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      Cathy sat by the window in Gran’s kitchen watching the snowflakes fall. She wasn’t the only one observing this winter activity. Her six-month-old kittens, Harry and Hermione, whom she’d gotten for her birthday in October, gazed wide-eyed nearby.

      “Are you bored, Catherine?” Florence asked, as she entered the room.

      “No, Gran. There’s plenty to do. I’m just taking a break and watching the kittens.”

      Florence smiled. “They are cute to watch. But you’ve been hanging around the house since college break started. I’m beginning to worry about you. Steven and Michael have called, and you haven’t even been available to see or at least talk with them. What’s wrong?”

      Cathy shrugged, but she didn’t face her grandmother. “I’m fine. I only want some time alone.” She couldn’t tell her or even her best friend Nancy that she’d received a marriage proposal from Steve at Christmas and another from Michael at New Year’s. She’d been putting off giving them an answer.

      She hadn’t expected Steve to invite her to his house on Christmas Eve and ask her to reach into a stocking with her name on it where she pulled out a ring box while he got down on one knee. The following week, Michael had invited her over to toast the New Year and slipped a ring next to her champagne glass. Although the two men were friends, she suspected that they wouldn’t have shared their proposal with the other, nor the fact that she had put them off.

      The doorbell rang. Florence went to answer it. Cathy prayed it wasn’t Steve or Michael. Both had come to the house a week after their proposals, but she told her grandmother to make an excuse that she wasn’t home and stayed upstairs in her room. She also avoided going to Rainbow Rescues, the pet rescue center she owned with her brother, because Michael, their vet, might be checking the animals. When her gardener, Steve, came to shovel the snow at Gran’s house and Rainbow Gardens, her pet cemetery, she wouldn’t join him when Gran served him hot chocolate afterwards. She also avoided Nancy, her friend who worked at the detective agency for Howard Hunt, her grandmother’s boyfriend. After she’d helped Nancy and Howard solve the murder of her anthropology professor in October, she’d accepted a position at the agency but hadn’t spoken to Nancy or Howard since the holidays. Nancy had all but broken down Florence’s door trying to talk with her, but Gran insisted that it would be better to leave her alone.

      As Cathy heard voices from the living room, her heart beat fast as she tried to figure out who was visiting. Michael, Steve, and Nancy hadn’t come by for a few days. And, while she was relieved, she felt guilt and regret at how she was treating them. The voices grew louder as they approached. Her grandmother was speaking with a woman. It wasn’t Nancy or her sister-in-law, Becky. The voice belonged to someone older. She recognized it as Gran led Mildred Hastings, the librarian, into the kitchen.

      “Look who’s here, Catherine? Mildred wants to ask you something. I’ll put on tea and be right back.”

      Cathy turned to face the librarian. Was she here on Michael, Steve, or, more likely, Nancy’s behalf to find out what was going on with her? She took a breath as the woman smiled, glanced at her through bifocals, and brushed flakes of snow from her gray, curly hair. Her brown eyes behind the thick lenses of her glasses held friendliness but a hint of sadness. “Hello, Cathy. I’m sorry I didn’t call, but I wanted to speak with you in person. I need your help.”

      Cathy thought the librarian was asking for help with her studies. Like Cathy, she’d gone back to college in the fall. “Sure, Mildred. Are you working on something for school?”

      “No.” Mildred stepped closer and the kittens, wary of strangers, skittered away. “So sorry to frighten your cats. Hobo is used to me, so when I visit Nancy, he doesn’t run away.”

      Hobo was the marmalade tabby her friend adopted from Rainbow Rescues last spring. He lived in Nancy’s downstairs apartment in the house that Mildred owned.

      Cathy had hoped that the help Mildred needed was academic, so she was disappointed. “That’s okay, Mildred. What do you need? Nancy didn’t send you, did she?”

      Mildred shook her head. “To be honest, she knew I was coming and asked me to see how you were doing, but that’s not the reason I’m here.”

      Before Mildred could explain the purpose of her visit, Florence returned with a tray of tea and cookies. She placed them on the table. “Mildred, please have a seat. I’ll leave you two to talk. If you need anything else, let me know.”

      “I’d like you to stay. I think you should hear what I have to ask Cathy.”

      Florence raised a gray eyebrow. “That sounds mysterious.” As Mildred took a seat at the table, Florence slipped into a chair next to her. Cathy joined them.

      “It is actually mysterious,” Mildred began, as Florence passed her and Cathy mugs. “I don’t know if either of you remember Doris Grady who used to work at the library with me. She retired five years ago when Cathy and Doug first moved in here with you, Florence.”

      Cathy had a vague recollection of another librarian who once read to her and Doug in the library’s children’s corner when they visited Gran as kids. Florence nodded. “I remember Doris. She moved to a town near Hyde Park. I attended her retirement party.”

      “I forgot that you were there.” Mildred blew on her mug and then took a sip of tea. She turned to Cathy. “I didn’t say anything to Nancy about what I’m about to ask you. She thinks I’m visiting to find out why you’re avoiding her. I know you’re going through something, but this may be just what you need to take your mind off it.”

      Cathy gripped her teacup as the librarian continued. She had no idea what was coming. Was she suggesting therapy? Did she want to stage an intervention? Was this Gran’s idea, even though her face held puzzlement?

      “I’ll cut to the chase, dear.” Mildred took another sip of tea and then placed her cup back on the coaster Gran had provided. Her next words were a shock. “Doris is dead. Her daughter thinks she was murdered. I’m hoping you’ll help me find her killer.”
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      Cathy was too shocked to speak, but Florence had plenty to say. “What makes you think your friend was murdered? How did she die? Aren’t the local police looking into it?”

      Mildred gazed down at the checkered tablecloth. “I’m afraid not. You see, they termed her death a heart attack, but I, and her daughter, Danielle, think it was murder. Danielle called me after she read in the paper about how the Hunt, Meyers, and Carter Detective Agency assisted the sheriff in making the arrest in Dr. Bodkin’s murder.”

      Cathy found her voice. “She asked you to hire Howard to investigate her mother’s death?”

      “Yes, but I suggested speaking with you first. I know you’re now part of the agency.” She looked into Cathy’s eyes. “I trust that Danielle has a good reason to suspect Doris was killed but, if she hired Howard and it turns out she’s wrong, it might stir up too much negative publicity for her business. I felt that you, as a business owner yourself, would take a subtler approach to the investigation.”

      “I appreciate your confidence in me, but I’m new at HMC. I haven’t even worked on my first case. They gave me credit for helping solve my professor’s murder, but I didn’t do much at all. It was mostly Nancy and Howard.”

      Florence interrupted. “Excuse me, but what business is Danielle in? I know that Doris mentioned a family farm.”

      Mildred reached for one of the biscuits and added it to her plate. “That’s correct. Oaks Landing Farms was first owned by Doris’ grandfather and passed down the family line. Doris’ sister, Mavis, was running the farm along with Danielle and her husband until Doris moved back. Their mother also still lives there, but she was diagnosed with dementia a few years ago.”

      “Is Danielle’s husband the only man on the farm?” Florence asked, as she also took a biscuit for her plate.

      “Doris’ ex lives nearby and lends a hand. They also hire farmhands.”

      “What type of farming do they do?” Cathy asked. She waved away a biscuit Gran offered. She was trying to avoid extra calories.

      “That’s the interesting part.” Mildred smiled. “It’s a fiber farm. They raise llamas and alpacas and sell their wool. I’ve been invited there by Danielle and was hoping you’d join me to check things out on the qt.”

      Cathy thought about Steve and Michael and how she’d left them hanging for a week and still couldn’t decide what to tell them. Maybe a trip would clear her mind. Before she could reply to Mildred’s offer, Florence said, “I think it might be a good thing for Cathy to get away from Buttercup Bend for a while, but I worry that she might be in danger if you’re right about Doris being murdered.”

      “I understand your concern, but I’ll be with Cathy. If I sense any trouble, I’ll notify the Hyde Park police.”

      Cathy felt a stirring of excitement at Mildred’s words, the same she’d felt when investigating Maggie Broom and Barry Bodkins’ murders. She wasn’t afraid of facing danger. To her, it was less scary than facing her emotions for the two men she was dating. “When do you want to go?” she asked.

      “I’d like to leave at 9 tomorrow morning. I’ll call Danielle tonight to tell her we’re coming but not to say anything to anyone else on the farm. I’ll ask her to tell her relatives that you and I are being hired to fill in the gap that Doris left by helping with the farm’s chores and other activities. I’ve been there before, so they know me as Doris’ co-worker, but I’d like to introduce you as my daughter if that’s okay.”

      Cathy liked that idea and agreed. It would help keep her identity as a detective secret. When she asked about the people she’d be meeting, Mildred promised to fill her in on their way to the farm. Since Mildred had an old car and didn’t use it much, preferring to walk to work because the library was within blocks of her house, Cathy offered to drive.

      Florence asked, “How long do you expect to be away?”

      “I took a two-week vacation from the library, but we’ll be back sooner if we solve the case or find out there’s nothing to solve.”

      Cathy noticed how Mildred included herself in the investigation. She didn’t mind because she was used to working with Nancy, and it always helped to have a partner.

      

      After Mildred left, Cathy helped Florence put away the few uneaten biscuits and the empty teacups. “Are you sure about this, Catherine?”

      “Yes, Gran. I think you’re right that getting away from town will do me good. I hadn’t expected that Mildred would want to leave so soon, but I can be ready by tomorrow. Will you take care of Harry and Hermione while I’m gone? I’ll miss them.” Cathy was used to the kittens sleeping with her, and she’d grown fond of their silly antics.

      “Don’t worry about that. I will take good care of them. Should I tell anyone you’ll be away?”

      Cathy considered a moment and then said, “You can tell Doug and Becky if you want, but I think most of my friends have felt I’ve been away even though I’ve been here at home.”

      Gran walked over to her and gave her a hug. “Oh, Catherine. I certainly hope you’re able to come to terms with what you’re facing. I’m sorry you haven’t been able to confide in me, but it’s obvious it has to do with Michael and Steven. I won’t give you advice because you’re a grown woman now. This change of scenery may help as long as you don’t see it as an escape. You’ll have to come home eventually.”

      Cathy smiled. Her grandmother was a wise woman. “You’re right, Gran. I’m taking a breath, but I know I’ll have to exhale at some point. What should I pack?”

      Florence smiled. “For a farm in January? I’d bring jeans, boots, and warm clothing.”

      Up in her room, Cathy took her suitcase from her closet and tossed it on her bed. When she opened it, Hermione, her female kitten, jumped into it. Harry, Hermione’s brother, followed. “Do you guys want to come with me?” she asked, gently lifting them out of the case. She wished she had her phone or camera handy to take a photo of them when they were in the case. It would make her laugh and help her remember them while she was away, but she already had tons of pictures of them in her phone’s photo gallery.

      As she went through her drawers, she was careful to shut them after she took out clothes because she was used to the kittens going inside them, too. But when she laid her jeans and sweaters across her bed, Hermione jumped on them and began to knead her paws through the soft sweaters. “Hermione, no. You’ll pull a thread.” Although Gran was very good at clipping nails with Cathy’s assistance, the kittens’ claws grew quickly. She was glad that New York State now banned declawing. Rainbow Rescues, her shelter, had recently hired a groomer to clip the nails of the pets, but Gran clipped Harry and Hermione’s as well as Doug and Becky’s German shepherds, Max and Millie.

      She carefully pulled Hermione off her favorite pink sweater and placed her on the floor. She noted how big the kitten had grown after three months and only imagined how large she and her brother would be when she came back from the llama farm.

      After she was packed, Cathy sat on her bed petting her kittens. She’d placed the cases by the door after Harry and Hermione had sniffed them and rubbed against them.

      “Don’t worry, guys, Gran will take good care of you while I’m away.” She imagined they were looking at her with sad eyes. Hermione’s green ones were open wide. Harry’s gold eyes were half closed.

      “Saying your goodbyes?” Cathy hadn’t heard Florence come up the stairs. She’d left her door open, and Gran stood there next to her cases.

      “I’m not leaving yet, but they know I’m going. They tried to hide in my suitcase while I was packing.”

      Florence laughed. “Cats are very intuitive, and they like enclosed spaces such as boxes. Their cat tunnel is one of their favorite toys.”

      “I hope I’m doing the right thing, Gran. I know you’ll take care of the kittens, but I’m not even saying goodbye to anyone. It feels wrong.”

      Florence joined Cathy on the bed displacing Harry and Hermione who went back to examine the suitcases.

      “Sometimes it’s better to let things rest, dear. Steven and Michael got your message and are giving you space. Nancy hasn’t quite accepted your absence, but she’ll understand.”

      Cathy looked into her grandmother’s wise eyes. “I know, Gran, but she won’t be too happy if she finds out I’m investigating a murder without her.”

      Florence smiled. “You don’t know it’s a murder yet, and Mildred was the one who chose you to check out things with her.”

      Cathy sighed. “You’re right, as usual. Part of me is looking forward to this adventure. I’ve never been to a llama farm, and the only time I’ve been to Hyde Park was when you took me and Doug one summer to see the Vanderbilt Mansion.” Cathy smiled at the memory.

      “That was such an enjoyable time. You were ten and Doug was twelve, I believe.”

      “I wrote a story about it for school and got an “A.” Dad was proud of me. Mom said we should all go back one day.” Cathy gazed down at her bedspread, noticing a few pulled threads where Hermione had kneaded the covers. She felt sad thinking about her parents who’d died in a car accident in which she’d been injured six years ago but survived with only a fading scar on her cheek and a deeper one in her heart. “I wish we would’ve made that trip. There are so many things I wish I’d done with them before…”

      “Stop, Catherine. You can’t think like that. I felt the same way after William died, but the memories I have of him are special. I hold on to those.” She got off the bed. “Why don’t you get some sleep now? You have a big day ahead of you tomorrow. Mildred wants to start early.”

      As Florence left, she switched off the lights and gently closed the door halfway behind her to allow the kittens to leave if they wanted. They were used to the house now but spent most of the night in Cathy’s room.

      As soon as Gran was gone, Hermione jumped back on the bed and curled up next to Cathy. Harry lay at her feet. She fell asleep to the purrs of the kittens and thoughts of what the next day would bring.
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      The next morning, Cathy rose to bright sunshine. The temperature had gone up to the forties, and the snow from the day before was melting. She could hear water dripping off the roof. The kittens heard it, too, and were alert to the sound. They jumped on her headboard which was by the window and peered out. She yawned and stretched and then checked the clock on her nightstand. The glowing numbers indicated it was 7 o’clock. She’d arranged to pick up Mildred at nine, and the librarian was always prompt. “Come on downstairs with me, kitties, and I’ll feed you before I leave.”

      Florence was already awake and cooking at the stove when she entered the kitchen with Harry and Hermione behind her.

      “Good morning, Catherine. I thought you’d like something to tide you over before your trip to the farm. I’m making scrambled eggs with bacon. We can share if you’d like.”

      Cathy sniffed the air, and her stomach did a flip. “It smells delicious, Gran. I’ll have a small plate after I feed the cats. Thank you.” She got out two small cans of cat food from the pantry and scooped them into the bowls in the corner of the kitchen they’d set aside for Harry and Hermione who hungrily dove into them.

      Florence smiled as she turned to see the kittens eating. Cathy put out fresh water for them and then went over to assist her grandmother with breakfast. When they were seated at the table, Florence said, “You must be excited. Your cheeks are flushed this morning. I’m so glad you’re acting more like your old self. You seemed depressed this past week.”

      Cathy took a sip of coffee and a forkful of scrambled eggs that were perfectly cooked and contained chopped red and green peppers and onions. After taking a bite and swallowing, she nodded. “This is delicious, Gran. And, yes, I’m excited. I like to travel, although I don’t do it often. I’ve also never been to a llama farm.”

      “I don’t think that’s the only reason for your cheerful mood, Catherine.”

      “The weather’s nice. It’s been days since we’ve seen sunshine.”

      “No, dear. That’s not the reason either. You’re going to investigate a mystery. That’s what you enjoy doing and are good at. That’s why Howard asked you to join the detective agency with him and Nancy.”

      Cathy had nothing to say to that because it was true, so she continued to eat. Her grandmother knew her well. There was no sense in denying her attraction to mystery. She’d hidden it for years even from herself, while Nancy had flaunted her interest in solving them. It was only when she’d gotten involved in Maggie Broom’s murder that she’d realized that part of her nature.

      

      At a quarter to nine, Cathy, dressed in jeans, a red and white checked blouse, and a pair of brown cowboy boots that she thought might be appropriate for visiting a farm, loaded her suitcases in her car. She made sure to leave room in the trunk for Mildred’s cases.

      Florence saw her off after she’d given the kittens kisses. They stood in the doorway watching. She felt bad but knew her grandmother would take loving care of them.

      “Good luck, Catherine, and be careful. Drive safely. The roads may still be icy.”

      “Don’t worry, Gran. It’s not far. We should be there in a little over an hour.” Cathy wanted to convince herself as well as her grandmother that the trip would be easy. It had taken some time after the car crash she’d been in with her parents for her to get behind the wheel again. She still felt nervous driving but took some deep breaths and got into the car. “I’ll call you as soon as we get there and are settled. You have the farm’s phone number that Mildred gave you.”

      Florence spoke to her through the car window. “I won’t use it unless it’s an emergency. I can always call you on your cell. Don’t forget to keep it charged.”

      “I won’t. I’m using it for directions and have it plugged into the car charger.”

      “Good. Enjoy your time at the farm and keep me posted.”

      As Cathy started the car, Florence waved and walked back to the house. Harry and Hermione were still watching from the windows.
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      Cathy wasn’t picking up Mildred at her house. Because Nancy might suspect something, they’d arrange to meet by the library. Mildred told Nancy that she was visiting her sister upstate on her vacation. Her co-workers were aware that Mildred would be leaving her car in the library parking lot while she was away and that she’d be taking a nearby bus to her sister’s house. She was standing next to her car as Cathy entered the lot, suitcases by her side.

      Cathy parked next to her and got out. Since it was Sunday, the library was closed.

      “Good morning, Mildred. I hope I haven’t kept you waiting?”

      “Not at all. I got here early, but it’s a nice morning. I enjoyed getting some fresh air.”

      Cathy helped her with her bags. The two cases fit snugly against Cathy’s in the trunk. Mildred got into the passenger’s seat. “I love your car, Cathy. It still smells new, and I know it runs better than mine.”

      “It’s not brand new, Mildred, but I’m happy with it.” The car had been her purchase for transportation to college. Before that, she was dependent on using Gran’s car.

      “Are you ready for our adventure?” The librarian’s brown eyes held a hint of excitement.

      Cathy started the car. “I think so, but I don’t know what to expect.”

      “Neither do I, but isn’t that what makes adventures fun?”

      Cathy laughed. “Not always, but I guess we’ll find out.” She reached into her glove compartment and took out the address Mildred had given her. After she’d recited it into her iPhone that was attached to her dashboard, Mildred said, “You don’t need your phone to get to the farm. I can direct you.”

      “When were you there last?”

      “I visited Doris right after she moved to Oaks Landing. That was five years ago, so I suppose it’s good you use a digital map. My memory isn’t what it used to be.”

      Cathy smiled. Mildred was as sharp as when she read to Cathy and Doug in the library fifteen years ago.

      As they drove, Cathy was glad her excitement overcame her driving anxiety. When they were on the parkway headed south, she said, “You promised to fill me in on the people I’ll be meeting. We have about an hour for you to do that.”

      Mildred was gazing out the passenger side window. She turned and glanced at Cathy. “I thought about that. Even though you should know the character list, it’s much better for you to form your own opinions of everyone. That will help us solve the mystery.”

      Cathy found it funny how the librarian termed the people they were meeting, as if they were characters in a book. “You’re right, Mildred. Go ahead, list the characters.”

      Mildred smiled. The mechanical voice of Cathy’s phone told her to take the next exit. As she turned, Mildred said, “We’ll start with Doris’ daughter. Her full name is Danielle Diaz. She’s a little older than you. I think thirty. Her husband is Dylan. He’s Peruvian. They met when she took a trip there seven years ago. They came back here to marry and had their daughter Sheri. Doris’ sister is Mavis Taylor. She’s in her mid-fifties and never married. Their mother, Betty, I told you has dementia.”

      Cathy asked, “Is Betty’s last name Taylor?”

      “You caught that. It’s short for Elizabeth.”

      “Was she named after Elizabeth Taylor?”

      “No, but she believes she’s Elizabeth Taylor. It’s part of her dementia. She was quite with it until five years ago. Then, according to Danielle, she woke up one morning and insisted she was the famous actress. But I shouldn’t be telling you all this. As I said, you need to see it for yourself.”

      “Yes, but I need to be prepared. That sounds strange. Do they all live at the farm?”

      “Danielle and Dylan live in the farmhouse with their daughter. Mavis lives with her mother there, too. When Doris moved back, she also lived in the main house. I believe that’s where I’ll be staying, and Danielle said they have a guest room for you. I confirmed our visit with her last night.”

      “What about the farmhands do they live on the property?”

      “Some. A few commute. I don’t know their names, but I’m sure Danielle will introduce us.” She paused. “There’s one other person living on the property. Doris’ ex, Chris Grady. He has his own place.”

      Cathy was surprised. “Didn’t that cause tension?”

      “I don’t think so. Doris and Chris’ divorce was amicable. They remained friends, and Danielle tells me he’s great with animals. I met him when I helped Doris move back to the farm. He reminds me of an older Michael.”

      At the vet’s name, Cathy felt her anxiety return. She’d hoped to leave it behind in Buttercup Bend. “Is he a vet?”

      “He doesn’t have formal training, but he’s conferred with the local vet many times and knows enough to help out in a pinch. If you’re wondering, they also have a gardener. Older than Steve, according to Danielle. She says he lives on the property, too.”

      “Wow! How big is the farm?”

      “I don’t know the exact acreage. Danielle has those figures, but it’s pretty big. It was a dairy farm before Doris’ grandfather bought it and passed it down to her and Mavis. Doris didn’t have a knack for farming, so she went away to library school and then moved to Buttercup Bend.”

      Cathy tried to picture it in her mind. She imagined cute llamas romping in a large field with a barn and a rustic-looking house. “So, I guess Doris changed her mind about the farm when she retired?”

      “She told me that she missed it. She wanted a quieter life. Not that it’s very hectic in Buttercup Bend, but we have had murders as you know.”

      Cathy was well aware of that since she’d been involved in two of them in the last year. “It would be ironic then if Danielle is right and Doris was murdered.”

      “That it would. I hope she’s wrong, but I’m glad we’re both getting a vacation out of it.”

      Cathy silently agreed. The farther they drove, the more relaxed she felt. The decision she needed to make about Steve and Michael would wait until she returned. She had something different to occupy her mind, and she’d also be able to show Howard and Nancy that they’d made the right choice in hiring her at their detective agency.
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      Cathy’s envisioning of the farm was close but not exact. When they arrived, Mildred told her she could bypass the visitor’s parking lot and drive up to the house. Danielle had given them permission to do so.

      Since it was winter and not yet ten thirty, there were no cars in the parking lot. “They give farm tours and llama hikes seasonally,” Mildred explained. “They still offer these now, weather permitting, but they aren’t as popular. If people sign up, it’s later in the day when it’s warmer.”

      “How much do they charge for the tours and hikes?” Cathy had her eyes on the winding road leading up to the house. The trees that flanked it were bare against the partly cloudy winter sky.

      “I don’t know, but it helps support the farm. It isn’t cheap to run one. And, although they sell the llama and alpaca’s wool, there’s not much of a profit in that.”

      “Really? I always wondered what the difference was between alpacas and llamas. Do you know?” Cathy maneuvered around a red truck, and a barn came into view. It was large and sat next to a pen where Cathy saw several llamas grazing.

      “Of course I do. I’m a librarian. The main differences are their sizes and ears. You might consider them cousins. Alpacas are smaller than llamas and have T-shaped ears, while llamas have banana-shaped ears. They’re both gentle and friendly animals.”

      “Interesting.” Cathy pulled into a space between the house and the barn. The spots weren’t marked, and the lot wasn’t paved, but there were two cars parked there. A small blue Mazda and a pickup truck.

      Mildred checked her watch. “We’re a little early. We made great time. Maybe you want to walk around with me a bit before we go up to the house.”

      “That’s a good idea. I’m eager to see the animals.” Cathy got out, and Mildred joined her. They headed for the barn and the llama pen. As they passed the barn, Cathy exclaimed, “Oh, my gosh, Mildred. Cats! Those two look like Harry and Hermione, only older, but the calico one doesn’t have Hermione’s white undercoat and paws.”

      “They must be barn cats,” Mildred said. “They usually have them on farms to keep the mice and other small rodents in check. The calico is a tortoiseshell. Notice the brown markings.”

      Cathy walked slowly toward the cats. She saw a gray one behind them. The black cat came right up to her. She extended her hand, and the cat sniffed it. “You look like my Harry,” she said. “I bet you enjoy living here.”

      Mildred laughed. “I love how you talk to animals. C’mon, let’s see the llamas.”

      “I’ll be happy to show those to you since you’ve already met Rascal, Piper, and Cricket,” said a voice from behind them.

      Cathy turned to see a dark-haired man standing outside the barn. He was dressed in jeans and a brown tweed coat. Work boots covered his feet. He strode over to them with a careless swagger and extended his hand. “My name’s Dylan. I assume you’re the ladies who have come to work with us? Cathy and Mildred? My wife told me to expect you, and I see our barn cats have greeted you.”

      Mildred shook his hand, but Cathy held back. He seemed friendly enough, but she was still shy around new people and didn’t want to appear too eager. Mildred told her that Danielle hadn’t shared the true reason for their visit with anyone. She wondered if that extended to her husband. She merely nodded and said, “Nice to meet you, Mr. Diaz.”

      He laughed, and she noticed the short mustache above his lips and his dark eyes. She judged him to be in his mid-thirties. “Please don’t call me that. I’m Dylan, not your boss. Danielle is the one who hired you. She was up early this morning planning for your arrival. She’s a great cook, so you’d better be hungry.” He patted his stomach which was flat. Cathy imagined working on the farm burned a lot of calories.

      “I’ll bring you to the house now if you don’t mind waiting to meet the llamas. I promise to give you a llama tour later.”

      

      Danielle greeted them as they walked up the porch steps to the front door. The farmhouse was just as Cathy imagined it as she stepped inside, rustic and cozy with a fireplace burning in the main room and thick paneled walls. “I see my husband found you,” Danielle said. She wore a long, multicolored skirt over brown boots and an ivory cable-knit sweater. Her dark, straight hair fell to her waist. “It’s a little early for brunch, but I know you must be hungry, and Sheri is almost eating the table, so please come into the dining room, and I’ll introduce you to everyone. Granny is having a difficult day today, so she won’t be joining us, but I’ll take you up to say hello to her later.”

      Cathy had hoped that she and Mildred would be able to speak with Danielle privately before meeting the family. She still didn’t know how her mother had died or why she suspected it was murder. Reluctantly, she followed Danielle, Mildred, and Dylan into the dining area where two people and a young girl were seated. When they entered, the girl jumped up and ran to Danielle. “Mommy, Mommy. Can we eat now?”

      Danielle laughed and rubbed the girl’s head. Cathy was surprised to note that the child’s hair, worn in braids, was a golden blonde in contrast to her parents. “Yes, Sheri. Daddy found our guests, so we’re all set. Can you help Mommy bring in the food?”

      Sheri nodded her head “yes” and excitedly ran with her mother into the kitchen. Mildred faced the man and woman at the table. “Good morning. I’m Mildred Hastings. I don’t know if you remember me, and this is my daughter, Cathy.” Mildred really had a daughter who’d lived in the apartment Nancy now occupied until she married and moved away, so the lie wasn’t far from the truth.

      The woman stood up. She had short, curly hair that looked rusty. Cathy thought the color was caused by a poor red dye job. There was also gray at the roots. She offered a half smile when she said, “I do recall you, Mildred. For your daughter’s sake, I’ll introduce myself. I’m Mavis Taylor, Danielle’s aunt.” She paused and then added, “and this is Chris Grady, her father.” The man beside her was drinking from his glass and hadn’t bothered to get off his chair. Cathy knew he was Doris’ ex who was still living on the farm’s property. He had the same sandy blond hair as Steve but a more mature face. She figured Sheri had inherited his light hair. She judged him to be in his sixties. “Welcome to The Farm at Oak’s Landing. Danielle has asked me to show you around later and explain the jobs you’ll be helping us with. I’m in charge of the llama hikes. We still give them in the winter, so I hope you’ve brought warm clothing.”

      Cathy was surprised that he gave the hikes. She imagined Dylan, the younger man, would be more up for that. Mildred continued to smile. “It’s nice to meet you all again.”

      It was then that Danielle and Sheri returned with bowls and plates of food that they placed on the table. Dylan, who was also helping them, carried a few dishes. Sheri had been trusted with the syrup, sugar, butter, and milk servers. There were pancakes, muffins, and a platter of scrambled eggs and bacon.

      “Didn’t I tell you that my wife cooks up hearty food?” Dylan said. “Have a seat, you two, and dig in.”

      Cathy wanted to wait until everyone sat, but Mildred took the chair closest to Mavis and nodded at Cathy to take the one next to her on the right. Dylan sat next to Cathy. Danielle sat at the head of the table with Sheri between her and her husband.

      “I see you’ve all met one another,” Danielle said. “We’re not so busy this time of year, but Mother was in charge of a lot of the activities and classes we give to the public to help support the farm. It’ll be helpful to have two other hands with those.”

      Cathy heard the note of sadness in Danielle’s voice when she mentioned Doris. She was familiar with that type of pain, as she still carried the loss of her own parents in her heart and knew that the loss for Danielle was more recent. Mildred said that Doris died in early December, just a month ago. She imagined how difficult Christmas must’ve been for the family and the challenge it presented to Danielle and Dylan to keep the holiday a happy one for young Sheri.

      “We’re glad to be able to help,” Cathy said.

      Mavis said, “I really didn’t expect Danielle to hire someone so soon.” She looked down the table at her niece. “Tell me again why you made that decision, Danny.”

      Danielle was passing around the food bowls. She handed one to Sheri who grabbed it eagerly. “Be careful, honey.” She turned to Mavis. “As you know, Mildred was a friend of Doris’ when she worked at the library. When I called to tell her the sad news, she offered to come and help with her daughter.”

      So, the story Danielle had concocted was based loosely on truth.

      “If they were such good friends, how come they weren’t at the funeral?” Cathy worried that Mavis suspected something with all her questions.

      Danielle seemed a bit flustered when she replied, “I didn’t call until after that. I hadn’t thought of them. I’d only met Mildred when she helped Mom move back to the farm. It was some time since I’d seen her. But I was going through Mother’s address book and found her name. I figured she’d want to be informed.”

      “I see.” Mavis reached for the egg and bacon platter and took a heapful on her plate and then passed it to Mildred. Before she could ask another question, Mildred said, “I’m glad you let me know, Danielle, and agreed to have us help with the farm. I have a two-week vacation from the library, and Cathy’s on break from college. She’s never been to a llama farm, so I’m sure she’ll enjoy it. She’s already seen your barn cats, and Dylan told us he’d introduce us to the llamas.”

      Chris said, “I can do that. In fact, I’ll take you on a hike if you’re up to it. I have some things to attend to today, but tomorrow would work, and it’s not supposed to be too cold.”

      Mildred said, “That sounds like fun, but my knees aren’t the best.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. The hikes aren’t strenuous. I’ll take you on the beginner’s one. You’ll get a tour of the farm, too.”

      “While that sounds wonderful, I’d rather skip it for now. You go ahead with Cathy.”

      Chris didn’t insist, and they continued their meal discussing other topics.

      

      After they ate, Mildred offered to help Danielle clean up, and Cathy joined her. She knew Mildred wanted a moment in private with Danielle, but Sheri was tagging along. “Honey, why don’t you go with daddy? I’ll ask you to help me bring food up to Grammy later.”

      “Okay, Mommy.” She ran off to her father who was still seated at the table speaking with Mavis and Chris.

      When the three were in the kitchen together, Danielle turned on the sink and spoke in a low voice. “Thank you both for coming. You have to excuse Mavis. She’s suspicious by nature, and she doesn’t like having me run things.”

      Cathy knew the farm was family owned. She figured it was in Danielle’s grandmother’s name, but since she was suffering from dementia, it was likely that Mavis had taken over. Danielle verified this fact by saying, “When Grammy started to be ill, Mavis asked for her power-of-attorney and had her sign over the farm, but I don’t feel I need her permission to make decisions.”

      Mildred asked, “When did this happen, Danielle? Wasn’t your mother, as the oldest sibling, next in line?”

      “Yes, but she didn’t want the farm. That’s why she left all those years ago.”

      “But she came back.”

      Danielle placed some dishes in the dishwasher and turned to Mildred. “She wanted to be with family. That’s why she returned. She had no interest in the farm. I mean, she was happy enough to help out, but it wasn’t as important to her as it was to Mavis.”

      Mildred stepped closer to Danielle and said, “Tell us why you think your mother was murdered.”

      Danielle was about to answer when Sheri ran back into the room. “Mommy! Can we go up to feed Grammy now? Daddy is going out with Grandpa, and Auntie M. is too busy to watch me.”

      Danielle sighed, turned off the water, and closed the dishwasher. “Sure, honey. Give me a minute.” She turned to Mildred and Cathy. “I’ll fill you both in later. Come with me. I’ll introduce you to Grammy Betty.”

      Sheri carefully balanced the tray that her mother gave her to bring upstairs to her great grandmother. Cathy admired how skillful the young girl was, although Danielle walked behind her in case she slipped or dropped the food. Cathy and Mildred were in back of them.

      At the top of the stairs, Sheri stopped at a closed door. Danielle stepped in front of her and tapped on the wood. “Grammy, can we come in? I’ve brought our guests, the ones I told you were coming today.”

      A faint voice replied, “You may enter.”

      Cathy didn’t know what to expect. She’d never had experience with anyone suffering dementia. While her grandmother had a few lapses of memory, they were normal signs of aging.

      The woman sitting up in bed had a full head of dark hair that Cathy knew came from a bottle but what surprised her most was her large violet eyes. Danielle had explained that her grandmother thought she was Elizabeth Taylor, but Cathy couldn’t help but notice that she looked like the film star, too or made herself up to look like her.

      Sheri brought the tray over to the bed. “Here’s your food, Grammy.”

      “Thank you. What a sweet girl. Where is the pie?”

      “No pie, Grammy, but I helped Mommy make the muffins.”

      Betty suddenly grabbed the tray and tossed it across the room. It hit the door with a loud crash, and the food spattered everywhere. Everyone jumped back, and Sheri began to cry. She ran to her mother who put an arm around her. “It’s okay, honey. We’ll clean it up.”

      “Why is Grammy mad? Is it because she wanted pie?”

      “No. She’s not feeling well.” Danielle turned to Mildred. “Can you please take my daughter downstairs? And, Cathy, would you mind getting some rags and paper towels from the kitchen?”

      Mildred put an arm on Sheri. “Come with me, sweetie.” Sheri followed her from the room. Cathy, shocked from what had happened, said, “I’ll get what you need, but is she okay?”

      Danielle had gone to her grandmother’s side. The woman’s eyes were wide. “Where is the pie? What have you done with him?”

      Him? Cathy knew the woman was confused but giving food a gender was too strange. Danielle turned to her. “Please excuse my grandmother. She’s talking about the horse in National Velvet, Elizabeth Taylor’s film.”

      “Don’t talk about me when I’m in the room. I was great in that film. It was one of my favorites.”

      As Danielle tried to calm down her grandmother, Cathy slipped out to get the cleaning supplies. She needed to watch her step, as the egg splatter blocked part of the doorway.

      “What a mess,” she thought. “literally.” She felt bad for Danielle and even worse for Sheri. She heard the girl still crying when she got downstairs. Mildred was trying to comfort her with cookies. As Cathy grabbed a roll of paper towels and some dishcloths, Dylan and Chris came in.

      “What’s going on?” Dylan asked, rushing over to his daughter. Mildred explained what happened upstairs, and he said, “Danny shouldn’t have brought her. She knows Betty was doing poorly today.”

      “But I wanna see Grammy.”

      “You can see her when she’s better.” Dylan turned and saw Cathy holding the towels. “I’ll go and help Danny clean up. I’m sorry you had to experience this on your first day with us.”

      Cathy didn’t know how to reply. She merely handed over the towels. As Dylan headed to the stairs, he called back, “Chris, can you take care of Sheri?”

      “No problem,” Chris said. “I like to spend time with my granddaughter. Wanna go play with Lulu?”

      Sheri’s face brightened, and she wiped her tears away with her sweater. “I love Lulu. Yes, please let’s go.”

      Cathy wondered who Lulu was. She hadn’t seen any other children on the farm, but maybe some lived nearby.

      As Chris and Sheri put on their coats, Chris said, “Hey, you two. Want to join us? Cathy, I know I promised you a hike tomorrow, but you can meet our star llama today.”

      “Thanks, but I wouldn’t want to intrude on Sheri’s playdate with her friend.”

      He laughed. “You won’t because Lulu, the llama, is the friend I’m taking Sheri to play with.”
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