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Chapter One
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When the letter came that changed my life forever, I was trapped in that no-man’s land of hating my job but desperately needing it. The thought of losing it kept me up at nights.

Teaching college students used to be fun, but now no one cared about anything but their final grade, and every essay had to be checked for plagiarism to see if the student used an AI bot to write it. I was at home, chin-deep in grading papers, as the final grades for the semester were due in three days. I needed to spend the entire weekend working at break-neck speed to get it all done, which just added insult to injury, given that adjunct professors like me were paid squat. Not to mention, my boss had cut my schedule severely this semester, forcing me to take a second job at a local bookstore to make ends meet. I’d stopped contributing to my 401K and tapped into my savings too deep for comfort. Basically, teaching barely paid the rent and ate up my nights and weekends.

So yeah. Hated the job, couldn’t afford to lose it.

A knock on my door gave me a much-needed excuse to get up and stretch my legs. I shuffled in my fuzzy reindeer slippers to the door, past partially packed cardboard boxes, and glanced out the apartment window. Clouds pressed down, a uniform, dull gray that matched my mood. No snow. No sun. Not even a little rain to break the monotony. A nice metaphor for what my life had become.

Michael, my regular mail delivery guy, was visible through the peephole in the door. He wore a Santa hat and gave me a big grin when I opened the door.

“Happy Holidays, Morgan!” He handed me a stack of bills, along with a couple of Christmas cards and a business letter. “You have to sign for this, so I brought the rest of your mail up instead of leaving it in the box.”

Frowning, I laid the mail on the side table by the door and accepted the clipboard and pen he handed me so I could look over the form. “Sign?”

“Yep. Registered letter. Gotta sign.” He peered around my shoulder into the apartment. “You really planning to move then?”

I scrawled my signature on the form and tucked the pen along the clip at the top so I could return both to him. “Yes. As soon as I find another place to stay.”

Easier said than done, given the cost of apartments in the area and the marked decline in my income. My lease ran out at the end of the year, and I had no intention of renewing it, even if I could afford the price hike. But I hadn’t been able to find anything local and would have to expand my search area outside of Charlotte to one of the smaller North Carolina towns, making a longer commute into work. Provided I was even still employed at the college. I hadn’t yet received my class schedule for the next semester, an ominous sign. I couldn’t wisecrack my way out of my current situation this time.

Michael tucked the clipboard under his arm and placed his hand in his pocket. His shoulders slumped slightly, and his cheerful expression faded. He pulled out a little dog biscuit and looked at it sadly. “I almost forgot. I still carry these for him.”

I blinked back tears and stretched my lips into a tight smile. “Believe me, some days, I forget too.”

But only until I come home and there is no little whiskery face to greet me at the door. No little feet tap-dancing with joy at the thought of going out for a walk. Then grief returns with a sharp, unforgiving bite.

Clearing my throat, I added, “That’s why I’m moving. The new lease has a no-pets clause now.”

I couldn’t imagine life without another dog at some point, even if I wasn’t ready for one right now.

Michael shook his head as he stuffed the biscuit back into his pocket. “That’s nuts. They keep raising the rent around here and banning pets. No one can afford to buy a house. Where are people with animals supposed to go?”

I wish I knew.

“If I don’t see you again, good luck.” He gave me a resigned little nod, which I returned as I shut the door.

I sat down on the couch and stared at the return address on the envelope. Letters from lawyers were never a good thing. Letters from an unknown firm in another state spiked my blood pressure.

Obviously, it wasn’t from my mother. An archeological anthropologist, she was most often in Peru, or Egypt, or East Africa; always somewhere remote, with poor internet access. I got the occasional email from her when she returned to a civilization more modern than the Macedonians. My ex-husband, Ricky, had no reason to contact me by registered letter, especially via a lawyer. We’d finally settled our lengthy and contentious divorce two years ago. I never should have signed that pre-nup.

The only other person likely to send me a letter was Gran. Though I hadn’t been to her homestead in decades, Gran came to visit me for a few days a couple of times a year. In between visits, she was a big believer in writing letters. She laughed when I called it snail mail, but the family farm, Frostfire Grange, was up in the Appalachians, with poor cell phone service and even worse internet access. Traditional letters worked best for her.

The sick certainty that something had happened to Gran hammered inside my chest like a trapped bird beating against a windowpane. I hadn’t gotten the usual letter from her last month. I should have tried to get in touch with her, but between the end-of-semester stuff, losing my elderly dog, and looking for a new place to live, I’d shelved my concerns for later.

The last time I’d seen her in person, she’d seemed as hale and hearty as ever. Gran had been the same as long as I could remember: a small, spritely woman with a thick braid of gray hair lying flat over one shoulder, and ocean-blue eyes that snapped with humor. Deceptively strong, she could haul a canvas carrier of firewood into the house as though it were a spring bouquet and plant an entire garden with nothing but a hoe and her own muscle.

I could simply open the letter, but then I would know one way or the other: good news or bad. My gut said bad. I’d already lost so much lately. I couldn’t lose Gran, too.

The first time Gran invited me back to the homestead for an extended stay, I’d been about to head off to college. She’d begged me to take a year off from school and spend it with her, promising to teach me everything she knew about working the land and raising livestock. Tempting as her offer had been, especially in light of how much my mother had disapproved of the idea, I’d had plans for my life and was eager to get on with them.

I should have taken that gap year and stayed at The Grange. School was what I understood best. Instead of spending that time with Gran, I’d beggared myself earning first a BA in biology and then a master’s in animal science, only to struggle to find work in my fields that could not only pay my monthly bills, but my student loans as well. Gran had invited me out again for a prolonged stay after graduation, but the student loans wouldn’t wait. I’d taken a job as a pharmaceutical rep. It was another one of those jobs that sounded good on paper, and for a fresh-out-of-college graduate drowning in nearly $100K of debt, it landed like a life preserver thrown from the ship, The Good Life.

But working as a drug sales rep had meant a life on the road. Promised salaries meant meeting ever-increasing sales goals, and constantly driving from one place to another took its toll. It took forever to pay off my student loans, living on coffee and ramen noodles the entire time.

Ricky Vaughn had seemed like another life preserver when he’d come along, promising a secure, sensible life in a four-bedroom, three-bath home with an open floor plan, quartz countertops, and an excellent resale value. It had taken me longer than it should have to realize security without passion—or even friendship—was a deadweight instead.

I missed that backyard, though.

I placed the letter on the end table and went into the small kitchen. As expected, the coffee pot held only dregs, but I topped off my mug and then grimaced over its bitter contents as I stared out the living room window at a row of generic apartment complexes. I wasn’t going to miss that dreary view.

I’d gotten my first letter from Gran as an eight-year-old in boarding school, when I’d been isolated, feeling like a freak abandoned on an ice floe for reasons I never understood.

From then on, every month I’d receive one of her magical letters. Each installment was a charming glimpse into a life of hard work and personal satisfaction, filled with bits of wisdom and animal lore, and decorated with exquisite drawings of the local flora and fauna while including a recipe for a mouth-watering treat. It was like being the only member of a special, private book club.

I wrote back, sharing my small successes and grievances. I didn’t regret the written correspondence. Writing to Gran about the ups and downs of my life proved cathartic. Though I preferred to talk with Gran on the phone, the only time I could get through to her was when she was already on her way to visit me. If I lived in Edgehill, I’d go nuts from the lack of internet connectivity, although it might be nice to be unplugged for a little while.

At the very least, I should have made time to go see her at The Grange. The last time she’d visited, she’d pushed hard for me to come stay with her, and again, I’d made excuses not to go. It had been at the end of October, and I’d been quietly freaking out about Bandit’s failing health and the disintegration of my life in general. I should have gone. Bandit could have toddled around, smelling the mysterious messages dogs found in the grass, while I sipped tea from the porch and watched the sunrise. Maybe with some quiet time at The Grange, I could have gotten my head screwed back on right.

I’d always had some stupid excuse: it wasn’t the right time, it was too far to go for just a weekend, Ricky didn’t want me to go, I couldn’t afford to be out of contact with work for that long. More likely, it was the fear that The Grange wouldn’t live up to the idealized magical place from my childhood I’d imagined it to be.

I set down my mug and picked up the letter. Gran was the one constant in my life, like knowing the tide would come in or that Orion glittered in the winter night sky. I needed her to be okay, no matter how unreasonable the desire. My hands shook as I opened the envelope.

The first sentence sucked all the air out of my lungs. For one panic-stricken moment, I couldn’t breathe, and the letter dropped to my lap as the words hit me.

We regret to inform you...

Gran was indeed gone. And she’d left me The Grange in her will.

Oh, Gran.
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Chapter Two
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The letter, signed by a lawyer named Bernard Shelton, requested that I meet him at The Grange at 9 a.m. the next morning to sign some papers and take over the management of the farm, which included caring for the animals. The realization that I had to cancel this meeting as well as arrange for someone to take care of the livestock settled me into problem-solving mode. Growing up in a series of boarding schools, I’d learned the hard way that showing signs of emotional weakness invited the jackals to attack.

How was I going to solve this current problem? I already had a full weekend. No way did I have time for an eight-hour roundtrip drive to Edgehill. Why the heck hadn’t this lawyer called to arrange our meeting instead of sending a letter and assuming I could drop everything and go? No. I had to reschedule the signing. Fingers crossed there would be enough money in Gran’s accounts to hire someone to tend the livestock until I could get there—and after I returned home, for that matter.

Unfortunately, the man I finally got on the phone sounded as rattled as I felt. Stress vibrated in his voice when he tried to explain the situation.

“It’s not that I’m unsympathetic, Ms. Frost.” Mr. Shelton paused as if struggling for the right words and then hurried on. “For reasons I can’t go into over the phone, I’m unable to reschedule our meeting time. The terms of your grandmother’s will are very specific and she made all the arrangements with my father.”

Fine. I’d just have to go up the chain of command. “Let me speak with your father, then.”

“I wish you could.” Mr. Shelton’s heartfelt sigh seemed genuine. “When my father died six months ago, I inherited all his personal clients. I knew nothing about your grandmother’s affairs prior to that time.”

Something in his voice suggested he wished he knew nothing about them now.

If I worked like a fiend all weekend, I could get the grades turned in and drive up immediately afterward. I tried another tack. “As one busy person to another, I’m sure you can appreciate the fact I can’t just drop everything on such short notice. My obligations here end on the 20th. I know that’s quite close to Christmas, but if you would re-schedule our meeting until then, I would be free to meet you and take on whatever responsibilities might be needed at The Grange too.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Frost.” To his credit, Shelton sounded regretful. “I’m unable to change the meeting time.”

“That’s ridiculous.” The endless supply of patience I held for students wore thin in my personal life, and Mr. Shelton rapidly approached a hole in the fabric. “What if I’d been in the hospital? Or out of town?”

Steel entered Shelton’s voice, reinforcing his stance. “Then your inheritance would be forfeit. It’s a sizable one, too. Can you afford to throw that away, Ms. Frost? Because that’s what it would amount to. I should take this moment to warn you of the conditions of the will. You need to be prepared to stay long enough to fulfill its terms.”

That didn’t sound good. “What do you mean?”

“Just what I said. Don’t expect to come, sign papers, and then turn around and go home. For one thing, there are animals to take care of. The Grange can’t be left unattended. There’s also a time crunch here. Ownership of the property has been contested.”

Lovely. There went any notion of driving up today and then returning to finish grading by pulling all-nighters when I got back. If the house had no reliable internet, then working on final exams while at The Grange wasn’t an option either. Since my program director was also my ex-husband and the man looking for any excuse to fire me, failing to turn my grades in on time was begging for a termination letter.

A sizeable inheritance, though. As someone who had less than a hundred grand in a 401 (k)—and had watched its value bobble around the same mark year after year—any sort of inheritance was a boon. What constituted “sizable” to an attorney? I’d ask Shelton, only I didn’t want to sound mercenary. The Grange loomed in my mind like some mystical castle; a place where happiness and love still existed if I could just find the key to it. Even if the property wasn’t worth a dime, I’d never roll over and let anyone pry it out of my hands. No amount of money could make up for Gran’s loss. But the land was clearly worth something, otherwise there wouldn’t be people fighting over it.

I’d have to find a way to keep the appointment. 

“I’ll be there.”

After I ended the call, I considered my options. I could throw myself on Ricky’s mercy. My cynicism roared with laughter and choke-snorted at that thought. I was already on thin ice as an adjunct instructor. Divorcing the program director after ten years of marriage meant he was free to make my life miserable until I quit.

Between sticking me with the worst courses and then cutting the number of my classes to the bone, things were almost unbearable now. Since I couldn’t survive on my current income alone, I’d applied to some of the other colleges and universities in the area with no luck. That someone with my years of experience couldn’t find a teaching position reeked of being blackballed, though I had no proof.

Yet, quitting without another position lined up wasn’t an option. I needed to keep my job until I found another place to live. Property management companies preferred their renters to have some visible means of support, and working part-time at a bookstore was unlikely to impress.

Still, because of my slow push toward the exit, Ricky had only assigned me one course this past semester. I’d already done the bulk of the work; now I just needed to grade the final papers. Since the other adjuncts had their own work to do, I could ask Ricky to finish the grading for me. He was probably planning his rounds of holiday schmoozing donors with his new wife, Heather, but surely he would see these were special circumstances.

I just had to convince him. That was a job best done in person.

I kicked off the reindeer slippers and started to pull on my boots when I realized I needed to make an effort with my appearance if I wanted to sweet-talk Ricky into doing me a huge favor. That meant attempting to look somewhat professional as well as stopping by the liquor store to pick up a bottle of his favorite—and expensive—single malt Scotch. This close to Christmas, I could pass it off as a holiday gift instead of the bribe that it was.

Jeans would not do, but when I discovered that the nice dress pants I’d bought for presentations and lectures no longer fit, the air turned blue with my cursing. Stress and financial uncertainty had been ruthless companions. I ate a fraction of what I’d typically consumed in the past, and every ounce of it went straight to my waist and hips now. I ended up fishing out a knee-length Black Watch tartan sweater dress and paired it with black wool leggings, boots, and a black leather belt. The green and black dress set off my sporty, red bob nicely. I was overdue for a dye job, so I had to style it a bit differently to cover up the visible roots. A little mascara and some confidence-building lipstick, and I was ready to go. I thought I looked festive and cute. It wasn’t until I was well on my way to campus that I remembered the last time I’d worn this dress, Ricky had said it made me look like a Christmas package, and “not in a good way.”

There was no time to turn around and change clothes. It’s not like I had anything better to wear, anyway.

I spent far too much money on the Scotch and wasted even more to have it placed in a shiny gift bag, after which I hurried to the college. Fortunately, with classes over for the year, parking was readily available. I grabbed my bribe and dashed across the lot to the steps of the main building. Anemic sunlight tried to break through leaden clouds without success.

Ricky had an office on the third floor. Odds were good he was in the building because his schedule—which I still had access to because he’d never changed his password after the divorce—said he’d had an administrative meeting this morning, the last one before everything closed for the winter break. The meeting had ended half an hour ago, but with any luck, he was still there, finishing up his own end-of-semester tasks.

Just as I reached the stairs, the front doors opened and a man stepped out. Even though he was that kind of drop-dead gorgeous human being that made any sane person take a second look, I brushed past him, catching the door before it closed.

“Morgan Frost.”

His voice sounded like a cello, rich, deep, and warm. It stopped me in my tracks. The way he spoke my name wasn’t a question, it was a pronouncement. I turned around with a frown, still holding the door.

Built like a superhero, he wore a black leather jacket, a concession to the mild winter weather, over a black t-shirt that molded to his chest. His jeans were worn and faded from use, not from fashionable distress, and his boots showed hard wear as well. He’d made an effort to push his salt and pepper hair back from his eyes, but a heavy lock sprang disobediently over his forehead. Two days’ worth of stubble added to the look of a disreputable bad boy. A trick of the light made his eyes flash gold as his gaze came to rest on my face, but a moment later, they were an ordinary hazel.

The intensity of that look was something else, however. I was pinned by the weight of it, judged and found wanting. Given this feeling was a perpetual state with me, I decided not to take it personally. How did he know my name? And what did he want?

“I have a letter for you from your grandmother, Estelle.”

“From my grandmother?” He must have stopped by the tiny office assigned to us adjuncts for student meetings and found the lights off. Though how he knew where to find me in the first place was a mystery. Maybe the letter would explain things. I held out my hand. “Thank you so much for bringing it to me. I just received word of her passing this morning.”

He pulled a folded envelope out of the back pocket of his jeans and handed it over. Instead of taking his leave, however, the Silver Fox merely frowned and waited. “You need to read it.”

“I will.” I chucked my head toward the lobby on the other side of the door. “I have a meeting right now.”

His eyes narrowed and seemed to flash gold again. “I promised your grandmother I would personally see to it that you read her letter.”

“Fine.” I didn’t particularly want to read Gran’s last letter in front of this guy, but the sooner I did, the sooner I could find Ricky. The last thing I needed was to have to track him down at home, where he and Heather would present a united front against any change in their plans. But I didn’t want to stand out on the steps in a nippy wind to read Gran’s last letter either. I jerked my thumb toward the interior of the building. “Come with me.”

The Silver Fox raised his eyebrows. I went inside without waiting to see if he followed.

The administration offices were already closed for the winter break, their blinds pulled down over the glass in a distinct message to go away and not return until the next semester. I hoped Ricky hadn’t already left.

Without noticeable effort, the Silver Fox caught up with me and matched my pace. Our footsteps echoed on the tile of the empty lobby as we walked to a small waiting area. I couldn’t help sneaking a glance at him as I led him toward a grouping of chairs in front of a large window. He moved with the grace of a cat walking a two-inch railing and the supreme belief in each of his nine lives. I found him compelling and could enjoy his presence the way I might enjoy looking at Michaelangelo’s David. From a distance.

I took a seat on one of the chairs facing the pleasant view of the lawn, set the gift-wrapped whiskey on the small table between the chairs, and invited the Silver Fox to sit down across from me. Instead, he stood with the stillness of a predator and leveled another intense look at me. Oh. Right. Letter.

Even though I knew he was waiting, I had a hard time opening the flap. Instead, I brushed my fingers over my name on the envelope, recognizing Gran’s spidery handwriting at once.

“I liked your grandmother.”

His quietly spoken words made me look up.

“I’ve been her neighbor for years. I’m sorry for your loss.” He sounded more matter-of-fact than sorry, but whatever. I’d been pretty abrupt myself earlier. “That said, I’m working this afternoon and have somewhere I need to be.”

I bit back a sharp retort. After all, he’d gone out of his way to deliver Gran’s letter, despite his oh-so-busy schedule. I tore open the envelope and pulled out a single folded sheet of paper and began reading.

Dearest Morgan:

I must be brief because it takes a lot of energy to write a letter like this, and only a trusted few, such as Grayson, can deliver it. If you’re reading this, you know by now that I’m dead. I’m so sorry, my dear. I thought we’d have more time. There’s so much you don’t know and so much you must learn. Even if you can find her in time, your mother will be of little help—she had her reasons for leaving The Grange a long time ago and it won’t have her now. There’s a spark between you and the land, though. It needs you as much as you need it. My biggest regret is that I couldn’t persuade you to come home and take your rightful place. The answers are at The Grange, my dear. You just have to find them.

Bring everything you love most with you and come at once.

Love, Gran

I looked up from the letter to stare at the Silver Fox. “Are you Grayson? Do you know what she means here? The answers are at The Grange, she says. The answers to what?”

In that moment, the Silver Fox, who may or may not have been named Grayson, looked like a boiler about to blow a gasket. His lips flattened, and his nostrils flared as if venting necessary pressure to prevent an explosion. He started to say something when a coil of smoke rose from the letter I held in my hand. I squeaked in astonishment as the sheet of paper blackened, but when it burst into flames, I shrieked and dropped it onto the tiled floor. It went up with the white-hot glare of a magician’s flash paper and left nothing but ashes. I jumped up and stomped it out anyway.

“What the heck?” I sputtered.

“The answers are at The Grange,” he said, in the manner of someone who’d like to give himself a dope slap. “Of course they are.”

“The answers to what?” I demanded.

“There’s really only one question that I believe needs answering.” His expression grim, he looked less like a superhero and more like an avenging angel. “Which one of your grandmother’s friends and neighbors killed her.”

I stared at him blankly for a second and then pointed at his chest with a shaky finger. “You’re telling me my grandmother was murdered?”

His brief grimace narrowed his eyes, revealing a fan of fine wrinkles around them. “She was.”

“What makes you so sure?” I sputtered.

His mouth twitched into a rueful grin. “I’m usually right about these things.” Whatever he found amusing in that statement was doused like a fire drenched in water as he continued. “The problem will be proving it.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You can’t just come in here, hand me an incendiary letter, and then make an announcement like that.”

He opened his mouth, but I cut him off. “Okay, that’s exactly what you just did, but you know what I mean. Wait here. I need to talk to someone. I’ll be back.”

I snatched up the Scotch, stomped over to the elevator, and stabbed the control button repeatedly. While I waited for the elevator, I glanced back. Grayson—who else could he be—stared at me like a tiger who’d been bopped on the nose and wasn’t sure how to take it. He’d have to lump it. Gran was dead, and some stranger tells me she was murdered? Why hadn’t the police been in touch? I had to go to Edgehill and find out what the heck was going on. When the doors slid open, I charged inside and smacked the third-floor button.

The elevator opened onto the third floor. Most of the offices up here were dark as well, but the office door of our fearless program director stood open, spilling a square of light into the dimly lit hallway. Laughter spilled out as well, and I had to forcibly remind myself I was here to butter him up, not to throat-punch him. Though, who was I kidding? Even in the midst of an unpleasant divorce, I never really lost my cool with Ricky. Doing so would imply I cared more than I did, and I’d learned a long time ago that showing your emotions to the wrong person lets them take advantage of you. I knocked on the door and pasted on a smile before I stuck my head in. 

“Ricky? Got a minute?”

He sat behind his desk, looking up at the size two blonde perched on the corner, laughing down at him. She jumped up as though shocked with a cattle prod, and said brightly, “Oh, hello. I was just talking with the Professor about my course assignments next semester. I’m the new adjunct biology instructor.”

Oh, she was, was she? The bottle of whiskey made a nice weight in my hand, and it took an effort not to hurl it at Ricky’s head.

“Bobbi, do me a favor and let me have a word with Morgan?” Ricky came just short of patting her on the ass as she obligingly turned away, only stopping himself when he caught my eye.

Bobbi ducked past me, tucking a long strand of hair behind one ear, her cheeks flushed with either embarrassment or excitement. It was hard to tell.

I had a moment of pity for Heather, but she knew what she was getting into. After all, if a man cheats with you, he’ll cheat on you. Still, she and Ricky had only been married two years, and, according to Ricky, she “hadn’t let herself go” like I had; his excuse for sleeping with Heather behind my back. That he was still horn-dogging around when he had a wife as gorgeous as Heather was little consolation. I was an idiot to have stayed with him as long as I did.

It wasn’t hard to see Ricky’s appeal. He might be running a little thick around the middle, but the sport coats and vests he chose to wear hid it well. His blond hair masked the encroaching gray, but the new style couldn’t quite disguise the incipient thinning. Still, that professorial air suited him, and would do so when he was past the age of chasing skirts, if ever.

It wasn’t just his looks, though. Articulate and well-versed in a wide variety of subjects, he could hold his own in a discussion of English literature, Middle-Eastern politics, or obscure scientific minutia. Did you know that infra-red cameras don’t work on polar bears because they are so efficient at conserving heat? Neither did I. Not until I met Ricky. Like most successful lecturers, he was entertaining. In the beginning, he’d been fun, and after a lifetime of never fitting in, I was a sucker for his charms. His being able to make me laugh had gone a long way to hiding his flaws. 

But I knew him, warts and all. Now I was immune to his charm. Seeing him sitting there behind his desk with the expression of a child with his hand caught in the cookie jar demolished all intentions of coming here meekly to ask for his help.

Before I could make my request, Ricky gave me the once-over and then curled his upper lip as he pointed at the Scotch. “Is that for me?”

Dressing up had been a mistake. As a child in boarding school and later navigating the shark-infested waters of academia, I knew better than to signal I wanted something. I glanced down at the bottle in my hand and decided he wasn’t worth it. “This? No. It’s a gift for someone. Look, I received some bad news this morning. Gran died, and I have to leave at once to go to her homestead. I’ve got a meeting with her lawyer in the morning.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” I almost believed he was sincere until he added with a shrug, “You wanted something?”

Yes, I wanted something. I wanted a little acknowledgement for the decade I’d put in as the faithful wife, seeing to it that Richard Vaughn’s life ran smoothly, hosting his dinner parties, keeping our home like a showplace, managing his social and professional calendar like a personal assistant, and putting my own career on the back burner while doing so. I’d been dumb enough to believe getting married later in life meant it would last. He could do me this one favor.

“Everything is done for my course except for grading the final exams. There’s no internet access at the farm. I just heard some disturbing things regarding the circumstances of Gran’s death, and apparently, someone is contesting ownership of her property as well. I’m leaving first thing in the morning.” I took a deep breath. “I need someone to finish the grading.”

Ricky leaned back in his chair to steeple his fingers like some ridiculous cartoon supervillain. “I’m not sure what you expect me to do about this.”

“Are you serious?” Ice glittered in my voice. “I have a family emergency and I’m telling you I need help getting the final grades in. I realize that other adjuncts have their own courses to complete, but I can’t be in two places at once. I’m sorry, but that’s the way it is. As program director, you can either find someone to do the grading or do it yourself.”

He threw his head back and laughed. “I have far too many responsibilities of my own to read student essays or grade tests.”

“You forget, I know exactly what your job entails.” Particularly since I’d done much of the heavy-lifting for years. “Your winter break has begun. You have nothing more strenuous on your plate than wining and dining potential donors.”

He made a show of inspecting his nails. “Heather and I are going to Vale for Christmas. Leaving tomorrow.”

“Where they still have internet,” I pointed out. “You could do this for me if you wanted. You owe me, Ricky.”

“I don’t owe you anything.” He snorted. “Marriage is a contract of mutual benefit between parties, to be dissolved when that arrangement is no longer beneficial. You used me as well. Saw me as a provider of health insurance and a comfortable retirement, didn’t you?”

The worst thing was that there was some truth to that. At least, it had been a factor in why I’d stayed long after I’d seen through his act.

He took advantage of my mortified silence to add, “If you walk out of that door without turning in your grades, you won’t even be able to get a job as an office cleaner on any campus in the country. I’ll see to that.” He rocked back in his chair once more. “But hey, I hear Java to Go is hiring.”

I’d suspected all along he’d been sabotaging my efforts to find additional work. This was as good as a confession. Behind my eyes, a cold fury raged. I pictured an icy blast pouring out of my hands, encasing him where he sat in a frozen water cocoon. The image was so visceral and satisfying, it caught me off guard. Where the heck had that come from?

The answers are at The Grange.

Suddenly, my path opened up with the crystalline clarity of sunlight shining through an icicle. Grades or no grades, he had no intention of renewing my contract for the upcoming semester. I had nothing to lose.

“Here’s a thought. Seeing as you’ve already replaced me with Bobbi as an instructor, let her grade my finals.” I turned on my heel and marched back to the door, pausing just long enough to look back over my shoulder with a smile. “Unless you’d rather I call Heather and tell her you’re auditioning wife number three.”
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Chapter Three
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The lobby was empty on my return. This Grayson was nowhere to be seen. I had questions he needed to answer. How dare he show up with flammable missives, imply Gran had been murdered, and then just disappear like that? Never mind. He said he was a neighbor, right? I’d track him down once I was in Edgehill. Just the same, I almost poked around in the ashes left by Gran’s letter to make sure the messenger hadn’t left anything behind.

Once I returned to my car, I’d seriously considered opening the bottle of Scotch and throwing myself a little pity party, only I was looking at a five-a.m. departure if I wanted to reach The Grange in time to meet Mr. Shelton in the morning. I had so much to do.

Oh, Lord. I’d have to let Mom know as soon as possible. Odds were Gran made me the primary contact in the event of her death because Mom was so hard to reach. I knew they stayed in touch because Gran once complained how long it took for handwritten letters to reach Mom. She might not even know Gran was dead. I bit my lower lip to stop its slight quiver. I’d had a lot of practice putting my emotions on hold until I could safely process them. It wasn’t my fault that never happened.

By the time I got home, I had some sort of plan. Since I’d already begun boxing my things in anticipation of a move, packing to leave town didn’t take as long as it might have under most circumstances. Because I’d no idea how long I’d be gone, I stuffed everything that would fit into suitcases and carried them down to my twenty-year-old Jeep. It might guzzle gasoline the way an old cat with kidney failure drinks water, but it had plenty of space. I’d load up any perishables from the fridge in the morning.

Bring everything you love the most with you.

Gran had underlined that sentence. It gave me a weird feeling. What had she meant by that? Books? Music? Both portable. I had over two thousand books on my e-reader and streamed most of my favorite music. The thing I loved most in this world now resided in a little wooden box with the name “Bandit” engraved on it. My vision blurred with tears, leaking around decades of self-caulking, as I tucked the small urn in a duffle bag, but grief was going to have to take a number and get in line.

Even though it served no practical purpose, I hunted out the box of figurines I’d already sealed with lots of bubble wrap and put it in the duffle as well. I’ve always adored foxes, and ever since I was a child, Gran had been bringing me some sort of fox collectible every time she came to visit. Small ceramic fox families, a glass fox playing a fiddle, a cross-stitched fox looking up at a trellis of grapes. They’d already been packed for the move; it only took seconds to add the box to the rest of the things I planned to take with me.

After packing anything and everything I might possibly need over the next few days into the car, I made sure all my bills were paid through the end of the month, called the bookstore to let them know I had a family emergency, dashed off a few emails to online friends to let them know that I was going to be out of contact for a while, and then tried to call Mom.

As expected, with the time difference, I got no response. That was assuming she was still in Zanzibar. The last time we spoke, her university was planning to send her on a lecture circuit in Europe. As much as I hated to impart my news by email, I’d had no other choice.

Dear Mom: Gran’s dead. I quit my job. I’m headed to The Grange in the morning and you probably won’t be able to reach me for a while. By the way, Gran’s neighbor thinks she was murdered.

Okay, that was the email I wanted to send, but I didn’t. Instead, I sent the bare bones of what I knew, minus the possible murder part since I had no proof of that. Truth be told, I was relieved to have missed her. I’d have enough to deal with at The Grange. Had there been a funeral already? If not, did I need to make arrangements? The lawyer would probably know.

At some point, I’d have to come back to clear my apartment at the very least, as well as look for work and another place to live before New Year’s Eve. Maybe there was a library in Edgehill or a nearby town that had internet, and I’d be able to do at least some of this online.

A small part of me longed for a peaceful weekend at Frostfire Grange. I could putter around drinking tea and reading books. Sit on the porch wrapped in a shawl and stare up at the Milky Way in a night sky free of light pollution. Maybe go for a long walk in the woods before I had to put the place up for sale. With any luck, the proceeds would provide enough for that mythological state known as retirement. I almost whimpered at the thought.

I tried to remember the last time I was at The Grange, but I’d been about four when Mom left with me, and my memories refused to give me anything more solid than the sense of warmth and well-being I’d had whenever I was there. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why I hadn’t gone back to visit. Gran had asked so many times. I had this weird resistance to the idea of returning to The Grange. Probably because I didn’t want to find out my feelings about the place were just a childhood illusion. Now, I wish I’d gone.

When I tried to go to sleep, my brain kept screaming at me that I didn’t have a job and I had no place to live, and that I would have to solve both these problems in only a few weeks. Ricky would extend the blackball treatment as far as his reach extended, that much was given. I could probably get a job teaching high school biology, but between the thought of working with teenagers and having to practice active shooter drills, applying to the local school system would be a last resort.

I loved working at the bookstore. There was something so comforting being surrounded by the thoughts of so many that had passed before me. I enjoyed watching other book lovers lose themselves in other worlds and helping people find what they wanted and needed. But here I was dashing off during one of the busiest seasons. The odds of the store hiring me full-time on my return were about as good as me being able to afford an apartment on minimum wage.

As much as I hated the thought of going back on the road again, fear drove me out of bed in the middle of the night in order to submit a job application at the last drug company where I’d worked. They’d changed hands in the intervening years, but maybe they would be interested in an experienced sales rep.

Giving it all up to stay at The Grange was a pipe dream, like winning the lottery. Maybe I could turn it into a bed-and-breakfast, or failing that, an Airbnb. There were people out there who’d pay top dollar for the privilege of going off-grid. It was something to consider, at any rate. That is, until I remembered some of my favorite memes began with “ew, people.”

I went back to bed, stared at the ceiling, and tried to put my brain into sleep mode. I didn’t cry.

Ricky had called me cold, and maybe he was right. Any tears shed at our divorce had been due to humiliation, not sorrow. I loved Bandit with all my heart, and sometimes, something unexpected, like the dog biscuits in Michael’s pocket earlier this morning, would force a crack in the seal on my grief. But lying in the dark, mourning the loss of the one person who really understood and loved me unconditionally, felt too much like that horrible first night at boarding school. I hadn’t cried at school, either. Crying in front of my classmates was akin to strapping a big bull’s-eye on my back for teachers and students alike to use as target practice. As if my tears were glow-in-the-dark paint on a gazelle trying to avoid being eaten.

Eventually
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