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The Black Granite River Murder

Prologue and Overview

The story of The Black Granite River Murderer is a poignant story about the theme of loving riches more than loving your fellow man. It shows how twisted a person could become who

considers themselves above others and shows what a person could be enticed to do when greed and jealously overtake emotions.

One day, with a knock on her door, a certified letter was delivered and Isabella Winder discovered she had inherited a mysterious mansion, one she played at when she was a child. Little did she know what secrets the mansion held that could shatter her daily lives. This was the kind of surprise when you win the lottery and you didn’t realize you purchased a ticket.

With the passing of her brother Mathias Ponderling, she is now the sole beneficiary of this mansion bequeathed to her in her brother’s will along with a very large sum of money—something that was far from her mind. What was the nature of the inheritance and did the mansion come with a hidden price?

Speaking with her brother’s attorney, and assuring her the will was indeed legitimate, she reluctantly accepts the mansion and all the associated circumstances, both known and unknown. Arriving in Granite Falls where the mansion is, Isabella, having extensive experience in the legal profession and specializing in evidence collection, she immediately seeks out the sheriff to begin an investigation of her brother’s disappearance, and the concocted and nefarious actions of Gain Merrick, the mansion’s care-taker and gardener, along with fellow co-conspirators.

Gain had a reputation of one who operated in the shadows, behind closed doors, secretly keeping a journal in a locked drawer. With his plot to murder old Mr. Ponderling by having him “accidentally” slip on moss-covered rocks into a raging river, the mansion would be his, so he thought. But, due to the heroic actions of Mathias and good neighbors, Gain couldn’t control the situation.

Because of Isabella’s “street smart,” investigative abilities, she locates her brother’s valuable legal documents, and uses them in the courts to prove the guilt of Gain Merrick and others. Retaining the mansion and property, she’s now able to accomplish all her brother’s wishes he had in store for the family’s legacy and The Ponderling Estate.

This story presents a surprising plot twist as it weaves together local law enforcement and expert investigative work as all work together to uncover the truth of what happened.

Would they be able to outsmart Gain and his devious plot, and uncover the mansion's secrets without placing themselves in danger? The stakes were higher than they ever imagined, and time was running out before Gain could execute his final plan.
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A mystery that washes away all doubt of "who done it."



Chapter 1
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Invitation to a Challenging Life
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The Weight of Paper

Isabella gazed down on the kitchen table wondering where the money will be coming from to pay her bills. Her concern was for self and her grandchildren’s welfare and how they’ll survive from month to month.

She did have a modest monthly income from her savings and a little from her retirement, but it seemed to never be enough. Keeping track of her expenses was a concern to her daily routine. Bills were scattered across the table like dead leaves—electric, water, rent—all demanding to be paid and refusing to be “whisked away,” with a stiff breeze. Isabella let out a sigh, rubbing her temples where a dull ache had taken up permanent residence.

The kitchen was a little dim, and only a little light came from a weak, under wattage bulb,—a bulb she'd been meaning to replace for three weeks now, but the bodega on the corner wanted four dollars for a single LED, and four dollars was a gallon of milk for Trent and Rayna. Isabella saw it this way; milk was something you could eat, a light bulb you could not.

Trying to shift her attention from reality, she watched as the afternoon light cast long shadows across the cracked sidewalk below. At seventy-two, she had a great career over the past 30 years, but now, 

no longer working full time, funds were tight. She was no longer hunched over legal briefs, case files and evidence collection documents.

The apartment itself told the story of a life lived in service to precision and order, even as circumstances conspired against both. Despite needing some DIY repairs, there was never enough money to take care of what needed to be done. So her project list grew a little longer every month.

Her organizational skills were paramount, just like her legal work when she worked full time. Legal-sized Manila folders lined the shelf above the refrigerator, each labeled in her careful handwriting. A small desk wedged into the corner of the living room held her reading glasses, a legal pad, and three sharpened pencils, all arranged parallel to each other. Old habits, she supposed, from three decades of making legal evidence sense out of chaos, something like organizing a 1000 piece jigsaw puzzle.

Her Powers of Observation

MANY LOCAL AND EVEN regional white-collar crimes were successfully solved due to her powers of observation and her abilities to keep all the facts in order, presenting them in case files that made sense to every attorney she worked with. The Hartfield securities fraud. The Dennison pension scheme. The Chan import scandal that had made the front page of the New York Times in 2003. Isabella had touched them all, her fingerprints invisible but essential, like the framework beneath a carefully crafted painting.

Since retirement, two years ago, and because of her legal abilities and astute observation techniques, she did pick up the occasional white-collar criminal investigation consultation to help keep a roof over her and her grandchildren's heads.

Since she stopped working full time, her "Retirement" was a generous word for it—the firm actually downsized, and at seventy, she'd been among the first cuts. Thirty years of service reduced to a modest severance package and a card signed by people who couldn't spell her name correctly.

Her many years of working as a legal casework and evidence collection specialist had given her a keen insight into what needed her attention first and how everything fit together. She'd started at Brennan & Associates, Attorneys at Law, in 1975, back when she was a young widow with a baby daughter and nothing but a GED and fierce determination. Harold Brennan himself had taken a chance on her, hiring her as a file clerk and within the first year, she'd reorganized their entire evidence cataloging system. Within two, she was sitting in on case strategy meetings, her observations earning grudging respect from attorneys who'd initially dismissed her as "the help."

Over time, several attorneys came to trust her mature and astute observations, relying on her to pick up key details that needed a second look and place all others in order of presedence and importance.

One important case she remembered was the Morrison embezzlement case in 1989—three lawyers had missed the discrepancy in the offshore account timestamps, but Isabella had caught it while cross-referencing shipping manifests at two in the morning. That single observation had unraveled a twelve-million- dollar fraud scheme and made the careers of two junior associates who'd barely acknowledged her existence before.

She never made partner, of course. Never even made senior analyst, despite doing the work of three people for decades. The glass ceiling in those days wasn't just glass—it was concrete and steel for a woman without a college degree, no matter how sharp her mind is or how valuable her contributions. But she'd made enough to raise her daughter, Clarice, in a decent apartment in Brooklyn, a borough of New York City, and enough to send her to community college. Enough to believe that the next generation would climb higher than she ever could.

Two Grand Children

TRENT, THE OLDEST GRANDCHILD was fifteen now, all long limbs and quiet intensity, already showing his grandmother's gift for pattern recognition. He could spot a counterfeit bill from fifteen feet across a bodega counter and had taught himself to code from library books.

Rayna was thirteen, fierce and tender in equal measure, still young enough to crawl into Isabella's lap during thunderstorms but old enough to know that the "special dinner" of rice and beans three nights in a row meant money was tight.

They were at school now, thank goodness. Isabella didn't want them to see her like this—sitting at the kitchen table at two in the afternoon, paralyzed by worries over money. The rent was seventeen hundred. The electric was past due. The water bill had a red warning stamped across it like an accusation. Social Security covered barely half of what she needed, and her last consultation—a tedious insurance fraud case for a solo practitioner in the Bronx—had paid three months ago.

Her thoughts came back to reality, bills on the table, little money to pay them with. The silence in her small apartment was deafening.

Grandma, Look!

JUST THEN THE STILLNESS of her thoughts was broken when two teenage grand kids burst into the apartment.

"Grandma! Look what I drew in school today!" Thirteen-year-old Reyna bounded into the living room, her older brother Trent trailing behind with a math worksheet clutched proudly in his hand.

Isabella, known to everyone in her neighborhood as Grandma Winder, smiled despite life’s struggles. "Let me see those masterpieces," she said, adjusting her reading glasses.

Both Trent and Rayna had been with her for three years now, ever since that terrible night when two New York City police police officers appeared at her door with news that her daughter and son-in-law had been killed in a horrific car accident. Overnight, she had found herself the court-appointed grandchildren’s guardian as the next of kin for their care.

It wasn't what she had planned for her twilight years, but she accepted the burden with love. Now retired two years from her thirty years as an evidence collection specialist, her once busy life in the legal field was now caring for her two grandchildren, Trent and Rayna. Despite all her troubles, she remained confident and had a purpose in life. With the stroke of the judge’s gavel, her life changed, and it was accepted with love, to take care of her grandchildren and to see they get a good education and are productive citizens. Knowing she’s doing the best she can; having the grandchildren study at the local library, ensuring they have proper nutrition, they are loved at home, not involved with any gangs, have good and wholesome activities and are well-grounded in a spiritual education.

Back to Reality

ISABELLA EXAMINED THE papers and gave lavish compliments to both her grandkids. Back to reality, she straightened in her chair, a gesture so automatic she barely noticed it anymore. Thirty years of walking into rooms full of men who expected her to fetch coffee had taught her the importance of posture, of projecting competence even when, and especially when, she felt like crumbling.

On the table, she picked up the electric bill first, examining it with the same careful attention she'd once given forensic accounting reports. There had to be a solution here. There was always a solution, if you looked hard enough, if you arranged the “puzzle” pieces correctly, if you refused to let the chaos win.

Yet, despite all she was able to do, Isabella had moved several times since her retirement, sometimes for personal reasons and other times for economic. But despite her current circumstances, she’s done well enough to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table.

Then, one day a knock came at the door..., and what a knock it was!
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A Knock at the Door
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The Letter

Suddenly, a sharp, determined knock rattled the silence and echoed through her small apartment. She paused, heart thumping. “Who knocks like that,” she wondered? Not her friends, not her neighbors. She got up, nerves tingling, peaking through the door peep to verify the identity of the knocker, and opened the door.

Standing in the hallway was a uniformed postal worker, but not just any regular mailman. He worn in a crisp uniform, cap tilted just so, and clutched an official-looking brown paper package to his chest as if it was something precious. His eyes darted from the package label to Isabella’s face.

“Certified delivery for,” he paused to look down, getting the name right, “Isabella Winder... that you?” His voice was bright and shiny and carried a cheerful tone.

Assessing the situation, Isabella nodded, feeling a strange weight in her chest. “Yes, I’m Isabella.”

He gave a half-smile, but his eyes stayed sharp. “You’re a hard lady to find, Ma’am. We had to run an in-depth search of our forwarding addresses just to find where your latest address was. Can you sign for this?”

Isabella hesitated, but curiosity won out. “I sure can.”

The worker didn’t hand it over, though. Following protocol, leaning forward, with authority in his lowered voice, “But before I hand this over, I’ll need to see a state-issued ID with your photo on it. Driver’s license, something like that. Would that be okay?”

She nodded, a bit unsettled now, and hurried to grab her purse. Her hands shook as she fumbled for her New York state driver’s license. The postal worker inspected it, and for a moment, she wondered if he was memorizing her face.

Studying the license and Isabella’s face, after a few long moments he blurted out, and with a lighter tone, “you’re good to go.” He handed her a clipboard. After she signed, he pressed the package into her hands. It was heavier than it looked, almost as if something inside was resisting being moved. Without another word, the postal worker turned and disappeared into the shadows at the end of the hallway, his footsteps fading into nothing.







What Is This?

ISABELLA CLOSED THE door, leaning against it, stared at the package. The brown double wrapping had an official postal stamp with hand-off signatures indicating dates and times. Holding the package, her mind was racing, even confused. The package looked serious, like it contained TOP SECRET documents. And to make matters worse, it had a bold return address from an attorney’s office, Matthew Atkinson and Associates, Attorneys at Law.

By now her hands were tingly, prickly and cold. “What is this?” she whispered.

She set the package down and slowly peeled away the layers of thick brown paper envelop wrapping. Inside and bound tightly, she slide out its contents. They were official court documents—pages and pages, and a Last Will and Testament, stamped and sealed. She felt her stomach drop. Why would she be getting something like this?

Taking a closer look at the return address was an attorney, “Matthew Atkinson, Attorney at Law.” “Am I in some kind of trouble?” she thought, pulse racing. “What would a lawyer want with me?”

She dug around for her reading glasses, heart pounding, and found the cover letter. Quickly scanning, the words leapt out at her: inheritance, multi-million dollar mansion, late brother, Mathias Ponderling.

Mathias? She dropped the letter, her mind spinning and thoughts racing. She hadn’t seen him for nearly twenty years—not since the family split apart, not since all those secrets and arguments. She hadn't even known he was dead. No one had called. No funeral, no notice, not even a whisper. And now, just..., this.

She flipped through the documents, trying to get her bearings and discovered she was the sole inheritor of a massive estate—an actual 8,500 square foot mansion out in the countryside, just outside of Granite Falls, with fifty acres of land, gold deposits, and apparently, some gardener named Gain.

As she read further, the will did mention Gain, but specifically stated that Gain was to receive nothing. Not a penny, not a room, nothing. It even stated that upon the will’s execution, all property belonging to the estate, that was used by Gain, would be returned immediately.

That felt strange. Why call out the gardener by name? Why leave him nothing? Why did Mathias choose her, of all people? Wasn’t there someone else—someone closer, someone who actually stayed in his life?

She felt a cold shiver slide down her spine. “Something’s off,” she muttered. “Really off.”

She read the will again, searching for hidden meanings. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a setup, or a riddle. Was this mansion a gift, or a trap? What secrets did it hold? And who was Gain, really?

Her thoughts raced. She needed answers. She needed to talk to Mathias—but he was gone, wasn’t he? Or was he?

A million questions raced through her mind about what was going on, but where were the answers?

The Phone Call

ISABELLA NEEDED TO find out what was going on, but how, “who can I talk to. Could it be Mathias?” she thought to herself. Isabella stared at her phone for what felt like an eternity. Her fingers hovered over the screen, trembling slightly. The rational part of her brain screamed that this was ridiculous—the documents clearly stated Mathias was dead. But something deeper, something instinctual, whispered that she needed to try. Her thirty years of evidence collection in legal cases was starting to resurface.

She scrolled through her contacts, her heart sinking when she realized she didn't even have his number anymore. Twenty years of silence had erased him from her phone, from her life. But wait, there, tucked into the envelope with the legal documents, was a small handwritten note she had overlooked. The paper was yellowed and worn, as if it had been folded and unfolded many times. On it was a phone number, scrawled in handwriting she recognized immediately as her brother's.

"Mathias!," she breathed, tracing the familiar loops and curves of his penmanship. He always wrote like he was in a hurry, with his letters slanting dramatically to the right.

With shaking hands, she dialed the number. The phone rang once. Twice. Three times. Each ring felt like a heartbeat, slow and agonizing. She was about to hang up when suddenly—

"Isabella?"

The voice on the other end was weak, raspy, but unmistakably her brother's. Isabella nearly dropped the phone.

"Mathias, is that you? You're—you're alive?" Her voice cracked, emotions flooding through her like a broken dam. "The papers said you were dead. They said I inherited your estate. What’s going on?"

There was a long pause on the other end. She could hear labored breathing, as if speaking took enormous effort.

"Listen to me very carefully, Isabella," Mathias finally said. His voice was barely above a whisper, urgent and afraid. "I don't have much time to explain. Something terrible is happening here at the mansion. Something I can't escape."

Isabella pressed the phone harder against her ear, straining to catch every word. "What do you mean? Mathias, you're scaring me. What's happening?"

"It's Gain," Mathias said, his voice dropping even lower. "Gain Merrick. The gardener. He's been working for me for almost thirty years now. I trusted him completely. I thought he was a loyal, devoted employee. But I was wrong, Isabella. I was so terribly wrong."

Isabella's blood ran cold. The name from the will, the gardener who was specifically left nothing. Now it made sense, sort of.

"What about him?" she pressed. "What has he done?"

Mathias coughed, a horrible rattling sound that made Isabella wince. When he spoke again, his voice was strained with fear.

"He's going to kill me, Isabella. I'm certain of it. I don't know exactly how or exactly when, but it's going to happen within the next several weeks. I can feel it. I can see it in his eyes when he looks at me now. There's something dark there, something hungry."

Isabella's mind raced. This couldn't be real. This had to be some kind of nightmare or elaborate prank. But the terror in her brother's voice was genuine—she could hear it trembling beneath every word.

"Mathias, if you think someone is trying to hurt you, you need to call the police! Get out of there! Why haven't you left?"

"You don't understand," Mathias replied, his voice heavy with exhaustion. "Isabella, I'm trapped here. My health is still good, but I’m not as steady on my feet as I used to be. I'm confined to this house, dependent on others for everything. And Gain—he's made himself indispensable. He controls who comes and goes. He intercepts my mail, monitors my phone calls. The only reason I'm able to talk to you right now is because he's away in town getting supplies. I have maybe twenty minutes before he returns."

Isabella felt sick to her stomach. The image of her brother, once so strong and independent, now a prisoner in his own home was almost too much to endure.

"But why?" she asked desperately. "Why would Gain want to hurt you? What does he have to benefit from your death?"

Mathias let out a bitter rasping sound that dissolved into another coughing fit. "Everything, Isabella. He wants everything. You see, about two years ago, I made a terrible mistake. I was lonely, isolated, and Gain had been so kind to me, so attentive. He convinced me to change my will, to leave the entire estate to him. He said it was only fair, since he had dedicated his life to taking care of me. And like a fool, I believed him."

Isabella's grip on the phone tightened. "So he thinks he's going to inherit everything when you die?"

"Exactly," Mathias confirmed. "But what he doesn't know—what you must keep absolutely secret—is that I changed the will again. Three months ago, I managed to contact my attorney without Gain knowing. It took weeks of careful planning, stolen moments when Gain was distracted. But I did it. I created a new will, one that leaves everything to you and specifically excludes Gain from receiving anything. You now have the official will in your hands."

Isabella remembered the words from the documents: “Gain was to receive nothing, no inheritance whatsoever.” Those words carried a weight she hadn't understood before.

"Does he know about this new will?" she asked.

"No, and he must never find out," Mathias said urgently. "If Gain discovers that I've cut him out, there's no telling what he might do. He could accelerate his plans. He could make my death look like an accident tomorrow instead of next month. Right now, the only thing keeping me alive is his belief that he needs to wait, to make everything look natural and unsuspicious."

Isabella's head was spinning. "But Mathias, if you know he's planning to kill you, we have to do something! We can't just wait for it to happen!"

"That's why I sent you those documents," Mathias said. "I needed you to know the truth. I needed someone on the outside who understands what's really going on. The legal papers you received— they're dated for after my death, but they're real. My attorney has instructions to file them the moment I pass away. Gain will try to contest them, I'm sure. He'll claim the old will is the valid one. He'll try to manipulate the legal system in his favor. He's clever, Isabella.

Dangerously clever."

"What can I do?" Isabella asked, feeling helpless and terrified. "How can I help you?"

There was a broken, yet long silence. When Mathias spoke again, his voice was filled with a sadness that broke Isabella's heart.

"I don't know if I can be saved, sister. I've accepted that my time may be running out. But what I need from you is to protect my legacy. Don't let Gain win. Don't let him take everything I've worked for my entire life. When the time comes, fight for the estate. Expose him for what he really is."

Isabella wiped tears from her cheeks. "Mathias, please. There has to be something more we can do. Can't we get the police involved? Can't we—"

"I have to go," Mathias interrupted suddenly, his voice sharp with panic. "I hear his car coming up the driveway. Remember what I told you, Isabella. Keep the new will secret. Contact my attorney—his name is Matthew Atkinson. His number is on the documents. He knows everything. He can help you understand what needs to be done."

"Mathias, wait—"

"I love you, sister. I'm sorry we lost so many years. I'm sorry for everything."

The line went dead.

Isabella sat in stunned silence, the phone still pressed against her ear. The kitchen suddenly felt colder, darker, as if shadows were creeping in from the corners. Her brother was alive—but for how long? And this Gain Merrick, this gardener who had wormed his way into Mathias's life, was planning something sinister.

She looked down at the legal documents spread across her table. Among them, she found what she was looking for: a business card with elegant gold lettering that read “Matthew Atkinson, Attorney at Law,” followed by a phone number and address.

Without hesitation, Isabella dialed the number. It rang twice before a professional female voice answered.

"Atkinson and Associates, how may I direct your call?"

"I need to speak with Matthew Atkinson," Isabella said, trying to keep her voice steady. "It's urgent. My name is Isabella Winder, and I'm calling about my brother, Mathias Ponderling."

There was a brief pause, then the receptionist's tone shifted to something more serious. "Please hold, Ms. Winder. Mr. Atkinson has been expecting your call."

The line clicked, and haunting hold music filled Isabella's ear. As she waited, one thought consumed her mind: whatever dark secrets that mansion held, she was about to be pulled directly into them.

And somewhere out there, Gain Merrick was watching. This was just the beginning, and whatever waited for her at that mansion, it was watching, and waiting.

After a few moments a pleasant male voice came on the line, “Good afternoon Mrs. Winder, my name is Matthew Atkinson. I’m Mathias’s attorney and have been so for the past thirty years. I need to speak with you as soon as you can come in about all the details of the will that we’ve compiled for Mathias. I’m available this week at your convenience.”

“Of course, how about tomorrow? Will 10 am. be okay?” “That’s perfect, see you then.”
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At the Attorney's Office

The next day Isabella arrived just before her appointment and was graciously ushered into a large conference room where a dozen plush chairs surrounded a beautiful oak rectangular table.

Soft streaming light from perfectly clean windows filled the room.

The aroma of cinnamon-mocha coffee gently lingered in the air.

Within a few moments Matthew Atkinson walked in. “Please, have a seat,” Mr. Atkinson said. “We’ve got a fair amount of legal discussions to explain this morning,” as he placed an inch thick legal size portfolio on the table with a thump. “This might take some time. If we go into the lunch hour, it’ll be my treat. There’s several great lunch spots all around here. How does that sound?”

“I’m game for that,” Isabella agreed.

“I’ve also brought along my two grandchildren, Trent and Rayna, to join our discussion. I hope that’s alright?”

“Of course, that’s no problem.”

After a three-hour conversation, and never mentioning to Matthew that Mathis was still alive, she now had a detailed understanding of the will. She was reassured the will was indeed genuine, accurate and everything was above board. But, in the back of her mind, she wasn’t quite convinced. She felt an uneasiness she couldn’t name—a whisper of deceit beneath the polished legal jargon.

Or could it be what Gain was planning and trying to get away with. Her legal mind was now churning, forming questions that had no answers.

“What about this Gain fellow? What do you know about him?” she asked.

“What I do know is he’s been with Mathias for thirty years, has appeared loyal to Mathias, ran his estate well enough to have him stay on. But within the past few years, Mathias has noticed some changes that’s really got him worried. Last time I talked to Mathias, when we made up this will, he told me that Gain might be planning something, something that might involve his life. That he’s been rather secretive, but at the same time generous and downright likable. Keep that in mind when you do have to deal with Gain, will you?”

“I sure will, but now I feel armed with all the needed legal documents to lay claim to my families inheritance, thanks to you and your team.

“Well, Mr. Atkinson, I think I now understand what this might be all about. All I need to do now is take a look at this mansion for myself, and I think I’ll do that tomorrow. I’ve got some planning to do. Thanks again for all your work with this and for being such a good friend to my brother, Mathias.”

“It’s been my pleasure. And by the way, here’s a certified check for $5,000 to cover some of your initial expenses. You can take it now, or I’ll be happy to deposit it into the interest bearing checking account we’ve set up for you and your grand kids. It also includes a dedicated debit card for your convenience. You’ll have to call that number to activate the card. The account currently has $25,000 in it and the rest of the initial one-million dollars we’ve deposited into several safe money market accounts for you. We’re having them professionally managed. I hope this will be alright.

“And before I forget, here’s your new cell phone. The monthly access account has been paid up for the next ten years.”

Surprised and stunned, gasping for breath, she slowly sat back down. “That’s more than adequate, thank you Mr. Atkinson. If you could just deposit that check, that would be very convenient for me. Well, Mr. Atkinson, it sure seems like I need to get to Granite Falls as soon as I can get there.”

Dazed and somewhat shocked by what just happened, Grandma Winder and grand kids walked out, found the closest secluded park bench, and began to process her new-found life.

Over the next hour, as Isabella delved deeper, she realized that the inheritance wasn’t a gift at all—it was a warning. And unless she uncovered the real reason behind it, and what was happening, she, and her grandchildren, just might be left out of everything.

“Kids,” suddenly mentioned Isabella, “this is just too good to be true, but if this works out with this mansion, we’re moving to the country. I’ve got to terminate our apartment lease and let everyone know what just happened.”

After discussing all what’s happening with Trent and Rayna,

everyone decided to take on the challenge of the Ponderling Mansion Estate, and determined to uncover the truth. It was decided to immediately purchase a new car, an SUV, to make the trip to Granite Falls for many families within the New York City area don’t have cars, they use taxis.

Unraveling the Secrets

UNKNOWINGLY, WHAT SHE was about to find would unravel far more than family secrets. It lingered with hidden dealings, unfamiliar people with dangerous motives, and a scandal that reached into agencies both local and national—all seemed tied to her brother’s mysterious death and the suspicious transfer of his estate to the gardener, Gain Merrick.
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