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To my best-chosen friend, companion, guide, and one who I walk through life with, linked hand-in-hand, two equal, loving friends...a true love, my wife, Barbara Jean.

Age is an issue of mind over matter. If you don’t mind, it doesn’t matter.

—-Mark Twain
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Prologue

Crazy or Not 
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Television reporter Dan Stephens from KTEX was given the assignment to interview New York Times Best Selling author Angelica Thompson, once a long-time resident in Denver, Colorado.

His producer asked him to make a trip to Black Rock Cove to get a private meeting with the author of her newest novel, The Lady in Red. Angel, her shortened nickname, secluded herself since the release of her book and not entertained any request to find out the truth behind the words in her novel, ‘true love.’ 

The producer thought Dan, a close friend with Angel during her early career, might be the person to delve into why all the seclusion on her part.

Her mother was concerned when she told Stephens her only daughter was such a delicate girl, highly-strung and excitable. She thinks the doctors advised her to remain in Black Rock Cove after writing her novel because she needed rest, not to mention the sea-air would be suitable for her.

Angel’s mother continued and told Dan she came for a visit a few weeks earlier. She wasn’t not doing any better than she was a year ago. Her novel sold a million copies. Obviously, she should be much better, not having to worry about how she was going to pay the bills.  However, she has not started writing again since the release of the true love romance novel.

Dan and his camera operator arrived one year after the release of The Lady in Red and drove up to the old house she purchased with the proceeds from her novel. She was familiar with every nook and cranny. Instead of being relaxed, she was restless and excitable more so in Black Rock Cover than back in Denver.

Something appeared to be worrying the writer, but she hadn’t confided in her mother or anyone else for that matter. This was why Dan became anxious to get the interview underway.  He was the only person Angel allowed to converse with her about her paranormal romance.

Dan volunteered for the assignment from his television station because of his work in psychical research, and besides, he had a longtime friendship with Angel going back to their old college days. After over a year, no one was able to understand her or interview her about the novel.

Dan walked up to the front door and gave the doorknocker several raps.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

He stood and watched a tall, slender woman, with a dazzling complexion and long flowing blonde hair walk to the screen door. She didn’t appear whatsoever to belong to the inanimate, anemic type of invalid. At first glance, why would her mother or anyone think anything was the matter with the author?

Dan did all he could to renew his friendship with Angel. He found himself successful up to a certain point. She was ready to talk to him on different subjects, to have him stroll by her side along the cliff, to treat him generally as a good friend, but that was all. He hadn’t reached her real inner-self yet. He knew that.

He also realized it was time. There was some adverse influence at work. What it was, he couldn’t guess...perhaps she didn’t know herself...but her mind preyed on her body.

Dan and Angel continued with their interview, standing on the cliffside near a large Aspen tree. It was a favorite walk with Angel, one she took almost every day. She enjoyed pacing up and down between the cottage and the dark grey, rolling Pacific Ocean, whose waves dragged forever at the rocky shoreline, as though they would tear it away.

*****
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“ANGEL, THIS PLACE IS so overwhelming. There’s such a sense of space and loneliness. You can hear nothing but the sea and the wind. Some places seem as if they ought to keep to themselves. They’re simply not meant for human habitation.”

“It has a wonderful fascination, I think,” the writer said, dreamily. “You are so cut off from the world you almost forget it’s out there. You forget its hard matter-of-factness, its limited views. You can imagine anything here. All things seem possible.”

“Angel, you’re interesting to visit with. You believe strongly in the influence of places. So do I. But, I believe in the influence of things, as well...things made by man.” He turned away from the ocean and looked back at Angel’s home.

“For instance, your cottage impresses me almost as much as the rolling sea. It has probably stood there for over a hundred years.”

“Actually Dan, over two hundred years.” Her grin flashed briefly, dazzling against her olive skin as she quickly recollected her memories.

“Wow, for being built on the edge of the ocean, that’s a long time for a home to stand.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Think of the joys and sorrows...the sin and wickedness, perhaps...that it has known, all shut up within those grey stone walls, to become part and parcel of its existence.”

Angel didn’t immediately respond and drew a long hard breath. “I go farther than you,” she said. I think it’s the most wonderful thing here in Black Rock Cove...the most wonderful and yet terrible, too. It impresses me more than the sea, the silence, and the loneliness. It is so old and secret, it knows so much.  Above all, it is so... how do I say it... alive!”

Angel felt the full force of the word as it shot out through her lips. It couldn’t be held back. She stood still, looking at the cottage with her hands clasped, bare, isolated, and defiant in its strength. 

The three of them stood there a moment gazing at the home. It had no need for speech to impress the beholder. Every stone individually placed on its walls held a memory and a voice.

“Dan, do you know that old saying, ‘Thou art the soul of thy house, and he who after thee inhabits it will know thee?’” She asked softly. “Since I have been here this last year and a half, I have discovered for myself how true that is.”

Dan and Angel began to stroll back down the narrow trail to the cottage. She continued to talk to Dan while they were walking. “You will probably laugh at me and think me fanciful and romantic. But as we stand here, so peaceful and scrutinize every rock hung on its side, as we do now, do you think the idea is so far-fetched?”

“Not at all, Angel. I shan’t laugh,” he said quietly.  “I don’t think everything absurd that cannot be proved and cataloged. I believe there is so much... or more... left for us to learn as we already know, and the great discoveries of the future will be in the spiritual, not in the material world.  Can’t you tell me more? I am interested in such theories.”

“It is difficult to put anything so vague into words,” she said hesitating, “and yet I should like to tell somebody who understands... who might advise me, perhaps? I’ve felt so helpless, and afraid to speak, for fear of finding ridicule in everyone’s laugh. I thought at first, I was ill and fanciful, and the feeling would wear off. But it doesn’t... it grows stronger every day.”

“What is it?” Dan asked gently. He could see how agitated she was. Her long tanned hands clasp with nervous intensity. The slim, attractive figure of her body quivered from head to toe. “Give me some idea. I’ve made a study of such things. I will understand, I assure you.”

Angelica walked over to the bay window, stared out to the west over the expanding ocean waters. Her mind meandered over her namesake and what faced her hundreds of years earlier. She remembered her words as if they were her own... as if it were only yesterday. They echoed in her mind, not to be heard by Daniel, as he watched Angel with a far off expression on her face. 

She began to frown. Please, I love you so much. Do you understand? Do you hear what I’m saying? I can’t go on and live without you! I promise I won’t live without you, my love! Please...forgive me for what I’m about to do. 

She placed her hand on her forehead, stared down at the wooden floor of the cottage, and pictured herself standing on the sandy beach within the outcropping of large black boulders on the edge of the Pacific Ocean... the same ones from whence the village got its name. I’m sorry, Jonathan. I can’t live without you!

Far better is it to dare mighty things, to win glorious triumphs, even though checkered by failure...than to rank with those poor spirits who neither enjoy nor suffer much, because they live in a gray twilight that knows not victory nor defeat.

—- Theodore Roosevelt
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Chapter ONE 

Eighteen Months Earlier
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Darkness settled in for the evening. Bands of gold lingered in the sky.  The various colors of streaks of the sunshine began to die out from the summits of the nearby mountains, turning a chalky mauve. The movements of the clouds were barely perceptible.  Even the birds flew in slow and lazy arcs. The ink-like darkness settled across the heavens, as it always does this time of day, enveloping the quaint little northwestern Oregon village of Black Rock Cove.

The town’s people spun stories of a sea captain who visited the old place and showed up after reports of a glowing blue light that painted the locale during a new moon. Most of the tourists came to the area each month at this time in hopes of catching a glimpse of the apparitions.

There were tales told of guests having their covers pulled off them in the middle of the night. Another story came from someone settling in for the night. In the inky darkness came the sound of a match lighting. They recalled smelling the sulfur as it burned from the match and seeing a presence who convinced them their only choice was to depart at once. Another report of the sea captain jingling the coat hangers in the closets came from the small hotel downtown. One might see all sorts of chances for possible excitement one might experience when visiting the Cove.

The twilight of the evening continued to steal away the beautiful golden bands of sunlight from the day until the world appeared like that of an old black and white movie from the 1950s.  Magenta and blue-gray clouds saturate the darkening heavens, covering up the first stars of the twilight. The big city lights don’t obscure the nighttime sky allowing every single star to be visible to the naked eye.

Black Rock Cove opened her arms to the latest arrival, a world-renowned best-selling author, Angelica Thompson.  She and her 1963 red Corvair Monza Spyder drove slowly down the main street of the seacoast village. She left eight hundred miles of asphalt behind, a cheating boyfriend and a large metropolis made up of nothing but concrete and blacktop.  Hundreds of thousands of people back home milled about the streets keeping time with salacious gossip and politics, not necessarily the kind of place Angel enjoyed calling home.

Here in Black Rock Cove, the way time was measured existed in the rising and setting of the sun and the occasional sighting of a dead sea captain and his wife whenever there was a slither of moonlight that illuminates from a new moon.

*****
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WHY DOES ANGELICA WANT to stay in this cottage near the edge of the Pacific Ocean? Why not finish her novel in her big-city apartment in Denver? 

Weeks earlier, she read about the history of a dying sea captain and the woman he loved and protected even when the odds were insurmountable. Their spirits still linger on in the small village according to stories told by lifelong residents of the quaint community. 

They were locked in another time, visible at times, but somehow dislocated in their continuance, but able to be seen late at night. She knew without a doubt she would rather be in this ancient village imagining, fantasizing, and writing her novel peacefully than back in the metropolis fighting the daily smog and a population of over three million people. 

For the next three months, a haunted place would be her sanctuary. Her preparations included whatever her imagination conjured up. After all, how could she be scared of the dead when the living were so damn volatile?

Angelica thought she found the perfect place and rented the vacant house near the cliffs and the harbor where the village received its name, Black Rock Cove. No one has lived in the cottage for twenty years, ever since the last visitor left one night, leaving her suitcases wide open with nothing packed and a 1969 Oldsmobile 442 convertible with tall weeds grown up around the car out back... a strange departure, to say the least. Fifty years later, not much has changed in the rock-built cottage.

The small house stood for almost two hundred years, and it may endure for another hundred. The walls still stand erect and tall, made of cypress wood twelve inches thick.  The mortar of the stone meets neatly to each other and cover the walls, the floors didn’t sag anywhere, and the doors remained easy to open and close...quite a surprise for a building not maintained for the past twenty or so years.

Angel walked in with her handbag into the dilapidated house situated only a few hundred yards from the edge of the cliff and the Pacific Ocean.  It stood there, begging for its first visitor in years, nestled against the mountains, holding its share of darkness within. 

She held up her cell phone using the flashlight app recently downloaded to her device into the front room, which remained stubbornly dark to her first attempt to see her new accommodations.

Angelica turned around and began to amble back to her car when a flash of light bursts and fills the entire room. She jumps, startled by the brightness.

“Hello. You must be Angelica.”

“Wow, if I were scared of ghosts, I think I almost turned over and had a heart attack right then and there.” A sense of humor took over, and she laughed in answer.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Angelica. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I am Janie. We talked on the phone.”

“Janie! Oh, it’s nice to meet you finally.”

“I heard you arrived in town. I wanted to come and introduce myself and tell you I haven’t finished spiffing the place up for you yet.”

“Oh, I was too excited and had my reasons for getting out early, Janie. Oh, call me, Angel, my friends, do.” An easy smile played at the corners of her mouth.

“I won’t stay long, just wanted to drop in and meet you finally. I have a crew due out here in the morning to clean up the place and repair anything that needs patching up.” Janie began to lightly laugh, realizing Angel arrived late in the evening and had no idea just how much needed mending.

Angel was writing a new novel and wanted the peace and serenity of the summer by her lonesome to eliminate her writer’s block and meet the publisher’s original deadline.  Renting the cottage for three months appeared to be precisely what the author was looking for to add to the realism with psychic disturbances in a house known as haunted.

She thought an occasional ghost wouldn’t hurt anyone and continued to unpack her things, including her laptop computer, where she was anxious to sit down and begin writing the last novel in her three-book series. 

The cottage also served as a cookhouse and slave quarters before the Civil War. The oldest residences of the empty house were the spiders and their numerous webs from along the edges of the dusty windowpanes. Unbeknownst to Angel, two decades had passed since anyone had lived in the home.

Angelica couldn’t get away all by herself, even if she wanted to. Her mother, Laura, divorced for three years, tagged along. She was bored back home and would come and visit her the first week of every month while she was in the Cove.

She stopped typing and walked over to unpack her suitcase. On top of her clothes was a message from her mother, I love you, dear. Stay safe. I will see you in four weeks.

She sat in a nearby sheet-covered chair and began contemplating what the realtor said to her. She was working out the writer’s block for her novel.

A dense wall has etched itself in Angel’s thoughts. She lost all ability in the big city where no longer her creative downpour of ideas flowed smoothly from her brain to the paper, or in this modern age, the computer display. 

The heavy wall was blocking the flow. I sure hope I made the right decision coming out here. I can’t get the picture of my boyfriend and his cheating out of my mind. Why? My thoughts kick over and over like an old car engine that won’t start. BeeBop Publishing is telling me I’m on a deadline and must finish by the end of the summer. God, it’s like going inside and trying to make supper with nothing on the shelves in the pantry.

She stood on the front porch, not long after Janie departed, and stared out in the direction of the Pacific Ocean. The young woman could hear the roar of the waves, but all was dark. Why is it that all my life has been writing, but not for the last two months...nothing. Is it my boyfriend cheating? Was it finding her stark naked tied up to my headboard? Am I losing my touch for imagining something to write? Not any longer...my writer’s block is too strong. I trust coming here will help. 

The realtor who lent the cottage for the summer to Angel said whenever a blue glow was seen, not only does the sea captain show up at the house, but a ship could be seen offshore a few miles surrounded in an aurora of the same color light.

Maybe this sea captain is just what I need for a strong man.  One that will not die on me like my young husband did three years ago. Or, one who will not cheat on me like my boyfriend back in Denver.  She began to laugh.  Her reflections don’t stop and continue to invade her mind. She can’t get the picture out of her thoughts of finding her boyfriend in her own bed with more than just the sheets wrapped around him, not once, but twice.  

Her imagination started to run away with her thoughts. This ghost...Ummm, he could be just what I need for true and deep love...maybe, laughing aloud, perhaps just good ole hearty sex. That’s it, he is just what I need, an unconventional type love affair. That’s it...that’s precisely what I need. I don’t need a stinking boyfriend. Her rambling thought came faster and faster... The ceiling-high curtains blocking Angel’s creative writing inched up... Maybe, just maybe, I made a good decision coming here.

Angel fixed another Jack Daniels Black with Diet Coke and tried to pour herself asleep. While drinking another “thirst-quencher,” she stared over to the nightstand and saw the Jack Daniels bottle was only half-empty. “Damn, it’s still half full. Not enough.” Whom am I fooling? I don’t drink like this. Why am I drowning in the booze? All Hell...don’t worry about it now, Angel. Have another drink. 

She realized she hadn’t consumed enough because she still felt like crap. She carried on, pouring drink after drink until she was unable to stand up. Her mind continued to go through a cycle of this ghost who will emerge in her newest novel, the one that will surely show up anytime. 

Angel realized Mother Nature was calling her and pulls herself up and stumbles to the washroom. She ran up the sidewall with her hands and flipped the light switch up. She became startled after barely entering the door by another girl with makeup smeared all over her face staring at her. Her hair was a mess. Her cheeks were ruby red. Girl, get out of my way. Every time Angel takes a step, the other girl steps towards her. What an inebriated tramp. She’s invading my space. Get out of my way, bitch! Oh, crap, Lord... but I didn’t say that aloud. Angel raised her hand to swat the girl out of her space and smacked her palm against the mirror in front of her.

Just when she figured out she was dreaming or just downright drunk, and feeling sorry for herself, she sensed the sting from hitting the mirror. Okay, do what you came to do and go sit down. You’re drunk, Angel Thompson.  It’s time to put the bottle down. This is crazy, I gotta stop...what in the Hell am I doing?

The dark shadows of nighttime continued to close fast. Angelica made her way back into the living room and paused, looking out into the darkness in the direction of the roaring ocean. She walked back over, sat in a wingback chair by the window, the one with a sheet still hanging over it and continued to stare out the mildewed blown sheets of glass. 

In a matter of moments, a blue glow, not far from the cottage in the direction of the nearby cove rose along the edge of the cliff. She stopped to scrutinize the occurrence, trying to figure out if she should investigate at night or stay in her cottage and pour herself into bed. Impossible...now I know I’m drunk. My first night and this so-called blue light is glowing already. I’m dreaming...

While looking over at the nightstand, a less than half-empty bottle of Jack clouds her decision. She can’t get her boyfriend out of her mind. Why do I feel this way? It’s as if I have died by a thousand paper cuts.  Every time I think of him, it’s another cut and an inch closer to losing it totally. I must get him out of my mind! Damn, how do I do it?

In a matter of seconds, she found herself walking in tall weeds, up to her shoulders, and cannot see further than three feet in front of her.

Tucked away, the hidden path meandered between the six-foot-high grasses of the meadow. It was remarkably clear for one, which appears rarely traveled. The wind and ocean spray from the west blew wildly across the lea.

Narrower and narrower the trail through the high grasses of the meadow were trekked, whispering against her legs, until she finds herself at the edge of the cliff and huge black rocks hundreds of feet below in the inlet. Something was pulling her steadily away from the cottage. She is not sure what it is, but whatever it might be, she cannot say no...she must continue to see what the glowing light is.

A low roar, like a locomotive pulling out of a station, came from up ahead near the firth. Angelica paused a moment and shone her flashlight across the grassy field. In a moment, startled by the quick movement in front of her, she pauses to catch her composure.  A mother deer and her two fawns trotted by her on the trail, back in the direction of her cottage.

Angel continued walking slowly.  The thunderous sound was almost deafening. The writer was cautious, but again, froze in her tracks glancing down at two chipmunks as they scurry across the trail in front of her. The ground shook from the unseen power of the waves crashing in the inlet against the jagged rock face. She wanted to run like a deer and the chipmunks, but her feet were like bricks. She stood near the edge of the cliff, waiting... frozen in fear from the darkness, the loud roar of the ocean, and the spray from the waves crashing, covering her every step. Okay, Angel, you have come this far. You would never do this if you were in the city. You have either got to be out of your mind or merely drunk and don’t care.

In a matter of a second or two, she abruptly paused, closed her eyes, took a long deep breath of salty sea air and promised to think of her own future from here on in, a future without a two-timing boyfriend.  She stares up into the heavens, Okay, God, I am sorry for getting sloshed. That’s not the answer, I know it. Maybe I would still be with my boyfriend if I had let him tie me up, too. Going forward, I will get my act together. I promise! What has happened has happened. I will only try and look ahead and not backward. Her walk continued with no fear written on her face, feeling more in charge and command of her own mind, body, and soul. 

Wait! Why am I continuing down the trail? I need to turn around, go back and hold-up until the sun rises tomorrow morning...

She heard voices calling out to her and shouted back in return, “Who’s there? Is there someone out there?”  Her words drown out from the waves crashing below the cliff. The sound got louder and louder. She approached what appeared to be a blue radiance gleaming over the cliff’s edge, down in the area where huge black rocks jet up from the ocean floor. Thinking it was the same glow she saw earlier, she gazed out to sea, and the same blue light was still there, too.

Angel no sooner got nearby the edge of the cliff, a sliver of moonlight broke through the overcast evening.  A growling sound came from the nearby bushes atop the bluff. Standing within only a matter of a few feet was a huge black panther. The ferocious cat was crouched, preparing to spring and attack. His eyes glow fiercely like fire, but with a cold color of blue. The darkness has robbed her of her best sense and replaced it with a paralyzing fear. In her frozen state of terror, her muscles cramped.  She was unable to move as the horror of the moment held her in a vice.

The author’s eyes continued to scrutinize the panther. Why not, she had no place to go with a large Aspen to one side, a rock to the other and the edge of the cliff right behind her.  The panther took a cautious step in Angel’s direction. His long tail moves softly back and forth as though it was the hand on a Metronome.

Angel was not as much in fear of the roar of the panther as she was to whom the roar was directed. The color drained from her face. She edged backward. Her hands clenched... her heart race! All she wants to do is curl up in a ball and hope someone will come and save her. No one will. No one was there.

Jesus Christ, I can’t move! My eyes are still there. I can feel them blink. Moving is not a smart choice. God, my first night here and it looks like it’s gonna be my last.

The panther turned his attention to the sound of the mother deer and her little one nearby. It appeared they were going to be a better supper for the hungry feline. He took two steps away from Angel, but turned and walked back with only slight hesitation.

Angel scooted her feet slowly away from the panther, but more near the jagged edge of the cliff. She came to an abrupt stop, her heart pounded in her chest. She can’t stop it. She searched for the meaning behind what was happening while her breast pounded erratically at the threatening growl of the black beast now only three or four steps away from her. 

Angel continued to hold the light of her flashlight on the hungry cat. The fearful sound the panther made, obviously preparing to pounce and devour its prey was a vivid experience, not one she would soon forget if she doesn’t become his dinner, that is. A choked cry for help edged its way up her throat. It seems as though there was little doubt this was going to be the end of the road for her.

The panther knew his roar was to unsettle Angel and not allow her to escape but to shock and unsettle her, so her shivering body was easier for him to overcome...kitten’s play for him to devour for his early evening meal!

One more snarl and the panther sprung high in the air. Angelica dropped her flashlight, turned and leaped in the only direction she could, over the side of the cliff.  While she tumbled down the side, a loud report of what sounds like a carbine rings through the air. Her eyes were wide open. A look of desperation crossed her face.

In an instant, Angel’s fall came to an abrupt stop by the roots of a magnificent Aspen tree on the edge of the cliff. They jet out in many directions caused by the waves washing against the cliff for years exposing them. 

Smitten with panic, she clutched one of the roots of the large tree with her bruised and delicate hands. She gasped for air, but more importantly, tried not to let loose of her grasp on her lifeline.  She couldn’t help but notice the giant black rocks defined by a small glow of the slither of moonlight breaking from the overcast skies. Their magnificence came and went from the huge crossing breakers. 

She screams loudly, “Help me...help me, please!” What the hell am I doing? I have to be kidding myself. There’s no one around to hear me.

Her blood covered her hand from cuts she received when falling from the edge of the cliff. Her hands were slippery and posed a serious threat to her ability to keep a hold of her own anchor and trying to prevent her fall into the giant rocks below.

Realizing she couldn’t hang on long against the water and spray from the crashing waves below, her aching body began to climb up through the roots. Her struggles were somewhat rewarded with reaching a better handhold at the highest point of the bare roots. Whew, I will hang out right here until morning. Someone bound to come looking for me. Hell, who am I kidding?  Cats love trees. I’m what you might call a captured dinner with no place to go...

Her dilated eyes stared out across the rising waves as they continued to rush in and crash over the menacing black rocks below her. Angel was shivering, but not from the cold and wet, but by the fearful images building in her mind. The thought of falling tears at her insides, not to mention the idea of becoming the cat’s dinner for the evening.

As far as she could see, the ocean was a turmoil of frothing and seething white. The breaking waves came in, hung with ropes of matted spume. When they struck the rocks, they rose in the air with a noise like thunder, and sent foam and spray crashing over her with great dynamism. 

She froze within the root system of the Aspen tree, high above the waves and found it impossible for the waves to reach such heights or could she be wrong?  It was as though they were alive reaching up to grab her. Angel couldn’t control the spasmodic trembling within her.

The blustery weather and the crashing water with its contributing spray added a significant discomfort to her clinging position. The wind and seawater loosened her hair to where it blindingly crossed her face.  It continued to drag at the long dress she was wearing until her limbs ached and her body grew sore with the strain of her clutching and holding the roots.

Her hands continued to slip. She contemplated giving up, letting go, and end this terrible nightmare. Angel waited for someone, anyone to come to her rescue, but it was the middle of the night. Everyone who had half a brain was sleeping, not out in a tree overhanging the Pacific Ocean struggling for their lives... no such luck.

She continued to maintain her hold, praying she could make it until morning. Someone will come and rescue her. Someone might show up to save her from the clutches of the black rocks below. 

She waited and waited. In two hours, she was exhausted and losing any faith in hanging on until morning. God, please help me. I know I’m only kidding myself. Who will miss me? No one knows I’m even here, except Janie. It may be days before she comes back by.

“Hold on, I’m coming down!” a voice shouted to her from the dark and misty night above the cliff.  Oh, my God, is someone shouting? Is there someone there? It can’t be!

“Yes... yes, I’m down here. Please help!” Angel no sooner shouted, she noticed a blue and gold aurora below grow in intensity. A lowering mist began to surround the inlet. Thunder crashed all around and streaks of lightning shot across the heavens with brilliant white flashes in the graphite sky, forking silently to the unsuspecting ground. Each time the lightning struck, it appeared to end within the black rocks below the cliff, narrowly missing Angel each time.

A tunnel of churning air almost dislodged Angel from the roots. The frightened writer tightened her legs around a few gnarled roots and continued to hold on for dear life.

The stranger peered over the edge, having the same glow about him as that below her. He could tell Angel was looking and pointing at something at the bottom of the cove. “What is it? What are you looking at?”

She took her eyes off her final destination within the black rocks below and stared up around the top edge of the cliff.  She thought she could make out a presence but continued to focus on holding the tree roots. Again, the waves were so powerful, she could feel the force of the ocean each time they slammed into the rocks below.

Racing thoughts almost got the better of Angel. What in the hell is happening? Either the lightning will kill me, or I can fall into the rocks below and end it all, or I can try to climb up to the panther, and he can eat me for dinner. Great choices, as if I had any control over any of them. She paused and squinted her eyes to the top of the cliff.  What’s that?

The mysterious figure above can vaguely make out the woman holding her breath under the strain of such intensity. If he could see better in the dark, he would no doubt notice the glowing reflection off her wide eyes with fear and wonderment. Her face was gray-white.

Again, the voice shouted, “What are you looking at? Up here...up here, can you see me?” 

Angel couldn’t look up but couldn’t see anyone. She was more amazed at what she saw below, but couldn’t understand why. She swallowed hard, trying to expose an answer. “Don’t you see it?” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “Don’t you see it down there in the rocks... the blue flaming sword? Look!” It was becoming more challenging to say no to some unseen power trying to pull her free from the grasp of the roots. 

The strange force got stronger, inviting her to let loose and fall among the rocks.  “There, down there, a Great Sword with blue flames... can’t you see it? She paused in all of her confusion. 

“Oh...no, what is that? How terrible!” She breathed in shallow quick gasps. She couldn’t control the spasmodic trembles flowing through her. Her breath caught in her throat. She felt her heart pounding.

Angel didn’t know what else waited for her above but definitely knew what laid hundreds of feet down below. There was a great feeling of tightening in her chest. The fear was overwhelming.  She opened her lips, but no sound passed between them. Her eyes widened in dread.

“Help, please help!” she finally gets the words out as she screams, “Help me, please!” There was desperation in her scream and panic in her eyes, not to mention the fear... the pure, unadulterated terror.

“I can help you!” The mysterious voice again shouted! “Can you climb up the tree roots a little higher?”

The mighty waves halt their bombardment for a moment.  She could hear the voice again.  “I am coming to help you! Hang on!”

“Don’t try to come down, it’s not safe.  You will only fall, too!” Then, for just a moment, she almost lets go of the roots in fear when she caught a glimpse of the mysterious figure above, glowing a softer shade of blue. Jesus Christ, what is that? I have nowhere to go. Let go, and I’m gone, dead and floating out to sea somewhere as fish bait. If I try to climb up, my God, she gazed again, at what now appeared to be an apparition of some sort... not to mention the panther. She had no clue what to do.

Angelica could barely perceive the sound of her own voice.  Her heart pounded faster and faster and seemed almost audible over the sound of the waves crashing below. The ocean wind blew against her. Surely, her words carried to the top. 

The stranger placed his hands to his mouth in the shape of a trumpet and began to shout a reply, “Can...you...hear...me!”  No sound reached Angel. The words were pushed back by the force of the wind.

The apparition got on its belly, crawled up to the edge and began to climb over. “Don’t, please stop. I’m about to fall. You don’t need to fall with me!” Get real Angel, this ain’t no human being. He or she or whatever it is will probably get down here, touch me and I am a poof of dust anyhow. If I let go, hell I know where I will end up. I will just hold my breath and take my chances on this apparition...spirit...ghost, hell, whatever it is!

Angel tried to clear her mind. She watched the flame of the eerie foil grow larger and larger. The air thickened and swirled around the luminous sword. The substance of the air swirled faster and faster around the blue flame. Its mysterious force on Angel continued to gain strength. 

She closed her eyes and leaned her head back against one of the roots, hoping the pain in her head would dissipate. I can’t hold on much longer.  I’m surely going to die. What is happening? What is it about that sword? Why is that spirit glowing like the sword, too?

Then, one hand slipped. Angelica could no longer reach another root of the old tree. A rope dangled in front of her face. She reached with her free hand and gripped the line. She then turned loose of the root and grabbed the rope with the other hand. Shit, what the Hell am I doing? That thing...the glowing stranger...whatever the Hell it is, I’m putting my trust in it by grabbing this rope. Am I insane?

A wave, higher than the rest, went over the top of the cliff and struck the unknown entity in his chest. Never for the past two hours had a wave climbed so high up the cliff and over the top. The force was too powerful, and the mysterious blue, glowing stranger could no longer hold the rope.

Suddenly, a vivid image of her grandfather occupied Angel’s mind. She didn’t know why, but she remembered his glass at three o’clock in the afternoon full of ice and bathed with a clear liquid. She recalled in later years that it was Vodka, not water. She remembered brandy with Grandpa’s morning orange juice. By dinnertime, Grandpa was laying out in his comfortable chair, dribbling between his snores. Oh, why did I drink so much? If only I had kept my hands off the Jack Black. I would... I’m letting my past problems pull me down. I should have never tried to drown my troubles with Old No. 7 in the first place!

Her thoughts quickly came to an end. A heavy splash of seawater slammed her face. Crap Angel, don’t go passing out on me now for God’s sake!

She stared in terror while holding the rope with no one to keep her from falling. It went slack. She felt herself motionless, bouncing off the muddy side of the cliff. She was falling down towards the burning sword and the rocks below. 

She heard a man’s voice as if he were standing right next to her, clear as day. “Angelica, I love you...I always have! Wait, I shall join you!”

Angelica continued to fall. She could only think of him.  Who is he? He called my name.  No one knows me here. How did he know my name? “Oh, God, I...noooooo -!”  She screamed loudly.  Her mind told her to resist, but her body refused. She was about to fall onto the burning sword protruding from the rocks.  The flames ripped their way higher and higher, reaching close to her feet. Tendrils of smoke reach desperately into the night sky in its effort to escape the burning inferno below.

“Angel... Angel, wake up hun, you’re having a bad dream! Wake up!”

“What the Hell! Who are... oh, Mother, it was terrible. What are you doing here?”

“I thought I would surprise you and help you tidy up your new place.”

“Oh, Mom, you won’t believe. It was so real!” Icy fear twisted around her heart.

“You’re safe, dear. Everything’s fine.”

“I haven’t been able to sleep at all,” she said in a trembling whisper. “I was down at those black rocks, again.” She was barely able to control her gasp of surprise. An awakening experience left her reeling.

“The same dream?” She was curious, seeing the change of expression on her daughter’s face.

“Yes, Mother. I knew something was waiting at the bottom of the cliff in the night, and it wanted me. I don’t know why, but it felt so real. I was hanging on by a thread, clinching to some tree roots. All of a sudden, I was falling to my death into the rocks below.”

“I’m so sorry, hun.”

“It was the worst nightmare yet. I felt as if I might die any moment from the pain in my head. I desperately tried to wake up, but I couldn’t. It was the most intense nightmare yet. I was never so glad to see your face above me when I woke up, Mother.”

Angel’s mom pushed her hair back off her forehead and pulled the covers back up around her. “Honey, you’re safe now. Try to dream about something pleasant. Ah...I have it. Why don’t you dream about that boy...let’s see what’s his name...William?”

“Oh, Mother.” Angelica smiled and appeared to relax. She always used William’s name, who remained a childhood friend ever since she was born.

Laura turned to go back to her bedroom. On her way, she turned off the overhead lights  and retired for the evening. 

She no sooner left the room and closed the door she made an amazing discovery. Angel pulled her hands out from underneath the covers and stared at her palms covered with dried mud and blood. 

She turned her head and stared out the bay window. Her eyes roamed in the direction from where the cliff and the black rocks were located. She didn’t have to guess what laid below at the bottom of the cliff in the cove any longer.  A blue glow still permeated in the distance.  Still branded in her mind was the picture of a magnificent flaming falchion. Was it a dream, or was it real? My God, do I return to the cliff or stay in bed. Am I having a bad dream again? No, Mother’s here. I’m fine.

Angel was confused in her thoughts and fell back to sleep, not waking until the break of day and the morning sunshine filtering through the dust-covered window panes of her cottage. 

Someone was stroking Angel’s hair back off her forehead. She reached up, opened her eyes to grab the hand, brushing her hair back, and clutched empty air. Her eyes were heavy. When she finally managed to open them, a sharp pain flew through her head. Whoa, what a night that was? I wonder where mom is. “Mom...Mom!” She shouted. Crap that hurts. No answer.  

She took one hand, pulled her hair back, and moaned from the pounding, the leftover effects the Tennessee whiskey. One look on the nightstand and she understood, a half-empty liter of Jack she bought from the local liquor store when she came through the village earlier in the evening before. 

It’s funny how alcohol can chase away all of one’s problems. The next day, however, was like having the self-inflicted flu. She knew she wouldn’t get any sympathy from anyone. God, I wish I were twenty again and didn’t get hangovers. Now, I’m getting older, and each headache is worse. Why do I keep doing it? Why?

She needed to drink a glass of water badly. After only a few seconds, she realized she was lying naked in her own bed. Oh, my God, what is happening? My mother is not answering. I have the worst hangover one can imagine. Dang, I really feel like shit! Who was the mysterious man at the cliff? Did he shoot the Black Panther? Why am I here? I remember falling into the rocks! Damn, I wanted to get rid of the writer’s block. It sure is gone now. She began to laugh aloud, grabbing the sides of her head. The hangover had its way with Angel. She found, at almost forty-two years of age, her hangovers border on a brand of mental illness. There was no gradual groggy ascent into wakefulness as it was when she was much younger. Now, it’s a startling crack of consciousness that overtook her each morning

She jumped up from her bed, wrapped the pink sheet around her and hustles off to have a hot shower. She ducked into the bathroom and closed the door. Her headache disappeared.  She walked back into her living room with the bed sheet still wrapped around her. She sat down and began to write the first chapter from her extraordinary dream. Which was it, a dream, or was what happened real?

So much for writer’s block...it’s gone now!

Click...clack...click...clack...

Monsters are real, and ghosts are real too. They live inside us, and sometimes, they win.

—-Stephen King
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Chapter TWO

The Black Panther
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The next morning, Angel’s second day at the cottage, she was clacking along on her laptop. After all, the dream, if it was a dream, gave her lots of insight for at least three chapters in her paranormal romance.

A knock came quietly at the front door, followed by silence. Again, the rap was louder and faster this time. Angelica closed her laptop and walked towards the door. No one knew she was living in the house, so it appeared a little strange someone would be at home this early in the morning.

“Angel...Angel, it’s me. The workers will be here soon.”

Damn, that’s right. Janie said the contractors would be here this morning early. She fluffed her hair and tried to make herself a little more presentable.

Before opening, she stared out a window next to the door and could see it was Janie, her handy-dandy realtor, standing on the front porch. 

She opened the door and invited her inside. “Good morning, Janie. I was wondering who would come by to visit since I don’t know anyone from around here.”

“It’s just me Angel, your friendly real estate lady checking up on you to see how you settled in last evening.”

“Well, fine on the one hand ...not so fine on the other, Janie.”  She glanced at the nightstand. She realized she must get rid of that half-empty bottle of Jack Black. Without saying anything to Janie, she walked over, picked it up, and carried it to the kitchen. Then she pulled a kitchen chair near the cabinets and placed the bottle on the top shelf of the cupboard.

“Wow, I didn’t mean to ask you an open-ended question.” She shrugged her shoulders to hide her confusion.

“No, it’s not your question. I assure you in one evening and night at the cottage, my long-term writer’s block is gone. I’ve already written twenty pages since I woke up this morning.” An expression of satisfaction showed in her eyes.

“Then what was the ‘not so fine?’” She lowered her gaze in confusion.

“I had the most frightening dream last night, but it seemed so real. I could smell the salt of the ocean spray. I could sense some sort of unusual smell of an unusual presence... I think it was a man, but I can’t be sure. I was hanging off the side of the cliff down at Black Rock Cove. It goes on and on and—.”

“Wait! You saw Jonathan Knight?”

“I’m sorry, what did you call him?”

“Jonathan Knight.”

“Yes... no, I do believe I might have seen him. It was strange. He was glowing like a translucent blue color. I thought it was a dream, but when I got back to the cottage-.” She stopped her explanation and rolled up the sleeves on her blouse. “Look, these scratches came from my hanging off the cliff down at the cove. I thought I was going to die.” She rolled her sleeve back down. She shivered once more with a vivid recollection. “You don’t believe me, do you, Janie?”

“Believe you? Angel, I’ve lived here my entire life. There’s nothing I haven’t heard or have not seen.” She walked over and looked out the bay window in the direction of the Cove, “But, to answer your question, yes indeed I believe you met Jonathan Knight, face-to-face, Black Rock Cove’s own dead sea captain!”

“Well, not quite face-to-face, Janie, but yes... I think I have. Just as he was trying to save me from dying and falling into the rocks, I woke up in my own bed back here at the cottage.” Angel walked over and got another drink of water. Her mouth was drier than a sandbox in the heat of the summer.

“I must know Janie...tell me more. Why is Jonathan doing this? What is the burning blue sword? Why the...-”

Janie backs up, “Wait, did you say burning sword?” She impatiently pulled her drifting thoughts together.

“Yes. The entire time I was hanging on for my life, below me raised a huge sword burning. What’s even stranger is the color of the flames were blue, not orange or red or yellow.  All Hell broke loose, lightning striking down on the sword and an unusual cool wind blowing and swirling around the sword.”

“Did you see a ship?” She began to notice something was very special about Angelica, and all the stories told to her while living in the Cove are coming alive in her mind.

“Yes,” Angel was excited and began to breathe hard, “yes, I did, you do believe me, don’t you, Janie?” Intense astonishment touched her suntanned face.

Janie was barely able to keep the laughter from her voice. “Yes, Angel, I believe you. I told you I’ve either seen or heard it all. Why do you think no one in the area wants to rent this cottage? It has always been rented to outsiders...usually men or families, never a single woman before...and one with long blonde hair like you. But that was years ago.”

“Are you going to leave now, Angel? I wouldn't blame you if you did. People who rented the cottage years ago were frightened by something and never stayed as long as they intended.” She shrugged her shoulders to hide her confusion.

Angel walked up next to Janie.  They both stared out over the ocean. “Janie, you don’t have to worry about me leaving, I’m here to stay. I am going to finish my novel, one way or the other...ghosts, spirits, walking dead or...whatever! This entire experience has opened up my imagination and given me just what I needed to move my novel along.” She sat back down in the wingback chair, unable to get her mind off the evening before. Her foot tapped up and down on the old wooden floor panels like some stupid wind-up toy.

“I will be here if you ever want to talk, Angel.”

“Before you leave, I’m still trying to understand why I saw the sea captain, the sword, and the ship. Oh, and yes, let’s not forget the black panther. It was-”

“Whoa! Whoa! Wait a sec, Angel. What do you mean, a panther?” A bewildering sense of disbelief swept over her.

“A panther was about to attack me in my dream. I turned, not knowing how close I was to the edge of the cliff and fell off down into the roots sticking out from an old Aspen tree.”

“Take me, Angel. Take me to where you saw the panther.” She anxiously replied with a frightened voice while nervously biting her lip.

“Let me get my tennis shoes on, and we will go.” She put on her favorite worn-out shoes for the trek to the cove. Once white they were now rusty brown with dust and the soles tread worn. The laces trail the ground, frayed, and in definite need of replacement. Although ragged, they are most comfortable.

Janie and Angel walked outside the cottage and began their rapid descent over the trail down to the cove, the place where the village got its name. They continued down the same winding path Angel took the night before with flashlight in hand. The grass was shoulder high to both of the women. They approached the exact spot where Angel fell off the cliff in her dream.

“Angel is this where -.”

“Oh, my God, Janie... look!” Angel stopped and pointed near the bush she brushed up against in her dream when falling off the cliff. A huge black panther laid dead by its branches.

“Okay, Janie... this is really weird.  We can’t stay here! Let’s go back to the cottage, and you can tell me everything. I must know what I’m up against.”

“You’re not going to leave?” She took a deep, unsteady breath and stepped back.

Angel impatiently pulled her drifting thoughts together. “No... not at all. If I have more dreams like last night, my novel will write itself, and I’ll be back in Denver lickety-split. Not that I want to go back to the hustle-bustle of the big city.”

On reaching the cottage, Angel brewed a fresh pot of coffee. She warmed up some pastries in the microwave she purchased at the food mart coming into town the night before. 

She and Janie sat down in the living room near the bay window. Angel pulled over another chair so the two of them could visit and talk in front of the window while gazing out over the ocean.

“Okay, Angel, I am not sure where to begin.”

“Anywhere is fine. If you want to tell me about the sea captain first, that’s fine... just whatever, but I must know what stories you’ve heard.”

“Are you sure I’m not going to scare you off, Angel?” She flipped to the side, her bright auburn hair gleaming with shadows of deep gold and vibrant red.

“No, not at all... go ahead.” She pondered on a cauldron of thoughts.

“Back in the late 1700s, a sea captain by the name of Jonathan Knight sailed the high seas, but always came back home, here to Black Rock Cove. He met and fell in love with the woman of his dreams.”

“May I interrupt as you are telling the story, Janie?” Nervously she moistens her dry lips.

“Yes, by all means. I can see you are most anxious.”

“Okay,” Angel pulled out her writing pad and began to write, “what was the woman’s name Jonathan fell in love with?”

“This is where the story will give you goosebumps. Her name was Angelica.” 

She stared blankly at Janie, her mouth wide open. “Whoa, that’s really getting to be too weird for me.” Her eyes were wide open, not believing what she just heard. “The next thing I suppose you are going to tell me is she had blonde hair and blue eyes.” She asked, wanting to put all the pieces together.

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I was. There’s an oil painting in the village at the library showing a portrait painted of Angelica still lasting through two centuries.”

“Oh, my God, Janie... I must go to see it... today! Go ahead. I’m sorry for interrupting. This is so exciting.” Her eyes were full of life, pain, and unquenchable warmth.

“Not a problem, Angel. So, where was I?”

“You were explaining how Jonathan fell in love with this woman who had the same name as me.”

“Ah, yes. They fell in love, and he built this cottage for the two of them to live. The rock structure has survived many years of the ocean spray, storms, and practically almost everything Mother Nature conjured up to throw at her.” 

There was a pause in the conversation. Janie got up and walked to the nearby window and stared out over the ocean. She turned, and before sitting back down, she pulled her hair back and retied it into a ponytail. 

“There have been many stories of the couple practicing witchcraft.”

“Witchcraft!” She lifted her startled eyes.

“You must understand anyone or anything strange to people two hundred years ago had the town people talking witchcraft.”

“I’m not sure I understand. Why would two people in love who kept to themselves cause people to be alarmed with their not being sociable?” She asked, wanting to put all the pieces together.

“You see, after he built the cottage, he and his lady would hardly ever go out and cherish each other’s companionship. The talk was each would give their life for the other.  Their love was everlasting...lasting a lifetime...and beyond! The kind of love all of us girls would cherish to have.”

Angel began to laugh. “I know exactly what you mean. I left Denver to come out here not only to have peace and quiet but to get away from my two-timing boyfriend.” She started to shake her head back and forth. Her thoughts dwindle again, “Go ahead, continue, Janie. I find this intriguing.”

“Back then, men... how do I say this... had a girl in every place they traveled? It was hard for the people in the village to believe Jonathan and Angelica were simply a couple deeply in love with each other and cherished their solitude. Everyone felt Angelica was his girl only when he was in Black Rock Cove.”

“What did she do when the Captain would go to sea?”

“That, Angel, is where it gets interesting. You see, whenever the Captain would sail away, he would not return for months in and months out. Angelica would just tend to the house and work in her garden, relishing the day the Sea Captain would return.”

“What did she do for so long while waiting for him to return?”

“One thing she did do was to not stray and remain at their cottage awaiting his return. She would always look forward to the time he was about to arrive and run down to Black Rock Cove and sit by the old Aspen tree you talked about earlier. She stood there, day in and day out until he returned... waiting and watching for his ship.”

“Wow... I must know more... they really were in love with each other.” She reached up, rubbed the side of her neck, and looked behind her. She sensed a warm breath of air up and down her neck.

“There could not have been any stronger love between two people. I really believe each of them would go to Hell if it would keep the other safe. I honestly have confidence their love is still there, bonding each other for life and life after that, too. I believe each would sacrifice themselves to no end for the other, even if they had it to do all over again.”

“True love, Janie... sounds like true love. Dang, Janie...you just gave me an idea for the title of my novel... TRUE LOVE!”

“You’re right, Angel.” She paused a moment, not letting on there was something special about her. She hesitated to tell her the entire story. “What do you think he named his ship?”

“Angelica.” Excitement added shine to her eyes and polish to her cheeks.

“Bingo. You’re correct!”

“Okay, so what next?”

“Well, she never visited the village much. Most of the villagers thought she and the sea captain were a witch and warlock.”

“Really...go figure. Rumors, hearsay, and jealousy...they are still around today.”

“Anyhow, one of the trips the Captain made to Australia he caught ill. Of course, there was no way to get word to his lady here in the village, and...well, this is where the story takes a bad turn.”

“Nothing stopped Angelica from sitting by the Aspen tree until her beloved sea captain returned. Rain or shine, it made no difference.”

“Get on with it, Janie. What happened next?” She asked while taking a deep, unsteady breath.

“One day she was holding tight to the Aspen tree as gale-force winds were blowing and the rain was coming sideways. The waves were higher than any Angelica ever saw. She gazed out in the ocean, no more than a mile or so, and saw the Angelica tilting right and left as huge waves slammed her deck. In a split second, before she knew what was happening, the ship capsized and came upside down, floating with the incoming waves and crashed onto the large boulders in the inlet. Wooden planks, masts, barrels, and shipmates all go into the water and meet their fate, right in front of her in the large black rocks.” Her faint smile held a touch of sadness as she watches Angel remain attentive.

“Oh, my God, Janie, how sad. What did she do... go on! Please.” She stared at her friend without saying any other words, her heart pounding.

“For four days, bodies and debris from the ship continued to come in with each rising tide. After those long days, grief-struck from her lover’s death at sea, she went to the cottage and took the sword Jonathan’s dad had given him, which hung over the fireplace and went down to Black Rock Cove.”

“I see this one coming, Janie...but, go on... continue.” A permanent sorrow began to weigh her down.

“Well, you’re right, Angel. On a low tide, she walked out onto the sand in the middle of the large rocks and threw herself upon Jonathan’s sword.”

“Noooo... she killed herself?” She paused to catch her breath. A stab of guilt laid buried in her breast.

“Yes, she did. It was only two days later a message sent by another ship arrived and brought to her house. It was written to let Angelica know Jonathan would be coming home by another ship. Of course, by the time it arrived, Angelica had already died.”

“No way. No way at all!” Angel stopped and tried to remember how to breathe, unable to speak, totally stunned at what she just heard.

“Yes... way, Angel.”

“Oh, how heartbreaking, Janie.”

“Angel, you must see the portrait of the woman at the library. It’s so eerie how much you resemble the woman.”

“The library is open now. Would you like me to give you a ride? I will introduce you to the town librarian. Her name is Sharon Knight.”

“No, Janie... Sharon Knight?  She’s a descendant of Johnathan Knight?” 

“You have got to be kidding me, right?”

“No, I’m not kidding you. She’s a descendant of Jonathan Knight, but how, I’m not sure. Anyhow, she’s a wealth of knowledge when it comes to Jonathan and Angelica.”

“Well, Janie, let’s not waste any time. Let’s go.” Angel grabbed her purse.  She was excited, finding it impossible to steady her erratic pulse.

When reaching the library, Angel didn’t give time for Janie to park, hopped out and ran inside the library. She stopped in front of a gray-headed woman who did a double-take. She stared once at Angel and then again, turns slightly and glances at the old oil painting, which hung on the wall in the main reading room... the name on the brass plate underneath, attached to the ornately scrolled walnut frame, was Angelica Knight. 

“Hello, I’m Angelica Thompson, a friend of Janie.”

“Yes, I know. We have all your novels in our library. I’ve been waiting for you to—.”

Janie walked in and up to the desk. “Sharon, I see you have met, “Angelica.”

“Sharon was so surprised at the resemblance she couldn’t say anything.” A bewildering sense of disbelief swept over her, lost in her thoughts, blinking her eyes with bafflement.

“Sharon... Sharon, helloooo... anyone home?”

“Sorry, I was -.” 

Angel interrupted. “You’re so right, Janie. The woman... she’s almost a spitting image of me.”

“No, Angel...she IS the spitting image of you!”

Sharon was still spellbound at how much Angel looked like the woman in the painting. Her mind went blank, and her eyes widened as she stared at the novelist in amazement. Then, shaking her head and catching her breath, she said, “Angel, would you like to see a picture of the Sea Captain?”

“Jonathan?” 

“Yes... he’s hanging on the wall in our rare book room.”

Sharon, Janie, and Angel walk to the back of the library. The librarian pulled a key out of her pocket, unlocks the door, and walked into the room. Angel stumbled while following Sharon into the dark area. There was an eerie silence to the room, one Angel felt, but couldn’t explain.

She jumped, shaken by the sudden clapping of Sharon’s hands and the bright lights in the room automatically coming on, exposing everything. Paintings hung on the walls, and old books filled the shelves in the room with dust covering most of the items.

Angel marveled over the many books and paintings that lined the shelves. Never in her life had she seen so many. She picked one up and turns the cover to find a date stamped in the book, 1823. Another she opened and peered inside. It reflected the year of 1836. Angel gently placed the books back on the shelf, afraid one more page turned, and the book would turn to dust. 

While replacing the book, something strange came over her. She couldn’t explain it, but the temperature dropped at least twenty degrees. A thrill of frightened anticipation touched her spine.

Sharon didn’t say anything. Janie walked up right beside her, and they both can’t help but notice how the writer was just standing there, her head tilted up, staring at one of the many paintings in the room.

Janie whispered, “Sharon, Angel is staying in the old cottage down by the cove.”

“And she’s seen the Captain, no doubt?”

“Yes, she has, but of course you knew that already.”

“That explains why she can come in here, and out of at least a half dozen portraits on the wall, she walked right up and stared at the one of Jonathan Knight.”

“I agree... that’s somewhat eerie, to say the least.”

“Indeed.” 

“She’s a novelist and wants to remain here and finish her novel.”

“Yes, I know. We have all of her books in the library.”

Janie continued, “Don’t you find that most unusual, Sharon.”

“Unusual, to say the least. Most people either disappear overnight or leave after seeing our Sea Captain.”

“Disappear... what do you mean disappear?” Angel said, overhearing what the two women were saying.

Sharon spoke a bit too loudly, and Angelica stopped her infatuation with the painting. “Nothing Angel, I was only -.”

“It’s alright, Sharon. Tell me, others have seen the Captain, too.”

“Oh, my yes... the Captain, the ship, a burning sword...”

“What about the black panther?”

“I’m afraid not. I’ve never heard a story about a black panther. Besides, panthers don’t live in this part of the country.”

“Well, they do now, Sharon!” She took a quick sharp breath.

“She’s right, they do now.” Angel turned again and looked at the painting. She walked over, and unknowingly something drew her hand to the ornate wooden frame of the portrait. She touched the frame and her finger lightly fell upon the canvas. As soon as she does, her eyes closed, she wilted and almost fell to the floor. Angel staggered backward, her mind swirling, and her breaths became shallow. Angel fainted into a heap on the rug in the room. 

Sharon and Janie stared at each other. They paused and couldn’t find any words to express for the moment. They were in awe of the situation.

“My God, Sharon, have you ever seen that happen before?”

“Never... not ever!” She stood frozen, blank, amazed, and shaken.

After catching their breaths, Sharon and Janie went and helped Angel to a nearby chair in the central part of the library. The door to the rare book room locked behind them to protect the security of the rare books and paintings from vandals or would-be thieves.

“Where am I?” Angel blinked her eyes rapidly while trying to regain her composure. “What happened?”

Janie was quick to respond. “You fainted, my dear.”

“That’s strange. I remember touching the frame on the portrait, and then I lost all feeling and, for a moment, was standing in the sand at the cove, overlooking the ocean. Weird, right?”

“I suppose Janie already told you visions of the Captain and his lady are never weird. It happens every month when there’s a new moon.”

“I’m sorry, Sharon if I sound a little pessimistic, but the sun is shining... at least it was when I came over this morning.”

“Well, my dear, because the sun is shining doesn’t mean there’s no longer a new moon. It’s there. You can look and see it at times.”

“Anyhow, Angel,” Sharon said, “there are old journals where the sinking of the ship is tied with either a new moon or a slither of the moon. The stories of most of the sightings appear during this time.

“Sharon, I must ask. Have there been any sightings of Angelica?”

“Why yes, child, but the results have not been pleasant to talk about?”

“Why is that?”

There have been three sightings over the last hundred years. At least the ones we know about. The last one was twenty or so years ago.”

“Back up, Sharon... tell me... what do you mean ‘not pleasant?’”

“In all cases, the day after the sighting, in all three cases, the women disappeared... all single women who were residing in the cottage.”

“That’s probably because her ghost frightened them away.”

“I don’t think so. Every one of the women left all their belongings. One left her car out beside the cottage at the cove.”

“Left her car?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so.”

“It almost sounds like they may have disappeared under different circumstances. Was a search ever done?”

“Yes, Angel, a thorough search by the Sheriff’s Department turned up nothing.”

“Has anyone ever figured out when these sightings take place or are they simply random?”

“I must say it has something to do with the cottage, my dear. We haven’t had any sightings since the small house became vacant over twenty years ago. Everyone hears the story and changes their mind about staying there. That is until now, Angel.”

“I came here for a story. I’m going to stay. Nothing so far has changed my mind.” She glanced back at the portrait of Angelica. “So, Sharon, has anyone put a specific time with when these sightings take place.”

“We know exactly when they take place... during a full eclipse of the sun. It appears all the apparitions, Jonathan, Angelica, and many of the sailors killed when the Angelica capsized have been said to become visible along the cliffs and in the village, too.”

“In 1950, a full eclipse happened. I was a young girl. I remember a woman came to town the next day and was telling my mother what she saw. I remember she was renting the cottage for the summer. Late in the evening, a day before the full eclipse occurred, she saw a tall and slender woman with blonde hair. The woman was close enough to see her large and lustrous eyes, according to what she told my mother. She was wearing a red velvet shawl over her shoulders.

She invited the stranger to come for a cup of tea in the cottage. As she walked in, she turned to take the woman’s wrap to hang and... poof, she was gone... disappeared.”

“What did your mother say?”

“My mother smiled and told the woman, ‘you saw the spirit of the dead sea captain’s wife, Angelica.’”

On the other hand, what I like my music to do to me is awaken the ghosts inside of me. Not the demons, you understand, but the ghosts.

—- David Bowie
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Chapter THREE 

Life is Difficult
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The next morning, Angel’s third day at the cottage, she clacked along on her laptop. After all, the dream, if it was a dream, gave her lots of insight for her writer’s block. She was well into Chapter Three, especially after her trip to the library the day before.

She can’t help but wonder after her extended visit with the village librarian why Angelica took her life with the Great Sword? Why did she see a sword glowing and protruding from the large black rocks in the cove? What does it all mean?

Life itself is difficult. Dying is easy... In her novel, she skipped ahead to add some thoughts to Chapter Four. 

Angel stopped typing on her keyboard in her story. She walked over and stared out the bay window at the ocean. The smell of salty sea air and the vision of the sea opened her senses while she thinks she found just the right subject matter to begin a few paragraphs for Chapter Four.

I know what. It’s been three days, and I still haven’t gone and put my toe in the water. I need to take a break and go for a swim. The ocean is calm, and the tide is out. The beach should be fun. Besides, it should be just what the doctor ordered. Maybe I can get rid of that asshole in my mind and the visions of the woman tied up in my bedroom and concentrate fully on my writing.

Following the narrow path across the meadow, she found a crooked trail leading down the cliff to the beach. Now, this you don’t see every day of the week... an entire beach all to myself. 

She looked both ways.  Not another soul in sight... not another footstep was in the sand. No one appeared to be out even though beautiful sunrises often draw people to watch the brilliant colors rise up over the mountains to the east and cast the first morning light over the plentiful whitecaps of the ocean.

She stood there with a robe over her swimsuit and stares at the water and again up and down the beach.  The cool water lapped at her feet, fizzing and bubbling like brine. Even though the sun was beating on her back, she couldn’t help but smile as the wind caressed her face. The waves ahead of her were small and rolled gently onto the beach. 

The ocean was almost entirely smooth. It shimmered like floating glass. One more time, she glanced left and right and saw no one in either direction. 

Go ahead, Angel. Go ahead...you know you want to do it. Get naked. It will do you good. Feel the ocean breezes over your skin! Okay already...I want to do it. Someone might...oh, Hell. Who am I kidding? There’s no one here. It will be fun! Be spontaneous, Angel Thompson!

Undoing the tie on her two-piece bikini, she lets the beginning heat of the day and the sweat from her hike to the beach help make up her mind. 

Quickly slipping out of her robe and bathing suit, she held the robe in front of her bent over slightly, looking both ways again.  She threw the robe to the sand and dashed into the water. All her life, Angel secretly harbored a desire to go skinny-dipping but was always afraid she might get caught. It wasn’t ever a fear so much of being caught as it was a fear of embarrassment, rather than any sense of impropriety that kept her from acting on impulse.

Now she had a chance! 

She stopped and must reach back to remember when she was seventeen getting caught skinny dipping in the park, and nearly surrendered her virginity to Tommy, the quarterback of the football team. A boy with soulful eyes who told her he was going to love her until the end of time if she did it with him!

Angel began to laugh. She remembered that night so well. God, those were the good ole days... I told Tommy that if he really loved me, he would wait until I was ready. Continuing to laugh aloud, apparently for Tommy, that meant waiting until the end of time. He broke up with Angel. 

“Yahoo!” She ran and jumped in the ocean. Ah, this is great. I love the feel of the water on my naked body... 

She stopped a moment before getting all the way under and wiggled her toes in the sand, watching the white ripples of the waves gently lap the shoreline. A wet, salt breeze blew from the west, stinging her cheeks. Angel glanced down and admired her flat stomach. Dang, I’m still in good shape for my age if I say so myself... even quite sexy. I can also turn a few guy’s heads wherever I go... yep, a head-turner at forty-two. She began to laugh and sat down in the waist-deep water.

Maybe I will just swim out a way.

Angel swam back and forth, just a little way out to the first breaker from the shoreline. She paused and laid back in the water, letting her limbs do the thinking for her. God, this is great. The water is so refreshing. I must do this every chance I get. It allows me to get rid of all my worries.

Again, Angel flopped over to her back and stretched out her arms, opened her palms, and just let herself go, butt naked in one of God’s most fabulous creations. She released all body tension and was totally at ease with herself.

Suddenly, without any warning, she found a distraction by a nearby splash. Looking to the edge of the water and the shoreline, she saw an unexpected addition to her swim.

“Shep...Shep, come here, boy!” A man’s voice hung in the air like an eagle dallying with the wind.

Angel quickly dropped her body below the surface and peered at the beach. Coming out to greet her was a large Collie chasing an orange Frisbee on the surface in front of her.

Incredible, this is just what I need...to be naked in the water with a dog who wants to play Frisbee with me. Rolling her eyes, she swam in a slight way where she could stand up, but still be covered by the shoulder-deep water. 

On the shoreline stood a tall, dark-haired man who stood next to Angel’s clothes. “I guess if I ask you to come in to introduce myself, you would have to decline.” He stared at her a moment and then began to laugh.

Thank goodness there are no coming and going of waves because if there were, I would have to get on my knees...crap, what do I do...what do I say?

Angel hesitated a moment. “Duh, you think!” What the hell are you doing, Angel? He’s good looking... something better than ‘Duh’ is in order, don’t you think? “I’m sorry, but yes, I didn’t know anyone was here. My name is Angel.” She shouted while holding her place in the water. Watching as the dog chases the frisbee again, she could only hide under the water and notice Shep as he picked up one of the bikini pieces to her bathing suit and ran down the beach.

“Shep...Shep, you bring that back right now, boy!”  The stranger’s smile deepens into further laughter. “Sorry Angel, his favorite color is red, what can I say?”

Angel didn’t argue and said nothing. Wow, now this is one for the history books...standing here naked so close to such a good-looking man.  Crap, I’ve never been at a loss for words. Should I invite him to get naked and join me? Okay... okay, I'm stupid. Get it together girl!”

“Yes, I know, Janie told me you were here for the summer. I just came by with Shep to make your acquaintance. I can turn around if you like and wait for you to more presentable, but I think you look fine from here.” There is a trace of laughter in his voice.

The muscles under his white shirt quickened Angel’s pulse. “I bet you do. But, yes, turn around and let me get dressed.” Angel dashed out of the water with one hand over her breasts bent over, trying to cover herself. Not much good one hand could do though...

“Okay, you can turn back around.”

Wow, he’s better looking up close than from out in the water. “You didn’t tell me your name.”

“I’m Kevin Connors, the sheriff here in Knight County.”

Oh, my God, the county is named after the sea captain, too. “Nice to meet you, Kevin.”

Angel had no makeup on, looked a wreck with a five-year-old red and white bikini, out of style. Not the most appropriate way to impress a guy for the first time. “Kevin, it’s nice to meet you, but without sounding rude, I was just headed back. I need to get back to work on my book.”

“Very well, Angel. It was nice meeting you. If you ever need anything, just give my office a call.”

“I sure will, Sheriff!”

“It’s Kevin... hope to see you again soon.”

“You, too... Kevin.”

The sheriff began to walk down the beach a way throwing the Frisbee with Shep. He stopped every few steps to watch Angel walk through the dunes on the way to the trail back up to the top of the cliff.

The breeze dried Angel’s skin quickly, making it feel crusty and uncomfortable from the dried salt. No longer wet, she continued to walk. A light sheen of sweat began to coat her tanned face and body.

She took a slight shortcut across a few of the dunes to reach the crooked trail to the top. The grinning novelist turned around and watched as the Sheriff turned around and was coming back down the beach in her direction. Shep ran by and heads up the trail in front of her.

The dog was scoping everything out, sniffing as he went by and beats Angel halfway up the trail, right where the prairie grasses were growing, not disturbed by the rising ocean waves.

Angel watched as he began to dig a hole. She was but fifteen or twenty feet away, and he starts to let out a series of ferocious barks. 

Angel wasn’t aware of what his barks meant, but the sheriff started to rush at a fast pace. He knew the kind of bark he uses like the one he was doing now. It was a warning of a potential intruder. Something was wrong!

Alarms sounded off in Angel’s head. She rushed up the incline to the edge of the sand and high grass. Shep was back in the grass where only his agitated tail swung back and forth. He continued to bark incessantly.

Panic welled inside her. Shep continued to bark. She didn’t hesitate and hurried over to the dog. Sheriff Connors was making his way over the dunes and would reach them soon. She stumbled over some matted grass and fell to her knees. Angelica regained her balance and rights herself. A few more steps and she arrived at the point where all the commotion was coming.

She stood there. Shep found something all right, though there didn’t seem to be any impending danger. No intruder... not now anyway.

Angel peered at something glistening out of the sand. She walked nearer. Shep stopped his barking and moved back to give her space to investigate. 

Walking slowly, she got closer to the object sticking out of the sand and grasses. She still couldn’t conclude what it was and became more anxious about finding out the source of Shep’s bark. She reached down and pulled out an old pistol, rusted from the salty air. It was difficult. Angel used every muscle she possessed to dislodge it from the sand.

She took one deep breath and gave the pistol one last yank. It finally came free, almost knocking Angel to the ground.

“Angel, what’s all the barking about?”

“Sheriff, look, this pistol was sticking out of the sand.” Angel handed the pistol over to the Sheriff.

“Ummmm. Interesting.” The Sheriff paced over to further investigate the scene. Shep was continuing to sniff around. It appeared there was more than just a rusty pistol.

“Is there something else there, Sheriff?”

“Not sure yet, Angel.” Kevin got down on his knees and began to dig the sand with his hands in the area where the pistol was discovered.

“Angel, you might not want to see this.”

“What is it?” She asked anxiously, unable to stop herself from pondering.

Kevin’s face clouded with uneasiness. “It’s a dead body.”

“What do you mean, a dead body?” She stammered in bewilderment.

What laid in a shallow grave was the body of a woman, mostly dried skin and bones, but still long flowing brown hair attached and tangled about the skull. 

Angel took a few steps towards the Sheriff. She had to look. When looking down, she gritted her teeth and gave out a short shriek. On the other hand, at least she thought she was screaming. Nothing came from her mouth. Her heart was pounding, and she found it challenging to take a breath. She tried to swallow the lump in her throat.

“Shep, get away from there. Now! Get away!”

No matter, Shep doesn’t respond well to a woman’s voice. “Shep, do what Angel says...get over there and sit down!” He pointed at a nearby dune. The dog reluctantly obeyed Kevin and slinked away a few feet, where he perched himself on top of the dune.

Connors pulls out the radio hanging off his belt and calls into one of his deputies to get out to the scene. Angel stood watching and shook her head sorrowfully, not taking her eyes off the skeleton and the scattered bones Kevin further uncovered. 

The life that had at one time dwelt within the body has gone.  She was safe from the perils of this world. Her heart that once beat with love was still. Her mind that felt so many emotions had gone blank. I wonder who she was. I’m sure her family still misses her. It’s so sad no one sent her away with a love song and kissed the breeze that would carry her heaven-bound. No one... no one at all. I must know who she was.

The sheriff ambled away from the skeleton and over to Angel. “Well, this is a new one for me. Meeting you really for the first time over a stack of bones... I’m sorry you had to see that.”

“It’s okay, Sheriff... I’m sorry... Kevin. I've never seen a dead body like that, except ones at a funeral. I have written about them, but mostly from hearsay...”

“I thought you handled it pretty well, Angel.”

The sheriff glanced over Angel’s shoulder and noticed two of his deputies rushing down the trail. “Well, Angel, I’m sorry but gotta do my job. I hope I can see you again.”

Angel found it impossible not to return his disarming smile. “You too, Kevin.”

She hastily rushed to her cottage, not realizing she and Kevin just released the lonely, rested body’s soul.

She took a welcome shower, leaves her bra in the drawer, and threw on her Denver Bronco’s t-shirt and a pair of cutoff blue jeans. She realized, on the way to continue her writing, she placed the Jack Black up high on one of the shelves in the kitchen. She needed a chair to reach up and get it. After all, this was definitely such an occasion that called for a drink, and by God, she was going to have one or two, and who knows... maybe three or four. 

She returned and sat down in her wingback chair, propped her knees up under her and began to clack away on her laptop, incorporating the find of the dead body into the ending of Chapter Three.  

She eliminated the first few paragraphs where she was talking about the short-lived life of the sea captain and Angelica. The most recent find of the skeleton so near to the cottage had her halting and resetting her thought process for concluding the chapter in her novel.

Angel stopped typing and lets her thoughts meander about how someone lost a loved one, and that pile of bones might be them. God, how hard is it? Life is easy on one hand, but Hell, how else can I say it? Somewhat tricky on the other...

Angel had an imaginative mind for writing novels. Just what a great author needs, but sometimes she drifts off course in her thinking. It was no different now. The novelist thought about life and death with the discovery of the mystery woman buried in the sand nearby.

So many things need to be just right, at the right time, to create a life. Parents need to come together at the right time for life to happen.

Think about it for a moment. Really, life is complicated. From the time a man and woman have conception, and until the birth of the child, many things can happen. Then, there is the time after the baby is born. Many hazards can end a life. It is uncountable at the amount of effort required to care for the child until they are about eighteen years old or so where they can take care of themselves.

Angel stopped typing and began to tap the lead point and erasure of her Number Two pencil on the note pad back and forth, spinning it over and over in her hands. She stopped and continued with words flowing easily onto the computer screen.

Wow, isn’t life grand? It is full of sacrifice, pain, and then there is the time we stop growing any taller or older. We realize we are on the downhill side of life, and we begin to die. We can’t help but notice year after year our bodies get older and frailer. We still fight the unavoidable ending to our life and realize eventually, our ultimate death is inescapable, or is it?

Angel still found it challenging to get the recent discovery of the body near the cliff out of her mind. She got up and strolled out on the porch. After staring at the ocean for several minutes, she took off down the steps and walked down the narrow trail to the Aspen tree by the edge of the cove.

I think I understand why Angelica ended her life prematurely. Nevertheless, ending ones on life is simple... easy, even. An end can come from a sharp edge dagger, a heavy weight, or a long piece of strong rope and a nearby tree limb... or even by a few ounces of lead. Oh, and yes, why not just jump from the cliff and end it against the rocks or in the water? Why did she take her life with Jonathan’s sword, which once belonged to his grandfather? There must be some significance in all this, but what?

She continued to let her thoughts meander through her mind. She brushed up against the massive Aspen. There was a flash of light. A tremendous jolt plowed into her chest, drove her backward, and onto her back in the tall grass.

She blacked out fleetingly. When she came to, her mind showed signs of disorientation. Her entire body was short-circuited by what appeared to have been a massive electrical surge. She laid flapping and jerking on the ground, hardly able to say a word!
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