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Book Description

	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.

	Family secrets, deception and long-standing reports of spirits roaming the halls of Raven’s Ridge confuse and attempt to drive Rose from her home. Will she flee the creepy dwelling or stand her ground against all odds . . . even if it leads to her death?
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ONE

	“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 of 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.

	
TWO

	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
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