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			Chapter One

			An Accident or Something Else

			Elsie McKenzie was sitting at her desk staring at her computer screen. She was not working on the draft of her current book. She was woolgathering, or more precisely, thinking about several incidents that had happened over the past weeks.

			All of these “incidents” involved her current unfinished book. Several times as she was pulling her evidence together, it seemed as if someone took over the computer or at least overrode what she was trying to record. The words that came out changed the facts or the point she was trying to make, and the criticisms she expressed were softened.

			Even more worrisome, some new text appeared one morning that included ideas and thoughts she found objectionable and not at all in keeping with what she intended. Something or someone had changed her text without her permission. It was very irritating, and she was determined to find out exactly what was happening.

			Elsie had published over a dozen whodunit novels. Now she was writing an exposé. But she seemed to be losing control of her text. She would write during the day, then send a copy to her editor and agent only to find that changes had been made overnight on the copy received by her editor and agent and on her computer as well. She had talked with her agent and told her what was happening. The agent, who only received the changed copy, seemed a bit skeptical that any changes were being made and suggested that maybe Elsie had forgotten what she had written. Elsie knew that was not the case. Her memory was perfectly good. She was certain she’d find the answer to why changes were being made to her text.

			Trying to make sense out of the “mischief” that seemed to be shadowing her current writing caused her to think back to stories her Scottish grandfather had told about the fairies and trolls that had messed with people’s lives. Had one of those creatures entered her writing life? She chuckled at the thought. Maybe they could come up with some interesting text that she could use, something she couldn’t think up herself.

			Music was always in the background when she wrote. Classic, jazz, and country music played on the radio without commercial interruptions. Her taste in music came from her father, at least the interest in classical and jazz. Country music was something she latched on to after going to a bluegrass festival with her now-deceased husband, Albert. Many of her friends kidded her about liking those “redneck” tunes, but she was a steadfast fan. It also helped remind her of the twenty-four years she shared with Albert. Thoughts about music also brought back those great memories of her husband. He had died at a young age, before she moved to Vero Beach where she now lived. She missed him terribly even though he had been gone for many years. They had a great marriage with many happy times. To this day, she still longed for the easy conversations over breakfast and dinner, the joking and teasing that made life so enjoyable. They had travelled a fair amount and particularly enjoyed cruising.

			Because they were unable to have children, the focus of attention was on each other. She regretted not having children particularly as she grew older and had no one to talk with about their common past. Fortunately, as a teacher, she had watched hundreds of students grow up and had kept in touch with some of them. Still, children would have helped fill the void of losing Albert and living alone. She said to herself, “Stop feeling sorry for yourself. You have a pleasant life and some good friends, and you are a successful author.” Those memories caused her to think about her nephew, Robert. She had a hand in raising him after his mother died, and she was very fond of him. In fact, he was kind of a substitute child. She had suffered through the trials of his being a teenager, and she had watched as he grew up. He had been a working detective in the Denver area for a number of years before moving to Vero Beach. Always on the lookout for information on criminal behavior and police techniques, Elsie had cast him as a character in some of her books and also found opportunities to weave in some of his stories about working as a detective as well. It helped her write stories that had a touch of realism to them. Like Robert, she found criminal behavior often repulsive but never boring.

			Elsie wondered how much more she should tell Robert about her current book and her longtime interest in the supernatural. She had mentioned attending séances and trying to communicate with her dead husband. She wondered what Robert thought when she had mentioned some of this during dinner with him. She did not think he was particularly happy with her involvement in these “practices.” But she had to live her life the way she thought best.

			Listening for a moment to a song that seemed to fit with her current mood about not being promised a garden of roses, Elsie decided that what she needed was a cup of hot tea. Both her friend Sheila, who really was more like a companion, and her nephew, Robert, had tried to persuade her to bring a kettle upstairs to her office to avoid going up and down the stairs. She said the exercise did her good and that she needed breaks from writing.

			She walked down the hall from her office and stood at the top of the stairs thinking about how she was going to get control of her writing. On the way down the hall, she thought she heard some noise coming from the bedroom next to her office—perhaps a door opening. She was reluctant to look into the bedroom because she was always a bit apprehensive about going into that particular room. It was the “door” inside the bedroom that bothered her. It had been placed at the end of the room and opened out to nothing—no stairs or balcony. Nothing! She knew that the door had been installed when the house was first built to allow spirits to come and go as they pleased. Elsie had never had the experience of seeing visiting spirits. Thank God! What would she have done if a spirit came tramping through the house? Probably faint dead away, although she was not the fainting type.

			As she stood at the top of the stairs, she sensed some movement and heard a slight noise behind her. She started to turn, but before she could move, she felt hands pressing on her back, pushing her forward.

			She hurtled down the stairs.
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			Chapter Two

			The Police Get Involved

			Sheila had driven over from her condo on the island. She loved the drive along Route 101 and often turned onto the street that ran past the Ocean Grill and ended at the beach. She would stop at the end of the circular road and look out over the ocean. It was beautiful, with small waves generated by a southwest wind breaking on the white sand. This time of year, there were only a few people on the beach—too early for sunbathers, so only some hardy swimmers. There was no traffic, so she could sit in her car for a few minutes watching the ocean and admiring the puffy white clouds that slowly moved across the sky. She never tired of this view. It was calming and peaceful.

			Driving across the bridge to the town of Vero Beach was less peaceful, although traffic this time of year was manageable. The northerners had arrived in Vero Beach after Thanksgiving or just before Christmas, and those pushy drivers from the north, particularly those from New York and New Jersey, disturbed the quiet little city of Vero Beach. The population of the town more than doubled during the winter, and restaurants became crowded. It was no longer possible to walk down the center of the street on the island. Nevertheless, the town was still the jewel of Florida.

			Sheila stopped at the store and picked up something for the two of them to eat with their coffee. Sheila was on her way for her twice-weekly gab session with Elsie McKenzie. Her weekly routine also involved stopping at Panera Bread and picking up three scones. One for each of them, and one to share. Sheila liked the raspberry scones, Elsie the orange-flavored scones, and they shared the blueberry scone.

			Sheila parked the car in front of the two-story house in the old part of Vero Beach. Her friend Elsie had bought the house over twenty years ago, soon after she retired from teaching school in Virginia and shortly after her husband, Albert, died. The two had met at a Vero Beach book club and become close friends. Sheila visited several times a week bringing breakfast, lunch, or snacks. They talked about their time as teachers as they drank coffee and ate their tasty sweets. Sheila had been a librarian so the two had a lot in common.

			Sheila walked her usual route around the back of the house, looking at the flowerbeds and lawn to see if the gardeners were keeping up. She thought she would tell them to cut back some of the Brazilian pepper and put down some mulch on the beds. She took it upon herself to make sure the yard was in order. Elsie did not pay much attention to the outside.

			Before she went into the house, Sheila looked up at the door on the second floor. It opened out onto nothing. It had no earthly function. That was the problem, wasn’t it? No earthly function. So why was it there? Elsie had explained that the first owner of the house believed in spirits, and this door allowed them access.

			Sheila thought this was all spiritual mumbo jumbo. She thought to herself that if she had been asked, her advice would have been not to buy a house with such a strange history. Who knows whether it was haunted or had some gruesome history? Elsie did not find living in the house alone to be frightening, even at night. Her office was upstairs, just down the hall from the room with the door. The whole thing sent a chill down Sheila’s spine. Thank goodness she did not live here and only visited during daylight hours.

			She unlocked the back door with the key she kept on the ring that held her car keys, opened the door, and walked into the kitchen. She was surprised that the lights in the kitchen were not on. Usually by this time in the morning Elsie had coffee on and was eating breakfast. Perhaps she had gotten busy working on her book. She placed the scones purchased that morning at “yuppie” Panera on the kitchen counter and went looking for the lady of the house.

			Walking into the hall, she realized after a moment that there was an object at the bottom of the stairs. Letting out a gasp, she quickly realized it was Elsie’s body. Sheila moved quickly, quicker than she had moved in a few years, and felt for a pulse, finding none. Elsie was cold—and clearly dead. Catching her breath, she thought she might call Elsie’s doctor but realized that it was too late for medical help and instead dialed 911.

			“I found my dear friend dead at the bottom of her stairs. I regularly visit her at home. I think she’s dead. It’s such a shock. I checked her pulse. No pulse. Please send someone, please?”

			Sheila gave the address and feeling a bit faint, went into the kitchen to sit and wait for the police. Minutes later, a police car pulled up next to her car and two officers got out. Sheila unlocked the front door and opened it to let the officers in.

			The older of the two officers spoke first, asking, “Did you make the call about finding someone dead?”

			She recounted coming into the house and finding Elsie McKenzie at the bottom of the stairs. The officer asked her to show them. She took them into the hall where Elsie’s body lay. The older officer felt for a pulse.

			“She seems awfully cold. She probably fell last night.” He asked Sheila, “Is there another set of stairs?”

			Sheila said, “There is another stairway to the second floor in the kitchen.”

			The older officer went into the kitchen to find the stairs and go up to the top of the floor. The younger officer who appeared to be more senior stayed behind to ask Sheila some questions.

			“How did you get into the house?”

			“I regularly visit during the week. I am sort of a companion to Elsie, so she gave me a key.”

			“Are you the only person other than the owner to have a key?”

			Sheila thought for a moment, and then said, “A nephew, who lives on the island, may have a key. He often visits Elsie. You probably can find his number—Robert McKenzie—in the Rolodex in her office.” Sheila had gotten to know Robert rather well. He regularly visited Elsie and sometimes asked Sheila to join him and Elsie for dinner. He was a very good conversationalist and rather charming.

			The officer came down from upstairs, and the two officers took a quick look around the house, checking doors and windows. They called for a police medical examiner and asked Sheila when she had last seen or talked with Elsie McKenzie. Sheila explained that Elsie and she habitually met a few times each week. The last time she was with Elsie was two days ago. The older officer asked if Elsie had any problems with walking up or down stairs.

			“Elsie was in excellent health, for her age,” she said. “She tended to walk on the beach at least twice a week for a mile or so.”

			Looking at the bag clutched in Sheila’s hand, the older officer asked what was in it.

			“Scones for Elsie and me.”

			Sheila looked at each officer and knew she needed to then say, “There’s one for each of us if you like.”

			***

			Later, as they left the house, the younger officer thought the dead woman resembled his grandmother. He had been called to houses where there had been serious falls several times in his career. He guessed that many of the people who fell ended up in rehab centers and some never recovered. Maybe he should check his grandmother’s house and see if railings were needed. She lived in a one-story house, but there were steps here and there. He wrote a note to himself on a notepad.

			The two officers left the house but stood next to their car talking. “When I went upstairs, I opened the doors to the office and the bedroom. In the bedroom there’s a door that opens out into the air. Come around to the back, and I’ll show you.” The two of them walked around to the back of the house, and the older officer pointed up at the door that opened into midair. “That is really strange, but I don’t see any connection between it and the death of the old lady.”

			A short time later, the medical examiner arrived. After examining the body, he decided an autopsy was necessary. The doctor then called to have the body removed. The police and the doctor agreed that the death appeared to be an accident, but an autopsy would show if drugs or alcohol were involved.






			Chapter Three

			My Poor Aunt

			I got involved in this drama when the police called informing me my aunt had died in an accident. Poor Aunt Elsie; she was a dear, and I felt real loss and regret. The two of us were the last of the immediate McKenzie family. We had been quite close and often got together for dinner or just to visit. She was twenty-five years my senior, but the age difference did not seem to matter. I enjoyed her company. She had also helped raise me after my mother died unexpectedly when I was in my teens.

			Just the week before, the two of us had gone out to dinner at the signature restaurant in Vero Beach—the Ocean Grill—and had a delightful time. I remembered with pleasure that we both had a couple of dirty gin martinis and scrumptious dinners. She liked the Grill’s seafood, and I liked the steaks. I also recalled that she was worried about her current book. I am interested in writing and recently published a book of short stories—so we had that in common, although she was a recognized author with a long string of published successes. Nevertheless, she often confided to me about problems with a plot or with writer’s block.

			During our last dinner together, she had said her current problems were a bit different than any she’d encountered before. Her writing seemed to be changing on its own and moving in directions that she did not like. She said she was writing an exposé of a church and spiritualist group. When she became too critical, she said, her derogatory words were either edited out or the criticism was muted a bit.

			I was a bit puzzled. After all, she controlled the word processor. Elsie did not have a good explanation beyond saying that she had talked to authors who had felt their scripts were moving ahead without their consciously thinking about them. It was as if the story assumed a life of its own. I thought at the time I understood what she was saying. Even in my limited experience as a writer I had times when the story took on its own pace and events seemed to develop without my intervention.

			I asked her what she was “exposing” in her current book. She laughed and said, “Some years ago I began consulting spiritualists trying to get in touch with my dead husband, Albert. That is when I first heard about the Spiritual and Health Camp located north of Vero Beach. I visited the camp and tried to contact Albert using several different mediums. I had modest success and made it a regular practice to visit the camp a couple of times each year. I became a patron, giving some money to support the facility and even serving for a short period on its board of trustees. Then the camp got a new minister and director, and things began to change.

			“The
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