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A haunted mansion. A castle infested with vampires. And ghosts who want you dead. These are a few of the things that make up these three suspense stories.

Raven's Ridge: Mental illness can cause hallucinations; so how can you determine a delusion from the real thing? Rose Compton moved into her family’s old lumber baron mansion, looming near the edge of a Lake Michigan cliff. She loves her adult children and will do anything for them, except move out of Raven’s Ridge. Spooky and menacing events make her wonder if she is developing dementia like her deceased mother, or if a ghost is haunting the estate.
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Raven’s Ridge: A Haunted Mystery


1

“Mom, why is there a for sale sign in the front yard?” Marley Compton said, closing the front door of her mother’s home with a loud bang. She followed the smell of baking cake into the kitchen where her mom, Rose Compton, was removing two round cake pans from the oven.

“You’re just in time, Marley; I made you a birthday cake.” Rose sat the chocolate cakes on a rack to cool and turned off the oven. Even though both her daughter and son were close to thirty years old, she still made a fuss over their birthdays, and any holiday, for that matter. “Do you have time for coffee?”

Marley sat her purse on the breakfast bar and slid out a stool, not far from the cooling cocoa cakes. “That sounds good, Mom.”

Rose poured them both a cup of java and sat across from Marley. “I have a present for you, too, but I didn’t get a chance to wrap it, yet.”

Marley was uninterested. “Mom, you didn’t answer my question. Why do you have the house for sale? I thought that after Dad died you were going to live here.” She watched as her mom avoided eye contact, preferring instead to stare into the mug she was stirring creamer into. “Don’t tell me you’re moving to the estate; you said you were going to sell it.”

With a sip of her coffee and a shrug, Rose said, “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since your dad passed on from that awful prostate cancer, and I concluded that I really cannot give up the estate; it’s been in our family since the late eighteen hundreds.” Rose sipped the coffee again. “I want to live there, not here with all the memories.” She looked into the living room. “Your dad passed away, right there by the window, in a hospital bed. Hospice did all they could to keep him comfortable, but every time I look in that room that’s all I see, him lying there . . . suffering.”

Marley did not touch her coffee. “We already talked about this and I had the impression you were in agreement to stay here, a place you can manage, or, at least, go to a retirement village, rather than that over a century old mansion.” She put her elbows on the counter and leaned forward. “Mom, you know you can’t manage that place. No one has lived there for a couple decades because it’s so close to that damned dangerous cliff. Besides, I thought we would sell it and split the money between the three of us.”

Rose reached over and touched the cakes, checking to see if they were cool, even though she knew they would still be too warm to frost. She did not want to talk about this matter with the houses. “I can’t stay here with the memories and I’ve already called Hank who is going out to check the place and make sure the electricity, furnace, and all that stuff works.” She sighed, and then said, “Raven’s Ridge was built in eighteen-ninety by your Great-Great-Great-Grandpa Kittle,” she paused and smiled. “I hope I counted the number of greats correct, but anyway, he worked hard as a lumber baron and took care of our family; I honestly cannot let it go into some stranger’s hands. It isn’t right.”

For a moment, it seemed as though Marley would slam her fist on the counter, but instead, she smiled. “You know Rick and I are looking out for your well-being. I hate to say it, but you are getting older and things are getting harder.”

Rose frowned. “I’m only in my fifties, I’m healthy, and I plan to live to be a hundred years old. Besides, like I said, Hank will check the place out, and he’s a trustworthy handyman; he’ll make sure things are as they should be. And,” Rose paused and raised her eyebrows, “neither you nor your brother have any kids so I need not worry about them falling over the edge and onto the boulders in Lake Michigan, like your Great-Aunt Raven did at the turn of the last century. I remember Grandma Hamilton telling the story, how old Grandpa Kittle was so heartbroken when his seven-year-old daughter, Raven, accidentally fell over the bluff and perished, that he named the estate after her, Raven’s Ridge.”

Still having not taken a sip of her coffee, Marley said, “Rick and I love you and only want what’s best for you, but you’ll be all alone, in the woods, along that dangerous shoreline. Not to mention you could get snowed in during the winters; have you considered all that?”

Rose finished her coffee and pushed the cup aside. “I’ve already thought about that and I’ll be perfectly fine. If it turns out to be harder than I expect, well, then I’ll move and sell the old place.” She stood up and walked to the coffee pot. “I won’t want to leave it, but I will if I need to, so you have nothing to worry about.”

Marley looked back and forth along the countertop, searching for words; then she blurted out, “What about taxes? How are you going to afford the property tax on the estate now that Dad has passed on?”

Rose carried the coffee carafe back to the bar and poured herself another cup of the rather old coffee. She looked over at Marley’s still full cup. “Need fresh coffee?”

“The money, Mom,” Marley said, shaking her head. “Have you thought about the money?”

“I’ll be fine,” Rose said, replacing the coffee decanter. She turned and faced Marley, her oldest child. “I have it all figured out. Your dad and I invested the inheritance, so along with the life insurance and the money I’ll get from this house, there will be enough.” Rose leaned against the counter by the coffee pot. “I realize you and your brother were looking forward to selling the family estate and getting your cut of whatever we get for it, but you both are doing fine.” She walked back to the bar. “You’re one of the top executives at Renders Automotive and Plastics; you get paid well. And your brother is the principal at Black Water High; you both have bright futures.”

Marley dropped her head and then raised it with a smile. “You’re as stubborn as they come, Mom. Please do me a favor and think about it.” She stood up and put her purse on her shoulder. Then in a tone fitting for a child on Christmas Eve, she said as she walked to the front door, “The Babbling Creek Villas will be perfect for you.”

Rose looked at the round layer cakes and then at her daughter who was anxious to leave. “I can frost these quickly if you want to wait a minute, and then you can take it home.”

“Sorry, Mom,” Marley said, opening the door. “I know it’s Saturday, but I have a company policy that I need to update and finish. I’ll call you later.”

“At least, let me take your picture before you leave,” Rose said, taking the smartphone from her pocket and holding it up until her daughter came into view.

“You treat me like I’m a child,” Marley said, smiling long enough for her mom to snap the shot.

As Marley left the house, Rose walked to the kitchen window and watched her daughter walk down the sidewalk and climb into her a brand new black Range Rover. Rose was happy that Marley could afford the ninety-thousand-dollar four-wheel-drive SUV but knew it had to be stretching her budget. She loved and trusted her children, and would do anything for them—except sell Raven’s Ridge.
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Rose had the car window rolled down as she drove through the beach town of Black Water. The summer sun was shining in the nearly blue sky of southwest Michigan. American flags waved gently along the streets, paying testimony to the upcoming Independence Day celebration and fireworks display at the pier. Small shops along the main thoroughfare—leading to one of the many sandy beaches and the functioning lighthouse dating back to the nineteenth century—were adorned with red, white, and blue decorations. As the bright sun warmed her face, Rose smiled. She wanted to stop and become one of the many visitors—walking from store, to market, to diner—with bags of souvenirs in their hands; but she was moving into Raven’s Ridge today and she was anxious to get there by noon.

She drove over the Black River bridge and headed north along the Lake Michigan shoreline toward her heritage home. It had been several months since she had checked on it, making sure Hank Robins was still taking care of it. She knew he was because Hank has been the caretaker of Raven’s Ridge since her deceased parents owned the place years ago and he was always considered part of the family. Now he was in his seventies. While he could manage to do most of the maintenance, Rose allowed him to hire younger contractors to assist with things such as fixing a leaky roof on top of the three-story mansion; one misstep would surely lead to Hank’s demise. 

The estate was so well built, it needed little care. Hank kept the furnace working in the winter, making sure the pipes would not freeze; as well as doing his monthly inspections making sure the windows were intact, water pipes were not leaking, the lawn was mowed, and that no squatters had taken up residence in the Queen of Black Water. Rose rarely called the mansion Queen of Black Water, that name was used most by the residents of Black Water in the early twentieth century. To her, it was the family home, meant to be handed down to future generations of Great-Great-Grandpa Kittle and called by him, Raven’s Ridge.

Built in 1881 of St. Louis pressed brick on the exterior with hand carved wood cornices, and finished hardwood on the interior, the sturdy mansion was meant to stand for centuries, and it was. Skilled workers installed nine-foot doors, ornamental plaster walls, and seven fireplaces. The twenty-eight rooms had beautiful ceilings with several of the doors featuring imported French glass. Sitting on one of the rare cliffs—dropping 150 feet to huge boulders in the water rather than onto the glacial drift sand common to the Great Lake’s western shoreline—the property was sought after for its unusual shore and exquisite home.

Over the years, land developers would approach Rose and her husband, Carl, seeking to buy the forty-four acres of valuable real estate for offers into the millions of dollars. With Carl’s support, Rose would always turn them down and turn them away, even though the place sat uninhabited since they moved out when Rose became pregnant with her first child, Rick. Dealing with the dangerous cliff would be too stressful, fearing her son would fall to his death. They had considered building a fence along the drop off to prevent anyone from falling over the edge, but the lure of the bluff would surely tempt a child to either climb the wall or find a way around it. Moving to a smaller, modest home away from the danger made more sense . . . until now. 

Rose knew Marley and Rick wanted to sell it and split the millions of dollars between them, but that was her fault. Since they had spent little time there as they grew up, the kids had little emotional attachment to Raven’s Ridge. Rose could not help but second guess herself. Maybe she should have built a fence and should have raised the kids in the mansion, they would be more attached to it, but the thought of one of them falling to their death was not a chance she was willing to take. 

She drove on past the dilapidated Lake Shore Sanatorium and Psychiatric Hospital, another once grand old building. A famous author, Maggie McGee, once lived there when it was converted to Sand Piper Bluff Apartments, but now it was being demolished unless someone stepped up to restore the ancient hospital. Rose had met Maggie once when she was doing an author talk at the Black Water Library years ago. She even got an autographed copy of one of the books in Maggie’s Raven’s Ridge Mystery series, before she was arrested and eventually admitted to a psychiatric hospital. Apparently, she was convinced that it was a ghost that had murdered the superintendent, Mr. Zimmerman, and not her. Rose remembered reading in the paper that Maggie was released, but she could not remember if Maggie was found innocent or what happened. But all Rose knew was that she never saw the author again. Maybe she had moved or possibly is living somewhere in seclusion.

Rose continued following the shoreline road north as the clay bluff turned into the dangerous rocky cliff that it was, before finally changing into the soft sand dunes that were typical of Lake Michigan’s western shore. When she finally reached the cracked concrete driveway of Raven’s Ridge, she turned onto it and followed it into the woods. The old lumberjacks spared the estate’s forest from the Shanty Boys felling ax and saw during Michigan’s lumber era between 1860 to 1910. Two-hundred-year-old white pine trees, with five-foot diameter trunks, were the most profitable. Within twenty years, most of the trees were cut down and sent out west to the growing prairie states that lacked the wood needed for construction. Fortunately, one good thing that came out of the Great Depression was the Civilian Conservation Corps. Not only did it put Americans back to work, but it was also charged with reforesting Michigan’s northern portions.

Rose saw Hank’s pickup parked near the house when she cleared the Grand Junction oaks, sugar maples, and white pine trees crowded along the half-mile long driveway. She parked next to his truck and sat staring at the grand old home. Rose smiled. Oh, how she loved the place. Then Rose saw Hank walking out the front door. She got out of her car and stretched.

“Hi, Mrs. Compton. Nice to see you,” Hank said, walking up to her with a limp he acquired when he fell from a ladder while replacing a light bulb in the foyer’s chandelier a few years earlier; he never fully recovered. “How are you doing?”

Rose shook his extended arthritic hand, noticing dirt on the knees of his blue bib overalls. “I'm all right, but it looks like you’ve been into some dirty work.”

Hank looked down at his pants and brushed off the dirt. He smiled. “Since you’re moving in I thought I’d begin working the flower beds. There was no sense doing it before, since no one would be here to see the flowers except me and the birds.”

“You’re too kind, Hank,” Rose said. “You should leave a lot of the hard labor for the young guys that help you out.”

He put his hands on his hips. “Hard work keeps me young. I’ll be seventy-three in a couple months and I hope to make it to a hundred.”

“You and me both,” Rose said. She drew in a deep breath. “It always smells so good around here. The air is always so fresh.”

Hank nodded and then looked at her dusty red four-door sedan. “Need help with your luggage?”

Rose watched him walk to the trunk. She felt guilty making the old man do work that she could do herself. Even so, she popped the trunk. “Sure, thanks.”

He removed a hard-sided suitcase and a carryon bag while Rose grabbed her purse and took a bag of groceries from the back seat. 

Hank closed the trunk and walked toward the sidewalk. “I put a few things in the refrigerator for you and stocked the cupboards with other items you may need.”

“You’re the best, Hank,” Rose said, and she meant it. She followed him down the walkway to the wraparound front porch. “What would I do without you?”

He laughed as he struggled to get the overloaded luggage up the steps. “You would probably do just fine without me.”

“You should join me for a glass of wine and take the rest of the day off,” Rose said, noticing Hank was out of breath when he opened the door and stepped into the foyer. Much of the furniture— the mahogany half round hall console, upholstered bench, and a six-foot tall hall mirror with clusters of grapes carved into the solid walnut—were over a century old. 

“Nah,” he said, setting the suitcase and bag near the bench. Then he leaned against the sturdy supporting pillar of the winding staircase. His breathing eased as he looked upstairs and then at Rose. He stared at her.

Rose was about to walk into the kitchen with the groceries when she noticed his expression. “No, don’t tell me.”

Hank shrugged. “It’s either that or I’m going senile. But even if it is the ghost it’s not doing its shenanigans as often as it used to years ago.”

With a sigh, Rose turned and walked into the large modernized kitchen. She sat the bag of groceries and her purse on the stationary island, pulled out a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon, and walked to the cabinet for a couple glasses. After uncorking the bottle, she poured herself and Hank a glass of the red wine. When Rose returned to the foyer, Hank was sitting on the stairway steps, apparently not wanting to soil the furniture with his dirty work clothes.

“You know,” Rose said, as she handed him the wine. “I was hoping the ghost had gone away.” She sipped the fruity liquid. 

“I don’t think it’s anything to worry about,” Hank said, taking a big gulp. “I don’t come in the house much, only to check on things and do a little work, but when I do there are many times I have no sense of it.” He swirled the wine in his glass and then looked up. “But, now that Carl has passed on, if you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to call me.”

Rose smiled. “Thank you, Hank.” 

“It’s more a nuisance than anything.” He looked into the living room as the grandfather clock’s Westminster chimes began to play.

“Must be noon,” Rose said, looking at her watch. “Thanks for cranking it for me.”

Hank finished off his wine and stood up. “I didn’t.”

Rose took Hank’s empty glass and followed him into the living room. “Could’ve been one of the workers.”

“The weights are raised, and the time is right,” Hank said, studying the dial face inside the walnut case. “Must’ve been Jimmy; he’s fascinated by this place. He’s been helping me get it ready for you to live in.” He looked at Rose and cleared his throat. “Raven’s Ridge has a history, you know.”

Of course. Rose knew all about Raven’s Ridge and its tragic history. Hank did not need to point it out, but she knew he was trying to make a point, the point that maybe she may want to reconsider making the mansion her permanent home. Her neck and shoulder muscles tightened as she finished the contents of her glass.

Hank walked into the foyer and gestured at the control panel by the door. “Everything here should be in order. The password is the same for the security system and it’s working fine.”

“There haven't been signs of anyone trying to break-in, has there?” 

“Nope. We’re fortunate this place can’t be seen from the road,” Hank said, putting his hands into his pockets. “Out of sight, out of mind.”

Rose looked at the two empty glasses in her hands. “Care for another drink?” Now that Hank was getting ready to leave, she did not want to be alone in the house.

He shook his head and opened the door. “Thanks, but I want to get home and put up my flag for Independence Day.” He stepped onto the porch and turned toward Rose. “Everything is working—the water, furnace, stove, and things. The refrigerator should be cold, I turned it on yesterday. The only thing is that the hot water heater may be on its last legs; I think an element is going bad. If you have any problems with it, just give me a call.”

“Will do,” Rose said.

Hank looked past Rose and into the house before looking at her. “I didn't remove all the furniture dust covers.”

“That’s all right, I only want the ones taken off in the rooms I’m using. Besides, it’ll give me something to do,” Rose said.

“Do you need help to get the rest of your things from the other house?”

“Marley and Rick are going to be bringing a few things here . . . at some time.” Rose looked down at Hank’s boots and then up at his face concerned face. “A lot of my stuff is going into storage. Apparently my kids think I’m not going to be here long and they want to move my stuff any more than necessary.”

Hank surprised Rose by giving her a bear hug. “You take care. I’ll be back next week.” He released her. “Or sooner, if you need me.”

Rose smiled and watched Hank as he walked with an awkward gait to his truck. She waved at him as he got into the cab and started the engine. When he was driving away, she closed the door, walked into the kitchen and sat the glasses in the sink. “I’d better give Marley a call and let her know I’m moved in.” She walked to the center island to get the phone from her purse.

“Where’s my purse?” Rose pushed the paper sack of food aside thinking it was blocking the view of her purse. She let out a sigh of exasperation. “What the heck? I thought for sure I sat it right here.”

She looked at the seats of the two chairs pushed up to the island. It was not there. It was possible she left it in the car, but she thought for sure she had brought it inside. She looked at the floor around the island and along the top of the kitchen countertops; it was nowhere to be seen.

“I guess I left it in the car,” she said, walking from the kitchen to the foyer. And that’s when she saw it on top of the hall console. She stopped in her tracks, staring at the pebbled leather Dooney & Bourke. 

“No way,” she said, bringing a hand to her gaping mouth.
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Rose stared at the purse as if it were a rat, ready to spring at her.

Really? Am I losing my mind? I thought for sure I sat the handbag in the kitchen next to the groceries. I suppose I could have been distracted when I was talking with Hank and sat it there without thinking. That has to be it.

She walked up to the mahogany half round table and picked up her purse. When she glanced at the tall Victorian mirror hanging on the wall behind the table, she thought, for a moment, she had seen someone standing behind her. Startled, she spun around to see who had come into the house. No one. Clutching her purse, she looked into the mirror, again, there was no one there. Turning back around, she looked around the foyer, up the staircase, and into the kitchen. She was in the house all alone. 

The hairs on her arms lifted as a chill came over her. Rose knew the house had a history of being haunted, but she had never seen the ghost before. Was the fuzzy dark figure behind her the ghost or was it her imagination? Her husband and the kids had never seen or even experienced any paranormal activity in the mansion. Actually, Carl thought ghosts were nonsense, a side effect of the house’s history. Her parents, however, had talked about the apparition while she was growing up. No one could figure out who or what it was. Some thought it was Raven, the seven-year-old who fell to her death. But others disagreed, saying Raven would not do what the spirit was doing and besides, she was in Heaven, not existing in some alternate dimension here on Earth.

“Rose, get a grip,” she said, crossing her arms as she walked back into the kitchen with its large updated windows that let in lots of sunlight. Unlike the rest of the manor house where the rooms were self-contained units with fireplaces to keep in the heat, this renovated room felt like it didn’t belong to the rest of the structure.

She sat down at the dinette table next to the wall of windows overlooking the driveway and a battered grapevine covered arbor leading into a long abandoned garden. For a moment, Rose thought about planting tomatoes and cucumbers, but it was already July and getting too late for that. Refocusing, she opened the flap of the pocketbook, took out the phone, and called Marley. There was no answer, so Rose left a voicemail letting Marley know she was at the homestead. Then she called Rick and left the same message. She put the phone back in her purse and sat there, deciding what to do next.

“Well,” Rose said, drumming her fingers on the tabletop. “I could get my bedroom ready.”

She was about to rise when she noticed a man walk across the far corner of the lawn, heading toward the bluff. She frowned. “I wonder who that is.”

Rose took the phone from her purse and shoved it into her pants pocket—you never know when you may need to call nine-one-one—and walked out the kitchen door, following the man to the edge of the lawn.

“Hi,” she shouted over the lake breeze—it was always so windy near the shore during the daytime. The man did not hear her so she called out again as she closed in on the tall, lanky man about her age. It was then that she recognized him as the neighbor to the north, Marshall Cousins, a bird photographer. While not an ornithologist, he did know a lot about birds and had an extensive collection of photographs. One being of the rare Kirtland’s warbler—Marshall had previously pointed out that there were less than 1,800 in the whole world—he caught on camera in Central Michigan and is now on display at the University of Michigan’s Museum of Zoology.

Marshall looked dazed as he did a double take. “Rose, I’m surprised to see you here.”

“I just moved in,” she said, glancing down at the camera in his hand. “Off to take some pictures?”

“Yeah,” he nodded. “How long will you be here?”

“I’m moving in for good,” she said. “I needed a change of scenery.”

Marshall frowned as he looked at the bluff and then at the mansion one hundred yards away. “It’s been so quiet around here.”

Rose got the impression that he was not excited about the news of her occupancy. She changed the subject. “What bird are you after?”

“These bluff’s, especially the one sitting on your acreage, are home, or rather, the summer nesting ground, to a growing colony of bank swallows. The vertical bank is perfect for them. I’d hate to see anything happen to their spring migration.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Rose said, losing her smile. “I won’t do anything to disturb them. I love birds, and besides, I’m not particularly fond of that cliff.” Forcing the smile back onto her face.

Marshall stared past her, not making eye contact. “I’m sorry to hear about Carl’s passing; he was a good man.”

Rose nodded.

“Are you going to be living in that big old house all alone?”

Based on the way Marshall was acting, a twinge of worry swept over her. It was as though she was going to be living in a den filled with black bears. “Yeah, just me.”

Marshall began fiddling with his camera. He shrugged dismissively. “Well, it’s your choice.” He looked up at her, straight in the eye. “Through the trees, I can see your house from mine, and . . .”

Before he could finish the sentence, a car horn blew. Rose turned and saw a small rental truck backing up to the front door. “That must be the kids. I’ll talk to you later, Marshall.”

He nodded as Rose turned away. While she walked across the lawn, listening to the waves crashing at the foot of the bluff, she could not help but wonder why no one wanted her to live at Raven’s Ridge.
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Rose dodged a mole hole as she picked up her pace. She was happy to see the kids; especially since they had brought some of her furniture and belongings from the other house. Her smile was wide as she waved at Rick, who was climbing out of the cab. He returned the gesture and walked to the back of the fourteen-foot moving van where he lifted the latch and raised the rolling door.

Marley came around the corner of the truck as Rose stopped next to the porch and caught her breath. “Hi, Mom. We brought the things you wanted from the house.”

“I didn’t realize you were doing this today,” Rose said, looking inside the nearly empty box. “If I had known I would’ve helped. You must’ve come just after I left the house because I haven’t been here long.”

Rick pulled out the loading ramp and turned toward his mom. “It was a last-minute thing. Benny, at the rental place, was able to get us going quickly. We were going to tell you but we knew you would be driving over here and we didn’t want to bother you. Besides, we knew what you wanted, and you already had it all boxed up. It wasn’t like we were moving the whole house over here, especially since this place is already furnished.”

“Did you get my call?” Rose asked as Marley gave her a hug.

Marley released her. “I called you back, but I don’t think it went through. Cell phones don’t get good reception out here . . . in the middle of nowhere.”

Rose pointed toward Marshall’s modest home, barely visible to the north. “It’s not the middle of nowhere. I have a neighbor right over there.”

“Is that who you were talking to when we drove up?” Rick asked, positioning the utility dolly underneath the tall vertical file cabinet.

“Yeah, Marshall was birdwatching.”

Rick grunted as he lowered the cart, with the big cabinet, and began rolling it toward the ramp. “That guy’s weird. You should stay away from him.”

“One more reason you may want to consider moving back to the other house,” Marley said, cheerfully walking up the porch steps toward the front door. “Does he know you’re going to be here all alone?”

Rose shielded the sun from her eyes as she looked up and watched as Rick pushed the dolly over the ramp to the porch. She had told Marshall she would be living here alone, but she by no means thought he was dangerous. He had lived in his cottage on the adjacent property for a few decades and she had never known him to be a problem. An eccentric loner, yes, but not anyone to worry about. “There’s nothing wrong with Marshall.”

“You don’t know that, Mom,” Marley said, as she placed a heavy cast iron nautical anchor doorstop against the large wooden door as Rick yanked the cart over the threshold and into the house. “It’s not too late to move back.”

“No interested buyers have called on the other house yet, have they?” Rick asked, taking the empty dolly back into the truck box. 

Rose climbed inside next to Rick. “No, not yet.”

“You know,” Rick said, stacking boxes on the dolly. “You can let Marley and me take care of the other house. All you have to do is tell the realtor that we are to be contacted instead of you.”

Rose held the cart as Rick piled the boxes she had packed last week, into a vertical column. Typically, her kids were not that interested in her needs. They were busy adults with demanding jobs. “You two don’t need to mess with the other house, you both already have so much going on. I don’t know how you found the time to even help me with this.”

“Just think about it, Mom,” Marley said, leaning against the porch rail. 

“I’ll think about it.”

Rick took the cart from Rose and began the noisy walk across the clattering metal ramp. Rose picked up a lighter box, one she had marked with glasses, and followed him into the house. 

“What’s that smell?” Marley said, following them inside.

“It smells like gas,” Rick said.

Rose walked into the kitchen and noticed that one of the gas stove’s knobs was at an angle, but there was no flame at the burner. She immediately turned it to the off position. “How’d that get turned on?”

“Gee, Mom,” Marley said, angrily opening windows. “You just moved in and you’ve all most killed yourself.”

Rick looked at the gas range and then gave Marley a quizzical look. “Let’s step outside until the air clears.”

The three went outside and stood in the driveway. Rose knew she had not used the stove, but it was possible that she had brushed against it when she was getting her and Hank some wine. 

“Did you forget to turn the burner all the way off?” Marley asked, crossing her arms. 

Rose shrugged. “No, I haven’t used the stove.”

“I smell wine on your breath,” Rick said, annoyed. “Drinking so early in the day?”

“Hank and I had one small glass, that’s all,” Rose said, beginning to feel defensive. She knew she was not perfect, but who was? Ever since the time, years ago, when she picked Marley and Rick up from school with alcohol on her breath, the kids treated her like an alcoholic and never let her forget it. Even Carl agreed with Marley and Rick, making her feel guilty for one slip up, and that was while Carl was drinking frequent seven and sevens. She never understood how they thought their dad could do no wrong, but when it came to her, however, she was close to being like a wino standing outside a liquor store. As much as Rose loved her late husband, Carl, he always sided with the kids. She concluded that was why they treated their mom somewhat differently than their dad.

“If more of this stuff keeps happening,” Marley said, pointing toward the mansion. “You’ll have no choice but to sell this monstrosity.”
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Rose sighed. Her kids were being way too overbearing. “Well, I hate to tell you but I’m not moving. The thing with the stove was an accident.”

“Don’t worry, Mom,” Rick said, with a forced smile. “We’re not going to make you do anything you do not want to do. We love you and don’t want you,” he opened his arms wide as if he were sprinkling fairy dust, “blowing yourself up.”

Marley’s giggle turned into a frown. “Let’s check and see if the smell is gone. I still have work to do because of that stupid surprise visit from OSHA last week. I’m aware that thirteen people a day die on the job, but no one died at our shop. I still can’t get over how some anonymous guy called OSHA and complained about a hazard that he thought could cause death.” She huffed as she walked toward the porch. “Our company follows all safety and health requirements in the workplace.”

“That’s good,” Rose said, following Marley and Rick inside the house. “That means you have nothing to worry about.”

Marley looked back at Rose and sneered. It threw her off guard when Marley directed a smirk her way. Maybe there really is something for Renders Automotive and Plastics to worry about, she thought. I’d better keep my mouth shut about it.

Rick walked up to the stove. “Everything looks and smells okay.” He turned toward Rose. “Is there anything you need us to do before we leave?”

Rose looked into the foyer. “Would you mind moving that big old file cabinet into the library for me? The boxes I can get myself.”

“Sure, not a problem,” Rick said, walking to the wheeled cart. “Just show me where you want it to go.”

While Rick slipped the lip of the dolly underneath the cabinet, Rose walked around the staircase to the library, tucked into the southwest corner of the first floor. Sunlight poured in through the tall windows, making the dark wood of the ceiling to floor bookshelves glow warmly. White cloth furniture drapes still covered wingback chairs, a Davenport, and the large oak table and chair situated next to the fireplace. Old dusty books, acquired and read by her ancestors, filled the shelves. Rose’s goal was always to sit down one day and read every single book. Now that she would be here full time, she would begin working on that grand endeavor. She knew it would take the rest of her life and every waking moment to read the volumes that covered the four walls. Nevertheless, she would begin the adventure later tonight with a hot cup of tea at her side. 

“Put it over by the curio,” Rose said, pointing toward a tall, glass door corner cabinet still housing porcelain vases, dishes, a masquerade mask, and other molded ceramics. “That’s the only open wall space in this room.”

Rick deposited the cabinet against the wall. “This place is just like stepping into the past. You should sell some of these antiques, we’d make a lot of money.”

“Yeah, we’d rake in lots of dough if you’d auction off all the old useless stuff inside the mansion,” Marley said as she walked to a shelf and pulled off a book. She blew off the dust and promptly sneezed. Then she read, “The Hobbit, J. R. R. Tolkien. This looks old, it has to be worth a few thousand.”

“Maybe if it was the first printing. What does the front of the book say?” Rose said, watching Marley open the cover of the fantasy novel.

“It says it was published in London by George Allen and Unwin.” Marley flipped the title page and read the back of it. “And that it was first published in nineteen-thirty-seven.”

“Really?” Rose said, walking up to Marley. “I remember reading that book as a child, but I never thought of it as being valuable. But I think you might be right. May I see it?”

Marley handed Rose the book and went back to scanning more shelves.

Rose looked at the light green cloth binding, the mountain scene along the top, and the dragon positioned at the bottom, all made with lines of deep blue ink. “I think this had a dustcover at one time, but I’m sure it’s long gone. And, if I’m not mistaken, Tolkien did the drawings and his son drew the maps.”

“That’s one more reason you shouldn’t stay here,” Rick said, pushing the dolly to the library entry. “People may want to break in here and steal this stuff. And they’d probably end up . . . hurting you.”

Rose closed the book with a thud. “Okay, you two. I know you want me to move out, but this is quite enough. I’m staying.”

“Calm down,” Marley said, stopping her hunt for collectors’ items. “Is the house alarm still working?”

“Yes, Hank keeps it up to date.”

“Is the security code still the same?” Marley asked, now standing next to Rick.

“Everything is the same,” Rose said, sliding the book back into its spot on the shelf. “There’s a surveillance camera at the front and back doors, a burglar alarm, motion detectors,” she paused and brought a hand to her chin and looked up toward the ceiling, “smoke alarms, carbon monoxide alarms, and even a panic alarm. Between Hank and Black Water Security, I’m as safe as I’ll ever be.”

“But the carbon monoxide detector didn’t alarm when the kitchen was full of gas,” Rick said, sharply. “But I’m sure you and Hank will figure it out.” He turned and pushed the dolly down the hall to the door, still propped open. 

Rose touched her throat and followed her kids to the foyer. “You’re right. I didn’t think about that.”

Marley and Rick hugged her before putting the cart back in the truck and removing the ramp. 

“Call if you need us,” Marley said, as she climbed up into the passenger seat.

Rose nodded and watched them drive down the driveway. When they were out of sight, she removed the doorstop and closed the door.

“I should check the alarms,” she said, turning to the security panel on the wall next to the entry. Everything looked as it should. Maybe the carbon monoxide alarm did not go off because the gas was not strong enough.

Rose looked at the boxes and then into the living room where the soothing ticks of the grandfather clock rhythmically counted away the time. She smelled a faint damp odor. Not the dead mouse smell from the propane, but the smell from an old house having been closed up too long. So she walked into the living room and began opening windows to allow the lake breeze to freshen the rooms. When she had raised the final window pain, there was a thump that sounded like it came from the library.
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Startled, Rose stopped what she was doing and listened. Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock, was all she heard. She could not help but feel a little uneasy, especially since white fabric covered most of the furniture. Even though Rose knew that the white ghost standing in the corner was actually a marble sculpture bust of the Veiled Lady sitting atop a slender round pedestal, it still spooked her. Draped with a pale colored piece of fabric, the phantom seemed to be watching her, ready to float across the room. But it stood motionless, just like the statue it was.

“There’s nothing to worry about,” Rose said, walking out of the living room and down the hall to the library. “It’s a big old house with lots of noises that I’m not used to, yet.”

Rose stepped through the doorway and stopped with a jolt at what she saw. “How did that happen?” Her mind was struggling to figure out how a half-dozen or so books were scattered on the floor. Not only that but how could most of them have fallen so far away from the bookshelves? Was it possible Marley did not push the books she was inspecting back into their flush positions and instead left them protruding? There was a chance—ever so slight—that if they fell they landed on their spines, rather than their backs, and rolled like wheels to their current positions. Yes, it was possible. About as possible as finding a pirate’s treasure chest filled with booty.

It also crossed Rose’s mind that this—along with the clock working, her purse misplaced, and the gas spewing from the stove—could be the work of the ghost. Nonsense. Just foolish thoughts.

She looked around the room, dimmer than when she and the kids were in there only moments earlier. The sun outside the windows was obscured by approaching storm clouds. She turned on the light switch and walked up to the books. Kneeling down, she noticed one of the books was The Hobbit. She picked it up, checking for damage—there was none—and took it back to the spot on the shelf where she and Marley had been looking at it. That is when she noticed all the books had come from the same section of shelving, and they had been sitting side by side.

“How odd,” Rose whispered as she replaced the book. 

Then she went back to the books, dispersed randomly on the floor, and picked them up. One was a reproduction of one of Edgar Allan Poe’s short stories called, The Gold-Bug. Opening the cover, she remembered it being about treasure hunting and cryptography. She began flipping through the fragile pages, smelling the slightly floral scent cast from the breakdown of the paper. Then, just before she closed it, she found a slip of yellowed paper, ripped to about the size of an index card, near the back of the book. She took it out and saw that it had handwritten letters, numbers, and symbols written in what appeared to be a cryptogram. A child, long ago, must have been making a coded message like the one in the book. She tucked it back between the pages from where it had come and finished stacking the books on the shelf.

A cold draft swept through the room. Rose crossed her arms and looked at the fireplace. “A fire would be a nice way to take the chill off.” 

Knowing she was going to be spending a lot of time in the library, she removed the furniture covers and took them to the laundry room on the north side of the house. The rest of the afternoon was spent putting fresh sheets on her bed—located above the library—unpacking boxes, eating the potato salad she had brought, and bringing in split wood and kindling from the covered structure next to the shed. Then she opened the box with the family photos—Marley on her first day of kindergarten, Rick holding a bat in Little League, and assorted framed pictures of her family—and hung some on the foyer wall and others on the hall table.

As she slid open the mesh screen and began building the fire, thunder echoed and rain began pelting the panes of library glass. She wanted to stay and make sure the fire started but instead ran to close all the windows she had opened. It took some time running through the house from room to room; one of the drawbacks of living in a mansion. When she was finished, she went back into the library where a warm fire glowed. Outside it had grown dark. Occasional flashes of lightning showed momentary images of black outlines of trees and turbulent water.

She sat in one of the wingbacks, next to the fire, and looked around the room. As the kindling flames wrapped around the dry logs, the chill dissipated. Then she remembered that she needed to arm the security system. She did not want to leave her cozy position, but she also did not want anyone to sneak into the house.
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Rose took the wrought iron poker from the stand next to the fireplace and moved the logs to allow for better airflow. The fire crackled as its flames flickered and settled into a blaze of quivering tongues painted pumpkin orange. She closed the screen and walked out of the library, flipping on the lights as she made her way to the security panel next to the front door. 

As she passed the mirror above the foyer console table, she could not help but glance at it. She wanted to be sure there was not someone—or the thing she had seen earlier—following her around. Fortunately, she saw nothing abnormal. If she had seen something, she probably would have run out of the house and into the torrential rain, not bothering to take the time to stop and press the panic button. But that was not necessary.

Rose activated the alarm and walked into the kitchen to get her purse. If her purse had come up missing again, she would think she was developing dementia just like her mother developed in her later years before she passed away. Her mom, Elsie, died at the rather young age of sixty-five—young in Rose’s book—from Alzheimer’s disease, the official cause of her dementia symptoms.

Elsie was always forgetting where she put things; her purse, car keys, channel changer, you name it, and Elsie would swear someone was playing tricks on her. She believed the ghost was that someone. Doctor Branshaw had told Rose and her father that the ghost Elsie was seeing was just a symptom of dementia. Hallucinations, paranoia, and personality changes were just a few of the psychological changes seen with the mental illness. Rose knew that since her mom had Alzheimer’s disease, that she was at a greater risk of developing it herself. 

But Elsie was convincing when it came to the ghost. Her mom said she could see it at times and that it was not a nice ghost. She said it appeared as a woman in a white nightgown, stained with blood. And that its face was like that of a vampire that had just finished feeding on a hapless human victim. In fact, Elsie said that the apparition would want to feed on her at night while she slept, but she made it clear that her soul was strong enough to fight it off. Her mother insisted she was not losing her mind, but rather, the vampire ghost was making her life miserable any way it could, to punish her because it could not feed on her. 

“Hallucinations are real to the person experiencing them,” old Dr. Branshaw would say sternly when Rose questioned the diagnoses. “The sufferer can see, hear, feel, taste, and touch their hallucination. It’s not uncommon for people with this affliction to see movement out of the corner of their eye. Or hear malicious voices saying things about them behind their back. Sometimes they even smell rotting flesh or feel insects crawling underneath their skin. In fact,” Dr. Branshaw would emphasize, “twenty-five percent of people with dementia have psychotic symptoms such as hallucinations and delusions.”

Rose took the phone from her pocket and put it into her purse before hanging it over a shoulder. She could not help but remember the doctor’s comment about the Church, priests, and exorcisms. “You are Catholic, as am I, and I’m sure you’re aware that exorcisms are not performed until an investigation is done, by psychiatric professionals, to determine if the person has a manifestation of mental illness or is actually possessed by a demonic entity. So as you can see, even the Church is aware of the demonic type of symptoms seen in certain mental illnesses.”

Rose also remembered countering his statement. “I don’t disagree with you, Doctor Branshaw, but even by your own statement, it shows that the Catholic Church believes in the existence of demons.”

The doctor would argue no more and simply send them on their way. 

Before leaving the kitchen, Rose looked at the stove, making sure the knobs had not magically rotated. They had not. She was about to walk back to the library when a brilliant flash of light shot in through the windows as thunder cracked. It was so loud that it made her jump as it reverberated through the house. 

Then the lights went out.
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“Darn, the storm took the power out,” Rose said, standing in the dark next to the kitchen table. The lightning struck close by. So close, in fact, she thought it may have hit the mansion’s cupola. She could hear the wind and rain pelting the house, but due to its enormous size and thick, sturdy walls, the noise was muffled. 

Momentary flashes of light illuminated the interior, allowing Rose the ability to move to the kitchen cabinets where she thought the flashlight was stored. She took the phone from her purse, and using it for light, slid open a drawer next to the pantry. A deck of cards, loose change, screws, and anything else that needed a temporary home, lay inside the box. After fishing through the somewhat sharp objects, she found a small flashlight near the back. When she pushed the button the light powered on. Thank goodness.

Before replacing the phone into her purse, she tried to call the power company to report the outage and to check on a restore time, but the call did not go through. Getting the landline phone reconnected suddenly sounded like a good idea. Monday was the Independence Day holiday so the call to the phone company would need to wait until Tuesday.

“I’d better check on the fire, I don’t want to burn the house down,” Rose said as she lit a path from the kitchen to the foyer. The dancing shadows from the bright lightning discharges and the flashlight’s beam made it appear as though the covered statue had moved. Of course, it had not. Even objects reflecting in the large hall mirror seemed to be moving behind her back. 

When she reached the library, the fire burned safely inside the firebox and cast a warm glow over the chair she had been sitting in and the books on nearby shelves. A subtle scent of cherry and oak enveloped her as she walked up to the hearth. 

Since the security system had a battery backup, there was no need to inspect the doors and windows on the first-floor level. Instead, she would choose a book to read and settle into the wingback by the fire. 

“What book shall I read?” Rose said, shining the flashlight over the stacks of books. There were so many stacked from floor to ceiling between sturdy wooden uprights—resembling small pillars—that she was unsure where to start.

Then she thought about the book by Edgar Allan Poe that she had found, among other books, spread over the large red William Morris area rug, covering the hardwood floor, in the center of the room. She concluded that by the time she was done reading the short story, the electricity would be back on.

Rose walked to the shelf, removed The Gold-Bug from its resting place, and walked to the chair by the soothing fire. She turned the page and began reading.

Many years ago, I contracted an intimacy with a Mr. William Legrand. He was of an ancient Huguenot family and had once been wealthy, but a series of misfortunes had reduced him to want. To avoid the mortification consequent upon his disasters, he left New Orleans, the city of his forefathers, and took up his residence at Sullivan’s Island, near Charleston, South Carolina. This island is—

Bang! The sound of a door closing on the second floor jolted Rose from the story she had just begun. No one was in the house, at least as far as she knew. It had to be the wind of the storm blowing through a window she must have forgotten to close. She had better check it, she thought. Otherwise, rain would be soaking the window sill, floor, and whatever had the misfortune of being in the wind driven water’s path.

Rose closed the book and sat it on the side table next to the chair. She turned on the flashlight and walked slowly toward the door just as the grandfather clock began its full hour chime followed by nine gongs of Big Ben. Even though the sun had only recently set below the horizon, the persistent storm darkened the sky early, making it seem as though the clock should have struck midnight.

At the library doorway, she listened. If someone was in the house, she might hear them walking around. Then she heard a door slowly creak open. Was it the same door? It sounded like it was her bedroom door. 

Rose walked back to the chair she had been sitting in and took the phone from her purse she had sitting next to it. Then she made her way back to the library door. Should she grab the iron poker for defense like they do in the movies? Get a grip, Rose, she said to herself. It’s only the wind.

With the flashlight in one hand and the phone in the other, she walked quietly down the hallway to the foot of the spiral staircase. She shined the light up the carved oak flight of stairs to the second floor. 

“Hello,” she called. “Is anyone up there?” Rose was not exactly sure why she was checking to see if someone was inside the house. Especially if someone had answered. No one did.

Thunder clapped as she stepped on the treads slowly and quietly. Her ears strained for any abnormal sound as she continued to climb. When she reached the second floor, she shined the light down the hall to the left where her bedroom was. Then she shined it to the right. Things looked normal, but she could hear a flurry of wind coming from the left.

“Great, I must have left my bedroom window open,” Rose said, as she relaxed and walked toward her bedroom. 

When she reached it, she noticed the door was closed. So what door had she heard open? Maybe the creaking sound came from one of the other bedrooms. She decided to check the
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