ellen pointed. “There it is.”

After hours of driving on a flat, uninteresting
landscape, Ellen was delighted to see the Grand Canyon of Texas,
Palo Duro Canyon, come into view with all its glorious reds, pinks,
and purples.

“It’s beautiful,” Tanya said.

“It’s lovely to look at,” Sue began, “but you still
aren’t getting me to go hiking tomorrow. Your chances of seeing a
unicorn are greater.”

“We’re just asking you to keep an open mind,” Tanya
said.

Sue sighed. “If you want to get rid of me, just say
so. No need to hide my body at the bottom of a canyon.”

“There’s a very easy trail from the cabin we’re
staying at,” Ellen said. “Alison could walk it when she was
three.”

“You still haven’t told us why you brought us
instead of Brian,” Sue said, deflecting.

Ellen frowned at Sue in the rearview mirror. “Does
there have to be a reason for wanting to go on a trip with my
friends?”

“You’re technically still newlyweds.” Sue tucked a
strand of brown hair behind one ear. “Is there trouble in
paradise?”

“Brian’s not interested in shopping in Santa Fe,”
Ellen said. “I thought it was something we girls would enjoy
more.”

Tanya gave her a sideways glance. “Brian loves to
shop. It sounds like he loves to do everything with you.”

“Maybe that’s the problem,” Sue speculated. “Is
Brian smothering you, Ellen?”

Ellen parked in front of their cabin. It was made of
stone and built into the canyon rim. She and Paul had come with the
kids on two different road trips when the kids were little.

“He’s just so different from Paul,” Ellen said.
“Paul and I spent as much time apart as we did together.”

They climbed from the vehicle and carried their
luggage to the rustic cabin. The panoramic views beneath the
afternoon sun boasted rock formations that glistened like diamonds
and uplifted Ellen’s spirit as she unlocked the door and pushed it
open for her friends.

Tanya entered first. “It has a fireplace?”

“Two, actually,” Ellen said. “One in each
bedroom.”

“Unfortunately, it’s hotter than a firecracker,” Sue
said. “That would have been a nice feature in winter.”

“At least it has air conditioning,” Tanya said.

“The musical only runs in the summers,” Ellen
pointed out. “Speaking of which, we better hurry if we want to get
our meal before the show starts.”

 


The natural amphitheater built into the canyon wall
was bigger than Ellen had remembered, as was the crowd of people in
line for the chuckwagon steak, baked potato, and corn-on-the-cob
dinner. To fight the summer heat, misters kept the air cool around
the covered picnic tables. On the opposite side of the path were
vendors with jewelry, textiles, and art for sale.

Once they had their plates and were seated at one of
the tables, Tanya asked, “How long did you say the show lasts?”

“Two hours, I think,” Ellen said. “Don’t worry.
You’ll love every minute of it. They do an incredible job.”

“This food is delicious,” Sue said with lifted
brows. “I wasn’t expecting it to be so good.”

“There’s peach cobbler for dessert, so save room,”
Ellen said.

“What made you choose to bring us here and to
Santa Fe?” Sue asked. “You’ve already seen the show, and although
you said you wanted to shop for turquoise, you don’t really
wear that much jewelry.”

“Not just the turquoise,” Ellen said. “The art.
Santa Fe is an artist’s buffet.”

“I think there’s more to it than that,” Sue
said.

“What are you? Psychic?” Ellen asked.

Sue shrugged. “I’ve told you many times that I have
the gift.”

“Speaking of psychics,” Tanya said, “I saw one over
by the jewelry. We should ask for a reading before the show. If
Ellen won’t tell us why we’re here, maybe that psychic will.”

Ellen sighed. “Okay, okay. I found a house I might
want to buy in Santa Fe.”

“What?” Sue and Tanya said at the same time.

“I want an artist’s retreat,” Ellen explained. “And
where better than in Santa Fe?”

“But you have an art studio in your back yard,”
Tanya pointed out.

“Well, it’s turned into a woodworking shop, too,”
Ellen said.

Sue grinned. “That’s cute. I can imagine you in
there with your paint brushes while Brian works on his wood.”

Tanya giggled. “That sounded nasty.”

Sue laughed while Ellen glanced around at the others
nearby, hoping no one had overheard.

“You don’t like sharing, I guess,” Tanya said.

Ellen tilted her head to the side. “He uses power
tools. It’s not the retreat it once was.”

Sue and Tanya lifted their brows.

“I have absolutely no regrets about marrying him,”
Ellen said. “I love him. I really do. But we’re still adjusting.
I’m still adjusting and adapting to my new normal, you know?”

Tears welled in Ellen’s eyes. It had been harder
than she’d anticipated to make a new life with a new man. She’d
been used to the way she and Paul had fit together. It had been
comfortable. As exciting as it was to be in love with Brian, it was
also exhausting. She needed her space.

“I get it,” Tanya said. “No worries.”

“I’m sure you’ll find your footing soon,” Sue
added.

Tanya took a sip of her iced tea. “So, tell us about
the property you want to buy.”

Ellen leaned forward. “It’s a three-bedroom,
two-bath, 1600 square-foot home on the side of a hill with views of
the mountains. I like the modern architecture—simple, with lots of
windows. And it’s only a five-minute drive from the plaza.”

“Sounds nice,” Sue said. “When do we get to see
it?”

“I have an appointment with the realtor on Friday
morning,” Ellen said.

“What’s today?” Sue asked. “Wednesday?”

“Yes, Wednesday,” Ellen said before taking a bite
from the fresh, buttery cob of corn.

“It’s not haunted, is it?” Tanya asked of the
house.

“I don’t think so,” Ellen said. “But it’s been
vacant for quite some time.”

Sue arched a brow. “Interesting.”

 


Since they had plenty of time before the show, they
browsed the vendor tables after they’d finished their meal. As
promised, Tanya stopped at the table belonging to the psychic and
asked for a reading.

The psychic took her hand and frowned.

“What’s wrong?” Tanya glanced nervously at Sue and
Ellen before turning back to the psychic. “Do you sense something
bad?”

“Are you ladies traveling to Santa Fe?” the psychic,
who looked to be in her mid-forties, asked. She had vibrant red
hair pulled up into a tight bun. Her pale skin looked out of place
in the Texas heat.

“That’s where we’re headed next,” Ellen said.
“Why?”

“It’s hard for me to see beyond the shadow man,” she
said. “Watch out for him—a shade in Santa Fe. You might want to
change your travel plans.”

Tanya’s face became as pale as the psychic’s. “Maybe
we should.”

“We aren’t changing our plans,” Ellen said. “Come
on, Tanya. Pay the lady, and let’s get our seats before the
show.”

The musical Texas had a full crowd on
stadium-style benches made of cement. Although sitting on the bench
for two hours was hard on Ellen’s back, the time flew by. Most of
it was spent laughing along with the crowd.

“That was a hoot,” Sue said when it was over.

“Yes, but I could use a massage,” Tanya said,
rubbing her back.

“I have a spa day scheduled for us on Saturday in
Santa Fe,” Ellen said. “My treat.”

“Are we sure we still want to go there?’ Tanya
asked. “What do you think of what the psychic said? Are we going to
run into the shade of Santa Fe?”

“You still have your gris gris bag, don’t
you?” Ellen pulled hers out from beneath her blouse. It hung around
her neck from a thin leather band.

“Of course,” Tanya said, pulling hers out, too.

They turned to Sue.

“I’m not wearing mine. It bothers me.”

“But you brought it with you, didn’t you?” Ellen
asked, suddenly worried.

“Yes. I sleep with it,” Sue said.

“Maybe you should wear it in Santa Fe, just in
case,” Tanya said.

 


The next morning, Ellen made coffee, and she and her
friends sat on the patio and watched the sunrise over the canyon.
The canyon stretched as far and wide as the eyes could see and was
at least 800 feet in the deepest areas. Striations of varying
shades of orange, red, pink, gold, and purple created a beautiful
color pallet that sparkled beneath the rising sun.

“I wish my mother could have seen this before she
died,” Sue said. “She loved beautiful sunrises.”

“It’s a shame she never made it out here,” Ellen
said. “The last time I was here, I painted it.”

“Oh, this is the painting in your den over the
sofa?” Tanya asked.

Ellen nodded. “Whenever I look at it, it brings me
back here, to when the kids were little, and Paul was still
alive.”

“How does Brian feel about the painting?” Sue
asked.

“He thinks it’s beautiful—at least, that’s what he
says.”

Ellen hoped Sue wouldn’t press for more. Ellen
hadn’t told Brian what the painting meant to her, because she
didn’t want to hurt his feelings.

“Ready for our hike?” Tanya asked.

“Do pigs fly?” Sue said with a laugh.

“The sooner we do our hike, the sooner we can get on
the road to Santa Fe,” Ellen pointed out. “Just think, in five
hours, we could be shopping in the plaza.”

“Is that supposed to motivate me? That’s just what
I’m looking forward to, more walking.”

“Oh, come on, Sue,” Tanya said. “This will be more
of a stroll than a hike. I promise.”

Ellen and her friends put on their walking shoes and
then took the trail beside their cabin into the canyon.

Ellen breathed in the cool, morning air. The beauty
of the canyon elevated her mood. Some of the stone formations were
thick and striated, while other rocks formed mounds of crushed
granite. In the distance was a tall formation that reminded Ellen
of the sphinx.

“Watch your step,” Tanya said from up front as she
stepped over a large rock.

“This feels so good,” Ellen said from where she took
up the rear. “I feel like we’re one with nature.”

“And nature is so majestic, isn’t it?” Tanya said.
“Doesn’t that big rock look like the tower of a magical
castle?”

“I thought it looked more like the sphinx,” Ellen
said.

Sue shook her head. “You see a castle and Ellen sees
a sphinx. What does it say about me that I see a penis?”

Tanya scoffed. “You know what it says about
you.”

“Don’t tell Tom,” Sue warned. “He’ll say my mind is
in the gutter.”

“Isn’t it?” Ellen asked.

“Yes, but there’s no need for Tom to know that.”

The three friends chuckled. Ellen realized that if
someone had overheard Sue, they might think she was a promiscuous
woman who hid her extramarital interests from her husband, but her
friends knew she just liked to make people laugh.

Tanya asked, “You think there’s any truth to what
that psychic said about there being a shade in Santa Fe? What if
there is? What if he confronts us?”

“Oh, Tanya,” Sue said, “you know as well as we do
that there are ghosts everywhere. I’m sure there’s more than one
shade in Santa Fe.”

“But why would the psychic warn us?” Tanya wanted to
know.

“If anyone can handle a confrontation with a ghost,
it’s us,” Sue said. “Don’t let fear get in your way of having a
good time.”

Ellen heard a shriek as Tanya stopped short.

“Tanya? What are you screaming about?” Ellen asked
from the rear.

“That wasn’t me,” Tanya said, backing up. “It was
that tarantula. See it?”

On the trail two feet in front of Tanya, a hairy
tarantula stood on its hind legs shrieking like a small child. The
spider was as big as Ellen’s hand.

“Turn back” Sue said, as she pushed Ellen in the
direction from which they’d come. “I’ve had enough of nature for
one day.”

“So much for not letting fear get in the way of
having a good time,” Ellen teased.

“I can handle just about anything but a hairy
spider,” Sue said. “Especially one that screams.”


 


 Chapter Two

The House on Luna Circle

 


Ellen and her friends
checked into La Fonda, a historical hotel full of shops and
restaurants, around four o’clock on Thursday and, after an early
dinner, walked around the plaza. Tanya bought a turquoise ring from
one of the Native Americans selling beneath the portico that
stretched across the façade of the oldest public building in the
U.S.—the Palace of the Governors.

At a corner shop across from the Loretto Chapel, Sue
found a gorgeous purse that had been handwoven by a Native
American, with plenty of room for her gun, saltshaker, and other
necessities. Ellen didn’t find anything she wanted for herself, but
when they re-entered La Fonda from another entrance, she saw a
life-size alpaca made of cotton and alpaca wool and decorated with
colorful pom-poms and tassels. It was just outside one of the La
Fonda giftshops. She bought it for Alison, knowing her daughter
would adore it.

Later in her room, Ellen phoned Brian to check in
with him. She told him about Palo Duro Canyon, the psychic, the
musical, the tarantula, and the alpaca she bought. It was nice to
have someone to whom she could tell the details of her trip.

She hadn’t yet told him the real reason why she had
come to Santa Fe.

 


On Friday morning, Ellen drove her friends to the
vacant house on Luna Circle, where they were to meet the
realtor.

“The street is very private,” Sue said as Ellen
pulled up to the curb. “You won’t get much traffic.”

“And you have amazing views of the mountains in
every direction,” Tanya said.

“Which is a good thing, since the front yard isn’t
much to look at,” Ellen said of the neglected yard.

“Well, you can fix that,” Tanya pointed out.

“Or hire someone else to do it,” Sue said.

Mostly dirt, the lot was cut into the hillside, with
a tall retaining wall on the right. The hill was so high that the
neighbor’s house couldn’t be seen from below. The hill sloped
steeply to the left, and although the house on that side was
visible, it was mainly the flat adobe-style roof and driveway and
not the façade.

A shorter retaining wall framed the perimeter of the
front yard next to the driveway. Ellen thought it would make a
beautiful planting bed, but currently it resembled a sandbox.

The house itself was a single-story, modern-looking
building made of adobe but painted white with blue trim. There was
a large picture window on the left and a one-car garage on the
right at the end of a long driveaway. Steps led up to a small,
covered porch in the center with just enough room for the porch
swing, which was painted in the same color blue as the trim.

The realtor pulled up beside the rental, so Ellen
and her friends hopped out.

“Ellen McManius?” the woman asked.

The woman had straight black hair that fell to her
shoulders and intense black eyes. She appeared to be in her late
thirties.

Ellen stepped forward. “That’s me. Nancy?”

The woman nodded. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Ellen offered her hand for a shake. “It’s nice to
meet you, too. These are my friends, Tanya and Sue.”

“Hello,” her friends said.

“Hello.” The realtor gave them a friendly nod. “Do
you have any questions about the property before we take a look
inside?”

“I have a question,” Sue said. “How long has this
house been vacant?”

“Since the last owner died in 2002,” Nancy said.

“Wow, that’s a long time,” Tanya said. “He didn’t
die in the house, did he?”

“No. He was in a car accident.”

“No one else died in the house, did they?” Tanya
asked. “Nothing evil has happened here?”

“I’ve not been told so,” the realtor said, as she
scratched the side of her arm.

“It’s in a great location.” Ellen looked around at
the mountains on the horizon. “Why hasn’t it sold?”

“Well, this property butts up to a dog park,” Nancy
said. “That puts off a lot of buyers.”

“Oh, that explains it,” Ellen said, now having
second thoughts about the house.

“I don’t hear any dogs,” Sue said.

“That’s just it,” Nancy said. “You probably wouldn’t
hear them. Why don’t we look inside, and then I’ll show you how far
back the property line is?”

“Sounds good.” Ellen followed Nancy up the
steps.

“This is quaint,” Tanya said of the porch.

“Yes, it is.” Nancy unlocked the door. “The house
was built in 1953, which is reflected in the mid-century
architecture.”

Ellen followed Nancy into a sunken living room that
stretched deeper than it was wide, all the way to the back exterior
of the home, where three floor-to-ceiling windows offered a pretty
view of the up-sloping hill behind the house and the mountains
beyond. At least the dog park wasn’t visible from the house.

“The natural light from those windows would be great
for painting, wouldn’t it?” Tanya asked.

“It sure would,” Ellen said.

“Are you an artist?” Nancy asked Ellen.

“Not a serious one,” Ellen said. “It’s more of a
hobby.”

“She’s an exceptional artist,” Sue said.

“Then you’d fit right in,” Nancy said. “I’m sure
you’re aware that Santa Fe is full of talented people. In fact,
while you’re here, you should check out Meow Wolf, if you haven’t
already. It’s an artist’s delight.”

“I bought us tickets for later today,” Ellen
said.

“Oh, good,” Nancy said. “You’re in for a treat.”
Then she added, “There are two bedrooms and a bath to the left. The
garage, utility room, and master suite are to your right, just on
the other side of the kitchen/dining combo. I had the water turned
on to show you that all the plumbing works.”

Ellen stepped up from the sunken living room to a
dining area with an old linoleum floor. At the front of the house
was an open concept kitchen. It was small and dated but had good
bones. The sink sat below a small window looking out to the front
of the property. She turned on the faucet, and water sputtered out
before forming a smooth stream.

“I’d rip up this carpet,” Sue called from the living
room. “Any chance there’s a wooden floor beneath it?”

“I’m afraid not,” Nancy replied.

Tanya shrugged. “Ellen can easily have wood or tile
installed.”

“I believe the last renovations were done in the
late seventies,” Nancy said.

A pair of sliding glass doors led from the dining
area to the back yard, but Ellen wanted to check out the other
rooms before going outside. The master bedroom was a bit small, as
was the master bath. They would do for an artist’s retreat. What
mattered was the lighting in the main room. She checked out the
garage. Just as she had hoped, there were no windows, which meant
her paintings would be safe from fading if stored there.

The utility room, situated between the master suite
and the garage, was surprisingly large and would provide more
storage for art supplies. Ellen crossed through the sunken living
room to the opposite side of the house. Both the bedroom in the
front and the one in back had large windows with mountain views,
and the bathroom between them, though small and in need of a
complete gut, had a good layout.

“I know which room I want.” Sue stepped from the
back bedroom. “This one has the best views of the mountains.”

“Now, hold on,” Ellen said beside Sue in the small
hallway between the bedrooms. “If I get this place, I’m sure I’ll
have you come out here with me every once in a while, but it’s
meant to be a getaway—and not just from Brian.”

“Well, if that’s how you feel, why did you invite us
along?” Tanya asked from the dining area.

“Because I value your opinion,” Ellen said as she
stepped into the sunken living area.

“This has nothing to do with ghosts, right?” Tanya
asked. “Because I thought we put that behind us.”

“Right,” Ellen said. She turned to Nancy. “Has
anyone complained about paranormal activity in this home?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Nancy said.

Ellen lifted her palms to Tanya. “See?”

“Not that she’s aware of,” Tanya repeated. “That’s
not the same as no.”

Ellen turned back to Nancy. “Can we take a look
outside?”

“Of course.” Nancy opened the sliding glass
doors.

“I would replace these with French doors,” Sue said
as she followed Ellen out onto a flat patio.

Made of flagstone, the patio wasn’t covered. Ellen
was glad for that because it meant more natural light inside. It
also offered another airy spot for Ellen to paint.

A bench made of concrete had been left behind, along
with empty pots for planting. A stone retaining wall, like the one
on the right side of the house and around the perimeter of the
front yard, offered more seating. The retaining wall framed the
patio—except for the opening in the center back, where a set of
steps were built into the hillside.

The rocky hillside ascended at a nearly
forty-five-degree slope without a fence in sight. Ellen couldn’t
see fences to her right or left either. With a few scattered trees,
it was a beautiful natural landscape that met the mountains at the
horizon and gave one the feeling that there was nobody else around.
Ellen liked that. That was just what she was looking for in a
retreat: the feeling of isolation surrounded by a beautiful
landscape while having easy access to nearby shops and
restaurants.

“What about drainage?” Sue asked as she stared up
the hill. “Where does all the rain go?”

“I’ll show you, if you’ll follow me.”

Nancy began to climb the two dozen or so steps built
into the hillside. The steps were made from railroad ties.

“I might just wait for you all down here,” Sue said.
“I’ll test out this bench.”

“Thanks for your help, Sue,” Ellen said with a
chuckle as she ascended the hillside after Nancy.

“I’m always happy to lend a helping hand,” Sue
said.

As Ellen reached the summit of the hill, a ravine
came into view. According to Nancy, it marked the end of the
property and dropped about sixty feet to a dry riverbed.

“No drainage problems here,” Nancy pointed out.

There was an old steel bridge that ran across the
narrow ravine leading to the dog park on the other side. The park
appeared to be acres of desert hills spotted with clusters of
mesquite trees and shrubs. Now that they were on top of the hill,
Ellen could hear an occasional bark, but that hadn’t been the case
below. She doubted the dogs would bother her.

Ellen approached the bridge and turned to Nancy. “Is
this thing safe?”

“As far as I know,” Nancy said.

“I wouldn’t trust it,” Tanya warned. “It’s giving me
a creepy feeling.”

Ellen had the same feeling, like a Spidey sense
warning her to stay off the bridge.

“Who owns the bridge?” she asked. “Whose
responsibility is it to maintain?”

“If you were to buy this house, it would be your
responsibility,” Nancy said. “It was put there in 1955 by the
original owner, so he could have easy access to the trails that
eventually became the Frank S. Ortiz Dog Park.”

Ellen nodded. “Good. That’s the first thing I’ll
do—have an engineer look at it.”

“Does that mean you want to make an offer?” Nancy
asked.

Ellen grinned. “Yes, I think so.”

 


After lunch, Ellen and her friends returned to their
respective rooms at the La Fonda for a rest. They planned to meet
up in an hour before heading to Meow Wolf. Ellen took the
opportunity to call Brian to tell him about her plans to put an
offer on the house on Luna Circle.

“I don’t understand,” Brian said. “Are you trying to
tell me something?”

“I just thought it would be nice to have an artist’s
retreat in the city of artists.”

“If you’re having second thoughts about us, I can
move back to the house in Portland. You don’t have to buy a house
in Santa Fe.”

Ellen sighed. “I’m not having second thoughts,
Brian. I promise. I’m just used to having more of my own
space.”

There was silence on the other end.

“I’d love for you to fly out and see it before I
make the offer,” she added.

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” he said. “It’s
your retreat, not mine.”

“Please don’t be angry with me,” Ellen said.

“I’m not angry. Just unnerved. I’ve never been in a
relationship where I wasn’t the one needing more space.”

“It’s an adjustment for both of us,” she said.
“We’ll find our mojo.”

“I hope so, Ellen.”

When Ellen ended the call, she felt a knot forming
in her stomach. They would find their mojo, wouldn’t they?


 


 Chapter Three

Meow Wolf

 


When Ellen and her friends
arrived at Meow Wolf, there was a line waiting to get inside, even
though everyone had prepaid tickets. They waited for nearly fifteen
minutes on a sidewalk beneath a canopy in the dry heat with a dozen
other tourists. Once they entered, there was a sign that read
The House of Eternal Return. Ellen and her friends handed
over their tickets at a counter before entering a dark
corridor.

The corridor opened to the façade of a two-story
house with a covered porch.

“Well, this is different,” Sue said.

Tanya led the way. “Let’s check it out.”

Ellen followed Tanya onto the porch and through the
front door into what at first looked like a typical two-story home.
They were about to climb the staircase when a father and daughter
popped out from a Harry-Potter-like cupboard beneath it.

“Is that a closet?” Sue asked.

“You’ll see,” the father said. “I don’t want to
spoil it.”

“Let’s start upstairs,” Ellen, who had already begun
ascending the steps behind Tanya, called to Sue.

“Alright,” Sue said. “But these stairs don’t seem
very solid.”

“Hundreds, if not thousands, of people have visited
this place, and they’ve held up this long,” Ellen said.

Sue chuckled. “Is that supposed to reassure me?
Because it sounds like they may need a pick-me-up.”

When they reached the top, Tanya led them through a
series of bedrooms, which, at first glance, appeared to be
average-looking, but, upon closer inspection, contained whimsical
and strange elements. One had a bookcase with a secret entrance.
Another held a diary full of details about time travel. In another,
Ellen looked inside a closet and found a passageway to a wintery
cave with colorful creatures hanging above her. Although Tanya and
Sue had already moved on, Ellen decided to take a closer peek
inside the cave.

She wandered down a ramp to the bottom floor where
the faces of interesting creatures looked back at her. She was
about to turn to look for her friends when she saw a globe-shaped
spacecraft sitting in a nook in front of a mirror filled with
lights. As she gazed at the interesting feature, with all its
buttons and gadgets inside, she smiled at the reflection of a young
Asian man standing behind her. His eyes were red, as if they’d been
irritated by allergies or smoke.

“Isn’t this interesting?” she said, turning toward
him, but there was no one behind her.

Bewildered, she glanced left and right. To her
right, she saw the back of someone that might have been him. Out of
curiosity, she decided to follow him.

He led her into what appeared to be a room at the
bottom of the sea. It was filled with colorful coral. Fish hung
from the ceiling. And mirrors made the space appear infinite on
both sides. A statue of a diver in an old 1950’s diver suit—looking
more like
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