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  ​​Book Description

Sometimes, resentful spirits pursue souls until they get what they want—vengeance and sinful pleasures. A haunted turn of the century sanatorium, a seer, and twisted characters dominate this paranormal, psychological thriller.

(Part 1) After Maggie McGee’s husband had committed suicide in their home, Maggie needed a place to live that would not remind her of the recent tragedy. She finds an affordable apartment in an old building sitting on a bluff along the shoreline of Lake Michigan. Maggie knew the building used to be a tuberculosis sanatorium, later transformed into a psychiatric hospital until finally closing its doors in 1969 due to patient abuse. However, what she did not know was that sometimes, sinister attachments from the past pursue souls until their evil needs are satisfied. Maggie questions her sanity and grasp of reality, as diabolic and envious predators work against her in this paranormal, psychological thriller.

(Part 2) Committed to a psychiatric hospital for psychosis, Maggie McGee has lost contact with reality. Spirits from the past have completed the task of leaving her in a living hell, allowing the dark-robed demon to feed on her for the rest of her life. But Maggie has Ethel, a seer, working on her behalf. Will Ethel be able to fight the evil forces without losing her mind? Will she be able to convince Detective Becker to believe her unbelievable story of ghosts, or will he consider her mentally unstable.? Will Ethel listen to the psychiatrist and trust his diagnosis that Maggie has a mental disorder brought on by her husband’s death, and not by entities? Or is the murderer someone else? Follow along as parasitic beings continue to smother Maggie, relentlessly pursue Ethel and whoever may be in the way of their promised existence of ecstasy.
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  ​Book 1
 Sinister Attachments

   
  ​ONE

Margaret “Maggie” McGee drove her compact car into the parking lot of Sandpiper Bluff Apartments. She turned off the ignition and looked at the renovated apartment building. While not restored to its previous duties as a tuberculosis hospital, most of the decor from its earlier life as Lake Shore Sanatorium remained intact.

Situated atop a rare steep clay bluff, on the shore of Lake Michigan, the 1899 three-story brick building looked nothing like a hospital. Rather, it resembled a hotel for the elite. Open double-deck porches that once allowed sufferers of tuberculosis to breathe in the cool fresh air blowing off the Great Lake, still wrapped around the building. Shutterless tall windows added balance to the dormers protruding from the sloping roof covering the third floor. Two large old brick chimneys jutted out through the roof, showing testament to the coal-fired octopus furnace and wood stoves they used to service.

Maggie knew of the old sanatorium but never saw it until she responded to a vacancy ad in the South Haven Record. 

Energy efficient, two-bedroom, furnished apartment with updated appliances. Enjoy privacy and peace in this historic and renovated building under new management and renamed to Sandpiper Bluff Apartments. Walk the sandy shores of Lake Michigan and relax with the view of beautiful sunsets seen from the apartment, perched high on a bluff. Affordable rent and flexible lease.

When she attended Bloomingdale School, she had known about the sanatorium being haunted. It had become a favorite tale every Halloween when students would set plans to visit the spooky abandoned building, hoping to catch sight of the paranormal.

They would begin the scary campfire story by telling how it used to be a hospital for the wealthy suffering from tuberculosis. Then in the 1950s, after the streptomycin antibiotic was discovered and tuberculosis was no longer a threat, the building's management brought in psychiatric patients to replace the lungers. After rumors of staff abuse toward the mentally ill residents had been found to be true, the sanatorium closed down in 1969. It sat vacant for decades, until a real estate developer came in, restored the dilapidated grand building, and converted the already hotel-like rooms into apartments. But as the story goes, renters never stayed long. Many even broke their leases, claiming ghosts were driving them from the building. So once again, it sat with rooms nobody wanted to rent.

But Maggie thought it was perfect. Aside from the fact that she had never seen a ghost or anything paranormal, for that matter, she needed a place to live and the price was right. The low rent did cause her to wonder why an apartment on the shoreline was so cheap. The owner could charge an arm and a leg or turn it into a secluded resort for celebrities. But no one had done that.

Maggie had found her husband, Cory McGee, dead in the dining room of their Breedsville home a month earlier. A handgun lay on the floor beside the chair he had been sitting in when he decided to take his life. Maggie had no clue he was in such a state of mind, they planned an addition to their home the week before.

Maggie popped the trunk and got out of the car. She walked to the back, took out her wheeled suitcase and backpack, and then walked toward the sidewalk. Her suitcase rumbled as it rolled over the concrete pavers leading to the porch steps. She stopped a moment and admired the old-fashioned roses climbing the columns of the whitewashed porch. Their aroma was better than any store-bought perfume.

The summer sun was high in the azure sky as she looked up toward the roofless second-floor porch, sitting on the first. She had seen old pictures of the sanatorium; it was almost like stepping into the past. The property developer certainly knew what he was doing when he restored the old place.

Her second story room faced the lake. She had only been in the room once, to inspect it and sign the lease. Before she even arrived that day, she knew she was taking it and moving in as soon as they would let her. Even if she saw a mouse run across the countertop, she was moving in. The magnificent view and tranquility would be worth setting a couple mousetraps.

The breeze blowing off the lake was brisk. She could hear the waves crashing below the bluff and smell the fresh moist air. She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the fragrance of roses and the scent of nearby pine and spruce trees.

Maggie smiled and continued walking toward the porch. She tugged the suitcase up the steps and stood in front of the large wooden double door. Before walking inside, she looked along the length of the porch. Wooden porch swings swayed gently on either side of her. Potted ferns hung from the ceiling, spaced at intervals above the porch rails. The place was more like a bed and breakfast than an apartment building. She was going to like it here.

She pushed open the door and walked into the vestibule. A dozen or so mailboxes were flush against the wall ahead, a chair sat to the left, and a buzzer panel was on the right wall next to the inside glass panel door. Each button on the panel had an apartment number beside it; she needed the supervisor, Mr. Carl Zimmerman. She found it and pressed the black button until it buzzed through the panel's speaker.

There was no answer. Thinking the door could be unlocked, she pulled the handle, but the door would not open. Someone would need to let her in.

She pressed the buzzer again. This time a gruff voice came through the speaker.

“Yes?” the man said.

“Mr. Zimmerman, this is Maggie McGee, I need in my room.”

“Didn't I give you a key?” the superintendent asked.

“No, I guess you forgot,” she said.

“Meet me at my office and I'll get you one. I'll be right down,” he said, buzzing her in.

A waft of fresh paint, mixed with old building smells, drifted into her nostrils as she opened the door. Her nose wrinkled; she did not remember the damp wood odor the last time she was there.

Mr. Zimmerman's office was directly ahead, past a welcome desk. Years ago, it had to have been the reception desk for incoming patients and visitors, she thought.

While she waited for the apartment supervisor to come down the elevator, she looked around the lobby. Newer windows were placed inside the restored dark stained wooden windowsills. Gilded plaster molding joined the walls to the ceiling, and the oak wooden stair rails, leading to the upper floors, were polished to a shiny perfection.

The door to the old elevator clanked open. Mr. Zimmerman walked out as though he had been awakened from a nap. The few strands of gray hair that were still on his head lay this way and that. His round belly smoothed the fabric of his white tank top. Likely from beer, Maggie thought.

“Hi, Mr. Zimmerman,” Maggie said. She knew she appeared too cheerful, but she could not help herself. Aside from the fact, there was no way she could live in the house Cory had committed suicide in, she was excited to move into her new home. She had spent the last month living with her best friend Jessica Pinter in a rundown mobile home. Sure they were close, but Maggie felt that if she stayed there too long they would be at each other’s throats. They were not arguing yet, but Maggie could tell it was only a matter of time.

“How are you doing?” Mr. Zimmerman asked as he walked past her, toward his office. An unlit Churchill cigar bounced in the corner of his mouth as he spoke. “Sorry, I forgot to give you the keys.”

“Not a problem,” she said, walking behind him.

Mr. Zimmerman unlocked the office door, walked in behind the desk, and lifted two keys from the wall hooks.

“This one is for the entrance,” he said, handing her a key that looked like a standard house key. “This one is for your apartment, 22C.” The second key, however, looked like an old-fashioned skeleton key. He looked at her suitcase. “Is there anything else you need help with?”

“No, I got it from here,” she said, holding the keys, moist from his sweaty hands.

Mr. Zimmerman followed her to the elevator. He stepped inside behind her and pushed the second-floor button. “My apartment is on the third floor if you happen to need anything.” He paused and then said, “This building has been here over a century, so it does a lot of groaning and creaking in its old age.”

Groaning and creaking. Sounds from the bones of the old hospital, not ghosts, or goblins, she assured herself. “Thanks, Mr. Zimmerman. If I need anything, I'll call you.”

The ancient elevator door rattled open. The renovators certainly did not bother with replacing the elevator, only restoring it to working condition. Maggie stepped out, her suitcase clunked over the partition between the elevator and the floor.

“Good luck,” Mr. Zimmerman said as the elevator door closed.

Good luck? What is that supposed to mean? She turned back to look at the superintendent, but the door had already closed.

To her left was the open stairway leading back down to the foyer and up to the third floor. A wooden railing encircled the open staircase was partially attached to the northeast corner of the building. She could hear the elevator door open above and the heavy steps of Mr. Zimmerman walking down the hall to his room. Noise traveled easily through the building's interior.

Maggie stood in the hall a moment, looking at the layout of the second floor. Past the stairway and the elevator were two doors leading out to the second-level porch—one to the east and one to the west—leaving only enough room for three good-sized apartments. Apartment 20A occupied the southwest corner of the building, apartment 21B took up the southeast portion, and Maggie's apartment, 22C, sat in the northwest corner. She had not met any of her neighbors, but there would be time to get acquainted later.

Plenty of light spilled into the space through the delicate lace panels of the French doors leading outside. She had a hard time envisioning patients in wheelchairs and hospital beds being pushed through the doors and out onto the porch to breathe in the fresh air, the supposed cure for tuberculosis.

Maggie turned right and walked past the utility room that sat between her apartment and the elevator. Good thing that room was there or else she would hear the rumble of the elevator ascending and descending, she thought.

She walked up to her door, let go of the suitcase, and placed the antique key into the lock. It was awkward turning the lever lock, but after a couple tries, she was able to turn and unlock it. She opened the door, took the handle of the suitcase, and rolled it inside, closing the door behind her.

After sitting her luggage next to a full-length mirror and coat rack, she walked straight ahead through the living room and looked out one of the windows. The view was awe-inspiring. With the building sitting so close to the bluff, and with the veranda blocking the view of the ground, it was as if she were on a ship looking out across a vast ocean.

She opened the window before going into the small galley-style kitchen. A tiny dinette table was pushed against the wall, next to a window. She looked at the rust-stained sink and along the empty countertop, she was happy not to see any mice running next to the backsplash. She opened the refrigerator; it was empty. “I knew a welcome basket of food would be expecting too much,” she whispered, then closed the refrigerator door.

She walked out of the kitchen, toward the two small bedrooms. Each room had a north facing window and view of the shoreline as it stretched toward Saugatuck.

Then her cell phone rang. It was Nora Bella, her literary agent.

“Hi, Maggie. Are you all settled into your new writing studio?”

Maggie gave a half-hearted laugh. “I just walked in the door.”

“The publisher wants to know if you're going to have book four done soon,” Nora said. “I know you've been through a lot, lately, but the show must go on.”

Maggie shook her head, wishing she had let the call go to voicemail. “I'm working on it. I was just getting ready to pull out my laptop.” Not.

“I have a call coming in,” Nora said. “I'll call you in a couple days.”

The call reminded Maggie that she had told Mr. Zimmerman that she was an author. And how Nora was always bugging her about the progress of each book in her series, Raven Ridge Mysteries, like a dog pestering its master to go outside and play. She had told him how Nora's favorite saying was, “Maggie, you know the deadline is soon . . . Chop, chop.” And that she needed seclusion so that she could write and keep Nora happy. That had to be what he meant when he said, “Good luck.”

  ​TWO

Maggie yanked out a shopping cart from the one in the row ahead of it and pushed it into the small grocery store. The only cashier in the store was busy checking someone out as she pushed the wobbly-wheeled cart past her toward the produce department.

She placed potatoes, bananas, lettuce, and tomatoes into the metal framed basket. Bread and condiments were next. Deli meat and salads were too tempting to pass up as were coffee and beer. 

She took her time walking down each aisle before deciding this would be the store she would frequent, especially since it was so close to her apartment.

When she got up to the checkout, she asked the cashier about the store hours. The middle-aged woman, wearing a green apron with Lenny's Grocery written across the bib in big white letters, answered Maggie's question and then asked, “Are you new here?”

“I haven't lived too far from here; I'm just new to this area.”

The cashier smiled as she continued to ring up Maggie's groceries. “You'll love it here. I've lived here all my life and never plan to move.”

“It is a beautiful area,” Maggie said, pulling the wallet from her purse.

“So where do you call home now?” The cashier asked as she rang the last item and pointed to her name badge. “And, by the way, my name is Valerie, people just call me Val.”

“Nice to meet you, Val. I moved into the Sandpiper Bluff Apartments today, and I'm here picking up my first set of groceries,” Maggie said, swiping her card in the payment terminal. She put the card away and looked at the cashier who was staring at her. Maggie smiled, but the cashier did not smile back. “Is something wrong?”

The cashier turned back to the register, took the receipt, and handed it to Maggie. “Do you know about that place?”

“What do you mean? Are you talking about ghosts? I know it used to be a sanatorium for people with TB, and later it housed the mentally ill.” Maggie looked to her side as an elderly woman sat a cantaloupe and a can of prune juice on the conveyor belt.

A look of concern spread across the cashier's face. “That old sanatorium sets way back in there. It is so deep in the woods that you can't even see it from the road. But obviously you are already aware of that. The wind blows in there hard, and when winter comes you get stranded and the electricity can be out for days.”

Maggie put the grocery bags into her cart. “Winter is a long way off. I'm sure they have someone who keeps the road to it plowed.”

The cashier looked at the old woman, then back to Maggie. “Let me get to the point. You may think I'm crazy, but I don't think people have been there much lately, and when they are, they come up . . . missing. To tell you the truth, I didn't realize it had reopened for business.”

Maggie stared at the cashier, this time. She felt a sense of dread wash over her. “Mr. Carl Zimmerman lives there.”

“That old codger,” the old woman behind her said with a loud whiny voice. “He's nothing but a stinkin' drunk. I'm surprised he's still alive. He used to charter fishing boats out of Lighthouse Marina.” The wrinkled woman stopped talking long enough to cough and then continued. “My daddy once said Carl killed a man out there on the water, right there in front of Lake Shore Sanatorium—all liquored up on Scotch, he was.”

Maggie could not believe what she was hearing, or seeing. An old lady's daddy was talking about Mr. Zimmerman? Had to be Mr. Zimmerman's father. The old woman did not know what she was talking about; she had to be senile.

“That place is cursed,” the old woman blared as Maggie pushed her cart of groceries out the door. “Don't go back there or you'll regret it, girly.”

  ​THREE

Maggie finished putting away the food, opened a can of pop, and then placed the laptop from her backpack on the dinette table. She plugged it in and opened the top. This would be a good place to work, she thought as she looked out the kitchen window next to the table. A far off sailboat floated in the haze of the distant horizon while a flock of seagulls flew down toward the beach. A little distracting, but she could handle it.

She took a sip from the cold can while replaying in her mind what the women at Lenny's Grocery had said to her. They thought no one was living here; she whispered as she watched the laptop wake up. No one here? Of course there was. Mr. Zimmerman was here, and there was a car in the parking lot. 

Then she heard an apartment door open. She quickly got up and tiptoed to the door's peephole. She saw a woman with a headband and wearing a paisley print dress leave apartment 21B with a child at her side. There, proof she was not the only one in the building.

Having been unnerved by the women in the grocery store, she decided to prove them wrong and introduce herself to her new neighbor. She opened the door and walked into the hallway. She smiled and said, “Hi.”

The woman took the young girl's hand and stopped at the top of the stairway. She looked at Maggie, seeming a bit surprised due to the fact she did not say anything for a moment while she studied Maggie's face. “Hi, did you just move in?”

Maggie left her door open and walked toward the woman and child. “My name's Maggie, I just moved in today. This sure seems like a nice place.”

“My name's Debbie and this is my daughter Susie. It's nice to meet you,” she said, extending her hand in greeting. “And yes, I agree, this is an excellent place to live.”

“Have you been living here long?” Maggie asked, releasing her hand from Debbie's overly firm handshake.

“We've been here a long time. So has Bruce,” Debbie said, pointing toward apartment 20A. “He's a cool head.”

Cool head? Maggie was not sure what that meant; must be a throwback saying from the 1960s. She smiled and nodded. Then she said, “I know Mr. Zimmerman is on the third floor, is there anyone else in the building?” Maggie needed to know the place was full of life and not dead empty.

“Downstairs is Ethel. She calls herself a seer. I think she uses that crystal ball as a ruse, I wouldn't trust her. She keeps to herself; she's out of her tree,” Debbie said, rolling her eyes. “Her apartment would be directly below yours. We don't talk to her much though.”

Maggie felt better knowing she was not alone. She turned her attention to the girl standing next to Debbie. Her hair was long and scraggly; she wondered when it had last been brushed. Maggie held out her hand. “It's nice to meet you too, Susie. How old are you?”

The girl looked up at Maggie through strands of dark hair, partially covering her face. She did not say anything.

“She's ten, and she’s a little shy,” Debbie said. She cocked her head and asked, “So what do you do for a living?”

“I'm an author,” Maggie said. Even though she had been writing full-time for a couple years, it still felt strange to say it. Her old identity as a nurse was still hard to shake.

Debbie smiled a big, broad smile. “So, does that mean you're home most of the time? You writers do spend your days typing away in seclusion, don't you?”

Maggie could tell Debbie had something on her mind by the questions she was asking. “Yeah, I suppose.”

Debbie looked down at Susie, still holding her hand. “I work nights at the hospital and it is so hard finding someone who can watch Susie overnight. Would you mind helping out? My last babysitter just quit, and I need someone immediately,” she looked at Maggie's bland expression. Maybe it was an expression of shock. “It would only be temporary . . . and I'll pay you, don't you worry about that.”

Maggie was totally regretting having come out into the hallway to introduce herself. It was not that she did not want to help, but she did not even know this woman. If she said no, everyone at Sandpiper Bluff would probably shun her. If she said yes, then who knows how long Debbie would have her babysitting. Maybe Susie will sleep most of the night, she was not a toddler, but it would still put a damper on her writing and the upcoming deadline for book four. “I can help a little while, but I do have a lot of work to do.”

Debbie hugged Maggie. Her blue eyeshadow and dark eyeliner made her look like a Barbie doll. “You don't know how much this means to me. Bruce isn't good with kids, so I haven't asked him, besides, Susie doesn't want him to babysit her. Someone like you, Maggie, can play with her and keep her company.”

What am I getting myself into? Maggie was so angry with herself for accepting the babysitting job. She should have thought of a white lie, but her mind did not work that way. Too late now, she was stuck. Maggie smiled.

“I work Friday night; can you begin then?” Debbie asked, pressing her pale pink lips together in anticipation.

Friday was two days away. Maggie had wanted to explore the area and meet her friend, Jessica, for a few drinks. Those plans would now have to be postponed. Besides, this Debbie did not even know Maggie; she could be a serial killer or child molester for all Debbie knew. Maggie was never good at saying no. “Sure, that would be fine, but you don't even know me.”

“You look like the trustworthy type,” Debbie said, pulling little Susie toward the stairway. “I feel like I've known you forever.”

Maggie stood there, shocked at what had just occurred. Crazy people surrounded the home of her dreams.

As Maggie turned to walk back toward her apartment, the door to apartment 20A opened; a man slightly older than she stood in the doorway. His dark hair was combed into a high mound over his forehead, similar to the pompadour haircut of Elvis Presley and James Dean. “Hi, I heard you and Debbie talking, and I just wanted to introduce myself; I'm Bruce,” he said, opening his door wider. “Would you like to come in?”

Bruce was certainly pleasing to the eye, but she thought she had better get back inside her apartment before she committed to some other duty. “Hi, I’m Maggie, your new neighbor. And sorry, but I have lots of work I have to get started on . . . Deadlines and things.”

He smiled. “Well if you need anything, anything at all, I'm just next door.”

“Thank you, Bruce,” Maggie said, watching him close the door.

She walked back inside her apartment and locked the door. The people here seemed friendly, but a little odd. A fortuneteller in the building? Why would I have expected anything less? she thought.

  ​FOUR

The door buzzer sounded like a bumblebee trapped inside the wall, jolting Maggie from the imaginary world of her story. She had been up early that Thursday morning, working to beat her book’s deadline. She rubbed her eyes, quickly saved her document, and rushed to the intercom.

“Hey, Maggie, it's Jess, let me in.” 

Jessica Pinter has been Maggie's best friend since third grade. They know each other better than anyone else does, including their families. Maggie knows that Jess backed her car into the boss’s parked vehicle, leaving a big dent in the front quarter panel of Mr. Hall's black Cadillac. She never reported it or told anyone, except Maggie. She told her how he ranted for a week about it and that he knew whoever did it had a white car because of the paint left on the crushed metal. Since the bumper of Jess's car had black paint on it, she was afraid to drive it to work anymore, fearing she would be fired if he found out she did it and never told him. So she started driving her brother's car, telling him hers was in the shop.

And Jess knows that Maggie faked being sick so that she would not have to spend her only week of summer vacation with her in-laws, in a secluded cabin in the woods. There would be nothing to do but play cards, watch squirrels climb trees and listen to his family gripe. They wanted Maggie to stop that ridiculous pie in the sky idea she had about making money writing while praising Cory's every move. It would have been pure torture.

“Maggie, dear,” mother McGee would say in her usual hoity-toity voice. “You know as well as I do that the odds of making any money from your writing are unrealistic. Who do you think you are? Agatha Christie?”

Talk about a kick in the gut. Yes, pure hell.

Maggie stood in her open doorway as Jess walked up the steps, twisting her head to look at the architecture of the old hospital.

“I'm over here,” Maggie said, happy to see Jess.

Jess walked into Maggie's apartment holding a fruit basket and a bottle of wine. “Wow, I can't believe you're living here. This place is about as creepy as they come.”

“Thanks for the nice housewarming, Jess,” Maggie said, closing the door.

“The view is spectacular,” Jess said, taking the basket and wine into the kitchen. “But I still don't think it's worth living here.”

“I know, I know,” Maggie said, uncorking the wine bottle. She then took her only two drinking glasses from the cupboard. “I haven't had a chance to go down to the beach, yet. Do you want to go?”

“Absolutely,” she said, taking the wine bottle. “Have you met your neighbors yet?”

Maggie scrunched her nose. “Yeah, they're a little on the odd side. I even have to babysit tomorrow night, and I don't even know these people.”

“I would've refused,” Jess said. “I think that's asking a lot of someone who just moved in.”

“The guy in apartment 20A is kind of cute, though,” Maggie said, walking toward the door. Then she stopped and brought her hands to her face as tears filled her eyes. A surge of mixed feelings came over her. The horror of seeing Cory with a bloody gunshot wound to the head at the dining room table, mingled with memories of his loving touch and soft kisses.

“Oh, Maggie, I'm so sorry,” Jess said, giving her a hug. “Go ahead and cry, it's all right. When you're ready to go back to the house, I'll go with you.”

When the crying spell eased, Maggie pulled away from Jess to get a tissue from the bathroom. “I'm sorry, Jess.”

“No apology needed,” Jess said. “Let's go enjoy the beach.”

They walked down the steps to the first floor and past Mr. Zimmerman's office. They were about to go out the door leading toward the lake when the door to apartment 12C opened. An older woman with a green scarf tied around her head stopped in her tracks when she saw them, causing the thin wood tip cigar almost to fall from between her lips.

Based on how the wrinkled woman was dressed in a long Gypsy skirt, moccasins and beaded necklaces, along with the fact that the woman's apartment was right below hers, she realized it had to be Ethel, the seer.

“You must be Ethel,” Maggie said, smiling; hoping her eyes did not appear too red from crying. “I'm Maggie and this is my friend, Jess. I just moved in, my apartment is right above you.”

The woman seemed nervous, or else she had Parkinson's disease. Her hand quivered when she reached up to take the cigar from her mouth. “Yes, I'm Ethel. I'm surprised Mr. Zimmerman told you about me.”

“It wasn't Mr. Zimmerman,” Maggie said, moving the wine glasses to one hand. “It was Debbie on the second floor.”

The old woman coughed, hacked, and coughed some more. “I'm sorry, I need a drink,” she said, closing the door.

Maggie and Jess looked at each other and then walked out the door onto the wraparound porch. They walked down the steps, into the tall uncut grass, and up to the ridge of the bluff.

“Gee, Maggie,” Jess said, stepping away from the weed covered cliff. “That's a long way down there.”

Maggie did not venture any closer. “I wouldn't want to live here if I had kids, they’d fall right off the edge.”

They followed the ridge until they came up to a worn wooden landing. The steps, moss covered and wet, followed the face of the clay bluff from small platform to small platform. Overgrown trees and shrubs obscured their view to the base of the stairway.

“Is it safe to go down these steps?” Jess asked, moving the rail back and forth. “This isn't even sturdy.”

“Mr. Zimmerman didn't say anything about it,” Maggie said, stepping gingerly onto the top step. “It feels okay.”

“I'm going to need this wine when we get down there,” Jess said, staying a few steps behind Maggie as they descended to the lake. “If we get there alive.”

Maggie carefully tested each old board before placing her full weight onto it. Sometimes there was a spring in the boards, sometimes a snap. “I'm going to ask Mr. Zimmerman if there's a better way to get down there. This is freaking me out.”

“I can't believe we're doing this,” Jess said.

When they reached the first landing, Maggie looked down toward the sandy beach, up to where they had just come, and then at Jess. “You can come down here.”

“I'm not standing on that with you,” Jess said, shaking her head. “It might not support both of us.”

Maggie laughed. “Okay, let's hurry up and get this over with.”

After what seemed like an unacceptably long time, they finally reached solid ground. Jess fell to her knees as if she had just stepped off an airplane that had crash-landed.

They took off their shoes and walked through the deep soft sand toward the lake. When they reached the water, the sand was wet and firm from the lapping waves. They could walk without taking two steps forward and one step back.

“This is nice,” Maggie said, looking out over the whitecaps that were racing in to cover her feet, only to be pulled back into the Great Lake's vast body of water.

Jess looked back at the stairway. “Take your shoes with you; I want to find another way back up there.”

They walked down the secluded beach. If it were not for the gulls, they would be the only ones on the lakeshore. As they walked along, drinking wine, they would occasionally stop to pick up stones. Brown lightning stones with patterned white cracks and smoothed, colorful beach glass caught their attention. Some stones were flat, perfect for skipping over the water. While others found a home in their pockets.

When they came up to a large piece of driftwood, they sat down on it and looked back down the beach.

“That sanatorium is even eerier looking from this angle,” Jess said, refilling her glass. “It reminds me of those old scary movies where there's a haunted castle on a cliff by the ocean, and there are thunder and lightning and huge waves crashing on boulders.”

“It's not anything like that,” Maggie said, nudging Jess with her elbow in jest. “And it's not a sanatorium anymore, it's called Sandpiper Bluff.”

Maggie and Jess sat on the log for a while. They talked and laughed until their wine was nearly gone. The sun slowly dropped toward the horizon as the few distant clouds began to turn a peachy rose color.

“We'd better get back,” Maggie said, standing. She wobbled and then caught her balance.

Jess looked further down the beach for a way to get back to the top of the bluff. She sighed. “Oh, great. We're going to have to go back up those steps because it's still quite a ways before the cliff tapers down.”

They walked back to the dilapidated stairway, taking their time climbing to the top landing. When they reached the very top, they stood there looking at the building.

“It looks dark except for that Ethel's place,” Jess said, holding the empty wine bottle.

“I don't think I told you that Ethel is a fortuneteller, at least that's what Debbie told me,” Maggie said.

“No kidding,” Jess said. She looked at Maggie and then back toward Maggie's apartment windows. “I think . . .”

“You think what?” Maggie asked, looking at Jess's wide-open eyes.

“I must be seeing things,” Jess said. She cleared her throat. “But I thought I saw someone walk past your window. I mean, it looked like someone was in your apartment. Did you lock the door?”

Maggie thought a moment. She reached into her pocket. Her fingers moved past the sandy stones she had collected and pulled out the brass skeleton key. The entrance key dangling from it, held in place by a twist tie she had taken from a loaf of bread. “I closed the door, but I didn't test it to see if it locked automatically.”

“You've got to be kidding, Maggie,” Jess said. “The superintendent gave you a skeleton key? Let me see it.”

Maggie handed Jess the lever lock key.

“Do you know what a skeleton key is?” Jess asked as she examined it.

Maggie shrugged. “No, just some old antique key.”

“Skeleton keys are master keys,” Jess said, handing it back to Maggie. “You have a key that can open any lock in the place. This key is probably from when the building was first built or when it was converted to a psychiatric hospital. The charge nurse probably had a skeleton key to lock patients in their rooms, and to let patients out of their rooms.”

“Does that mean my key can open Debbie and Bruce's doors?” Maggie asked, shoving it back into her pocket.

“Probably,” Jess said, looking back towards Maggie's room.

“Why would Mr. Zimmerman give me a master key?”

Jess raised her eyebrows. “I hope he didn't give one to Debbie and Bruce. If he did, maybe one of them is in your room.”

“Or,” Maggie said, walking back toward the porch. “Maybe your drunk and seeing things.”

Jess did not answer as they trudged through lawn that was as much weeds as it was grass. When they stepped onto the porch, she tried the door. It was locked. “Can you unlock this?”

Maggie used the entrance key to open the door. The remaining warm rays of sunlight flooded the interior of Sandpiper Bluff, filling the previously unseen plaster cracks, causing them to look like rust-colored veins.

They walked inside and up the stairway to Maggie's apartment. Standing in front of the door, they listened. There were no sounds of anyone moving around on the other side of the door. Maggie turned the doorknob, the unlocked door opened.

“Must be I have to manually lock the door,” Maggie said, pushing it all the way open.

Jess followed Maggie into the apartment, closing the door behind her. The room felt damp and chilly. With a quiet slowness, they looked through the rooms for an intruder or anything missing. Everything was fine.

“Jess,” Maggie said, in a somewhat pleading voice. “Can you stay with me tonight? There's a spare room.”

Jess did not say anything as she looked into the spare bedroom.

Maggie noticed Jess's hesitation. There was no way she was staying there alone when Jess thought she saw someone inside the apartment. “You've been drinking. You know you're not supposed to drink and drive. Besides, I'd feel awful and never forgive myself if I let you drive and something happened to you.” She walked into the kitchen where Jess had sat her purse on the table. “Are your car keys in your purse?”

Jess sighed. “Okay, you win. I'll spend the night.”

  ​FIVE

Jess awoke from a fitful sleep. It took a few seconds for her to realize that she was not home in her nice cozy bed, but instead inside Maggie's haunted apartment building. She lay on her side in the dark, looking at the closed bedroom door. All she heard was the distant drip of a faucet. Might as well get up, get a drink, and use the bathroom, she thought.

She pushed the stale smelling sheet aside and sat on the edge of the bed, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. She stood and walked toward the door. When she opened it, a sense of dread came over her. What was it about this place? Oh, yeah, it is haunted, she thought to herself. 

With only a T-shirt and underpants on, she walked into the living room. Diffuse white light from the landscape filtered into the apartment from the full moon hidden from view.

The oven light, left on for a nightlight, guided Jess's path into the kitchen. She turned on the water faucet and rinsed the glass she had used to drink wine. The water sputtered as pockets of air escaped from the pipes. She found the kitchen light, turned it on, and noticed the water had a rusty color to it when she filled her glass. I am not drinking that; she muttered as he dumped out the water and took a can of pop out of the refrigerator.

The moon reflecting on the calm lake drew her attention as she walked back into the living room. It reminded her of the Vincent van Gogh painting Starry Night over the Rhone. While she stood there, looking out the window, she heard a noise in the hallway.

Letting her curiosity get the best of her, she quietly walked to the door and looked out the peephole. The hallway was dark, except for a small amount of light that rose through the stairwell from the floor below.

Was someone walking around out there? It was hard to tell, she could not see enough to make out anything. She stepped away from the door and was about to go to the bathroom when it sounded like someone touched the doorknob on the other side. Jess froze, paralyzed by fear. The door was locked; they had made sure of that before they went to sleep. But there was no deadbolt or chain lock. If someone had a skeleton key like Maggie's, he or she would be able to walk right in.

Part of Jess wanted to run up, fling the door open, and surprise whoever was on the other side. But the other part of Jess was afraid of who, or what, may be there. She stared at the doorknob and when there were no further attempts to turn it, she ran into Maggie's room.

“Maggie,” Jess whispered as she shook her shoulder. “Maggie, wake up.”

Maggie opened her eyes and looked at the clock on the end table. “Jess, it's three in the morning. What's going on?”

“Someone was just trying to get in your front door,” Jess said, turning on Maggie's bedroom light.

“What?” Maggie rubbed her eyes. “Are you sure? Maybe you were dreaming.”

“I wasn't dreaming,” Jess said, holding up the can of pop still in her trembling hand. “I was drinking this wide awake, not in my sleep.”

Maggie was alarmed. Who wanted to come into her apartment in the middle of the night? They walked into the living room and looked at the door. Silence.

“I'm afraid to look out the peephole,” Maggie said, crossing her arms from the chill in the air. “Someone might be looking back at me.”

“I looked through it earlier,” Jess whispered. “It's too dark out there to see anything.”

Then they heard a door close.

“That sounded like it came from Debbie's apartment,” Maggie said, looking at Jess.

“You should have Mr. Zimmerman put another lock on your door,” Jess said. She looked around the sparsely furnished living room for something heavy to push in front of the door, to keep whoever was trying to break-in, from getting inside. “We should put something in front of the door, at least until you get another lock.”

“The couch is the only thing,” Maggie said, walking to one end of an old, worn Florence Knoll Sofa. “Help me push it.”

They tugged on the long, mid-century couch. Its metal legs pulled on the rust-orange shag carpet until it
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