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            THE CASE OF THE CAT CRAZY LADY
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      In memory of my beloved mother Florence whose cat crazy gene I inherited, my neighbor and friend, Pauline, who has moved away and was nothing like the character with the same name, and Floppy and Oliver, two of my special cats, who have gone to Rainbow Bridge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      I began writing this book in 2017. At that time, I had a Siamese cat named Oliver whom I’d adopted from my mother when she was admitted to a nursing home with dementia. Oliver was a senior cat. He’d been diagnosed with kidney disease two years before I started the book. Many of Oliver’s traits are included in the story, exhibited by Cathy’s cat of the same name.

      We had to say goodbye to Oliver before I finished the first draft of The Case of the Cat Crazy Lady. There’s a scene in the book where Cathy reads a poem that the deputy sheriff wrote for his cat after she died. I wrote this poem after I lost Oliver.

      The Buttercup Bend series isn’t the only book I’ve written that features a Siamese cat. The main pet character of my Cobble Cove series, Sneaky the Library Cat, is also loosely based on Oliver. Sneaky’s blog includes interviews with pet characters from other cozy mysteries.

      I hope you enjoy this first book of my new series and will visit Cathy again in Buttercup Bend as she tries to solve the mystery in book two, The Case of the Parrot-Loving Professor, when it’s published.
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      Cathy slung her camera strap over her shoulder and tiptoed out of the house to avoid waking her grandmother and her cat Oliver who was still asleep on her bed. It was a lovely May morning in Buttercup Bend and the perfect time to catch the sunrise.

      She stopped at the end of her block and gazed across the rooftops of the neighboring homes at the Catskill Mountains in the distance. Aiming her camera, she took a few shots of the pearly skies dipping into the mountain peaks.

      Continuing her walk, she paused several times to take more pictures. The whole town seemed to be in bloom with neatly planted flowerbeds mixing with wildflowers in a profusion of colors that burst in vivid shades.

      While Cathy considered photography a great hobby, she was also paid for the work commissioned by Pauline Harding, the editor of the Buttercup Bugle, the town newspaper. Last night, she had walked this same route on an assignment for a feature story about spring in Buttercup Bend. Her photos would accompany her reporter friend Nancy Meyers’ background about the town that had been founded a hundred years ago this coming Friday. Cathy wanted to have a selection of photos to choose from that were shot at dawn as well as twilight.

      Turning the corner toward the newspaper office that was housed in a two-floor ranch, Cathy noticed something amiss. The cats that were usually gathered in various locations in the front yard of Pauline’s neighbor’s house were surrounding the front door. Some were crying, and a few were howling. Cathy assumed they were waiting to be fed by Maggie Broom, known as the town’s Cat Crazy Lady, since she’d arrived in town two years ago toting her van full of kitties.

      As Cathy paused outside Maggie’s house, the door flew open, and Pauline, wearing a nightgown and a pair of slippers, ran out. Her dark eyes were wide, and the color of her face almost matched her white hair.

      “Maggie’s dead. She’s been murdered. I just called Leroy on my cell. Her cats woke me up howling under my window, so I went over to let her know they were keeping me up. When she didn’t answer my knock, I opened the door that was unlocked and found her dead in her bed.”

      A few seconds after Pauline’s shocking announcement, a police car roared down the block and stopped in front of them. Sheriff Leroy Miller rushed out, a disarrayed mass of red tendrils sticking up from his head like rusty spikes. The law enforcer’s half Irish, half African American heritage resulted in an interesting combination of features.

      “I came as quickly as I could, Pauline.” Cathy caught the special look that passed between them. Everyone in Buttercup Bend knew that the newspaper editor was dating the sheriff. Miller glanced at Cathy, observing her camera. “Have you taken shots of the murder scene, Ms. Carter?”

      Cathy, stunned and feeling a bit weak and dizzy, said, “No. I haven’t even seen the, uh, body, Sheriff. I was walking around town taking photos when Pauline came running out of Maggie’s house and told me what happened.”

      “Taking photos might be a good idea,” Pauline said, some color returning to her face now that the sheriff had arrived.

      “Let’s go inside then. My lazy deputy sheriff is still asleep. Otherwise, I would’ve asked him to come along and take pictures.” He was talking about Brian Fitzcullins, the young officer who’d used the services of Cathy and her brother’s pet rescue to adopt some of his pets.

      As they entered Maggie’s house, the sheriff glanced around. “Hard to tell if anything has been disturbed,” he said as he gingerly avoided stepping on a long black tail and the heads of two tabbies that blocked his way. Cathy was surprised that the cats hadn’t hidden from strangers, but, like the ones outside, they might’ve been waiting for their breakfasts and hoping the newcomers would provide it.

      “What a mess,” Pauline said walking next to the sheriff. “Something should’ve been done about all these cats, especially the ones outside that tear up my garden all the time.”

      Gran had told Cathy of Pauline and Maggie’s ongoing dispute over Maggie’s outdoor cats. Cathy had even offered to catch them and bring them to Rainbow Rescues, but Maggie had refused the help and claimed they were her pets. No one could deny she took good care of them, even placing heated cat houses in her backyard in the winter.

      They made their way carefully through the cluttered house that, besides felines of all shapes and sizes, also contained many cat toys and all types of cat items that Maggie collected. An unpleasant odor wafted from down the hall where Cathy assumed the litter boxes were kept.

      When they finally arrived at the bedroom, Cathy prepared herself for the worst. At her parents’ wake, she’d found it hard to look into their caskets.

      Her brother Doug had been at her side as she wept. The memory caused the dizziness to engulf her again.

      “You okay?” Miller asked, noting her leaning against the door.

      Cathy nodded. “I’ll be all right. I just …”

      Pauline took her hand. “Don’t worry, honey. There’s no blood. She was smothered. I found the pillow on her face.”

      “I hope you didn’t disturb anything.” The sheriff entered the room first.

      “I removed the pillow, of course, and checked her pulse. I also had to chase off a bunch of cats that were on top of her. Who could’ve done this?” Pauline’s voice broke.

      “A murder in Buttercup Bend. It’s hard to believe. Since I’ve been sheriff, the worst crime I’ve had to investigate was the theft of a bicycle that was stolen by a kid’s brother.”

      Cathy and Pauline approached the bed. Cathy took some deep breaths, hoping they would calm her. But the sight of Maggie, ash blonde hair spread across her pillow, blue eyes open wide in fright, was more than she could take. As she’d done looking down at her mother lying against a pink satin pillow at the funeral home back on Long Island, Cathy collapsed.
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      Awakening in her bed with Oliver at her feet, Cathy thought she’d had a nightmare. But then she saw Gran sitting next to her in her long nightgown, her gray hair loose around her shoulders. Her eyes, deep blue and alert, met Cathy’s. “How are you feeling, dear? You’ve had quite a shock. The sheriff and Pauline brought you home. They told me all about Maggie. I feel terrible. Such a horrible thing to happen in our town.”

      Cathy had no recollection of having traveled in the police van, but she recalled that Pauline had found Maggie murdered. When she sat up, she still felt dizzy. “Does the sheriff have any suspects? Did he get the photos he wanted?”

      “I think he called Brian over there to take them.” Florence glanced over at Cathy’s bureau where her camera lay. “As far as suspects, he’s questioning a few people. In fact, I promised him I’d come down to the station after I was sure you were okay. There’s no rush. We can eat breakfast first.”

      Cathy was confused. “Why does he want to speak with you?”

      Florence looked down at the quilted bedspread where the Siamese was still sleeping, but one blue eye had opened a slit as if he was listening to the conversation. “I was at BINGO last night and brought Maggie some tea afterwards because she had missed the game due to a headache. Do you remember that I came home and picked up some of that herbal tea I give you when you have migraines?”

      “How did the sheriff know about that?”

      Florence raised her head. “Pauline must’ve mentioned it when he asked her who had seen Maggie yesterday. I’m not mad at her. She was just filling him in.”

      Pauline was known as the “gossip monger” of Buttercup Bend and that’s why, after she retired from teaching, she took the job as editor for the paper to keep abreast of all the goings on in the nightborhood. Cathy wondered who else she may have informed the sheriff about. Cathy had passed Maggie’s house late yesterday afternoon when she was taking photos, but the place had seemed dark, and she hadn’t noticed anything sinister.

      “What else did Pauline tell the sheriff?” Cathy asked.

      “I really don’t know, Catherine. They spoke privately. I was about to make some breakfast. Why don’t we eat outside? It’s a lovely day. We can let Oliver stroll a bit, and maybe Steve can join us when he comes.”

      Cathy had lost track of time and had forgotten that the gardener was due that morning.

      The sly twinkle in her grandmother’s eyes reminded her that Florence was an incorrigible matchmaker. Steve wasn’t the only man her grandmother was hoping Cathy would date. Every time the local vet, Dr. Michael Graham, came to the rescue center to check one of the pets or examine Oliver, Florence offered tips on how to flirt with him.

      Although both men were strikingly different in appearance and personality, Cathy was equally attracted to them. However, having had a few short-lived romances in the past, she was wary to start a new relationship.

      Cathy offered to help Florence make breakfast, but she refused. “You just sit on the patio and relax, Catherine. You’ve been through enough this morning.”

      As her grandmother walked to the refrigerator to take out eggs, Cathy realized she was limping. Despite many days when she woke up with debilitating pain in her back, Florence still managed to keep up the household chores as well as assist some of the rescue center volunteers and help with the maintenance of the cemetery’s garden.

      “I’m well enough to give you a hand, Gran. Your back seems to be bothering you this morning.”

      Florence nodded as Oliver came to her side and rubbed against her, purring. She bent down gingerly to pet him. “I’m a little stiff and sore but not extremely so.”

      Cathy knew her grandmother could be stubborn and was reluctant to accept help, so she insisted on at least bringing out the silverware, napkins, and orange juice. Oliver scooted behind her, happy to be in the fresh air.

      Just as Cathy was about to make a second trip inside for the coffee, she heard whistling by the gate. Turning, she saw a tall blond head peeking over the top. Keys jangled, and the gate swung open. Steve ambled through, his face brightening when he saw her.

      She waved and felt a smile widen her cheeks. “Good morning, Steve.”

      The gardener approached. Cathy noticed how his tanned skin emphasized his well-formed upper body muscles through his white polo shirt. He wore khaki knee-length shorts, and his smile showed a soft dimple as his blue eyes regarded her with warmth.

      “Mornin,’ Cat. How are you this lovely day that you match so purrfectly?”

      She laughed at how he called her by her nickname and the way he said the last word. It masked her embarrassment at his compliment. She brushed a strand of her honey gold hair back, exposing the scar that was a reminder of the awful accident that had bruised her inside and out and left her and Doug orphans.

      Although Steve seemed to like what she wore, she wished she’d dressed nicer than in an old pair of jeans and a lemon-yellow sweater turning brown after so many washes.

      To bring the subject off her and to a matter of more importance, Cathy asked, “Did you hear what happened to Maggie Broom?”

      Steve frowned. “No. What happened to her? I was at her house yesterday fertilizing her catnip garden.”

      “Pauline found her dead when she went over her house this morning. I was taking photos on the block and was there when the sheriff arrived.”

      “That’s terrible.” Steve bowed his head in respect.

      “Yes. I couldn’t believe it when Pauline rushed out of the house. A murder in Buttercup Bend doesn’t seem possible.”

      “Must’ve been a burglary. I know a lot of old people keep money hidden in their homes because they don’t trust banks. Ms. Broom was eccentric. I could see her stashing away cash inside one of her cat beds or even under a litter pan.”

      “You might be right, Steve. I know Gran has spending money tucked away somewhere in our house, but I doubt it would be under Oliver’s litter box. I’m sure Sheriff Miller is investigating what happened to Maggie and who might be responsible.”

      An uncomfortable silence hovered over them. Steve dug his hands into the pockets of his shorts and lowered his head as if examining something in the grass.

      “I was hoping to catch you this morning when I came to water the grounds. There’s something I wanted to ask you.”

      “Sure. What’s up, Steve?”

      He began to shuffle from foot to foot. With his eyes on the ground, he spoke so quietly a bird flying overhead almost drowned out his words.

      “There’s a square dance Friday night, and I was wondering if … Would you want to go with me?”

      When he lifted his head, Cathy noted the redness that bloomed underneath his tanned skin and knew it wasn’t sunburn. Had Gran put him up to this, or was he genuinely interested in taking me on a date?

      Her heart beat fast. She wanted to go but accepting his invitation wasn’t easy. She hadn’t been on a date in a long time, and she was a terrible dancer. “Yes,” she said nearly choking on the word.

      The sun chose that moment to flash its brightest rays, but the sudden luminescence was broken by a stray cloud and a deep voice calling Cathy’s name. She turned toward the gate and saw Sheriff Miller standing there, his uniform covered in cat hair, an angry expression on his dark, hound-dog face.
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      Cathy rushed to the gate to let in the sheriff.

      “Good day, Miss Carter.” He dusted some of the cat hair off his uniform. “Is your grandmother home?”

      “She’s in the house making breakfast.”

      He glanced at Steve. “What’s he doing here?”

      “He’s our gardener. Should I get Gran?”

      “Yep.” Miller took a few steps toward the patio. “I’d like to talk to Mr. Jefferson, too.”

      Steve turned around. “I’ll be happy to speak with you, Sheriff. What’s this about?”

      “I don’t know if Miss Carter filled you in, but Maggie Broom was murdered last night. I have some questions for you and Florence.”

      “I heard about the murder. Awful.” Steve grimaced.

      “How did you hear about it?”

      “I told him,” Cathy blurted out.

      It was then that Florence stepped out onto the patio holding a plate of scrambled eggs in one hand and a carafe of coffee in the other. She was fully dressed now if one could differentiate her long floral dress from her nightgown. “Good morning, Leroy.”

      “Good day, Flo.” The sheriff tipped his hat at her. “I thought I’d save you the trouble of coming down to the station and pick you up myself, but since Mr. Jefferson is here, he can join us, too.”

      She nodded as she placed the eggs and carafe down on the table. “Well, you’re just in time for breakfast. Why don’t we talk here? There’s plenty of food to go around.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I can’t question suspects together.”

      “Suspects? What are you talking about?” Steve asked.

      “You’ll find out when you come to the station.” Miller looked toward his police car that was parked outside the gate in back of Steve’s truck.

      “We can at least have something to eat first,” Florence said.

      “No time for that,” the sheriff insisted. “This shouldn’t take long. You can heat the food up later.”

      “Very well. Let me grab my purse, and I’ll be right out.”

      “Can I come along?” Cathy asked. She was curious about what the sheriff wanted with her grandmother and the gardener. Even if Florence brought Maggie tea last night, she didn’t think that would be cause enough to consider her a suspect in the murder, and she had no idea why Miller wanted to question Steve.

      “You stay here, Catherine,” Florence said stepping back outside with her purse on her shoulder. “There might be a pet emergency, and one of us should be around.”

      “I’m sure Doug and Becky can handle anything that arises,” Cathy said. Her brother and his wife lived right next door and closer to the rescue center than she and Florence.

      Florence knit her gray eyebrows together. “You know your brother is a late sleeper, and Becky could have the baby any day now.”

      “She’s not due until June,” Cathy pointed out but, by the look on her grandmother’s face, she knew she’d lost the battle. “Okay. I’ll stay but call me if you need me. I’ll keep my cell handy.”

      “I’ll be back to work on the gardening,” Steve said. He and Florence walked with the sheriff to his car.

      Worried about her grandmother, Cathy covered the eggs and brought them inside with the other breakfast items. Turning back to the door, she noticed Oliver was still on the patio. She joined him and took a seat on the wicker rocker to wait for Florence and Steve to return.

      “Gran’s at the police station,” she said to the cat. “How can the sheriff possibly suspect her of murder? You know how gentle and kind she is, Ollie. I’m sure Steve is innocent, too.”

      The only reply she received from the Siamese was a blink of his blue eyes.

      

      When the police car finally pulled up, Cathy’s heart lurched as her grandmother emerged from it walking stiffly to the gate.

      “Gran, is everything okay?” she asked running to her.

      “It’s all fine, dear.”

      “Where’s Steve?”

      “He asked Leroy to drop him at another job. He didn’t want to miss his appointment. It’s within walking distance, so he’ll do the gardening here when he picks up his car afterwards.”

      Cathy sighed with relief. “What did the sheriff ask you? How can he suspect you?”

      Florence took a seat on the other porch rocker, and Oliver rubbed against her ankles, purring to welcome her home.

      “I don’t think he seriously suspects me, but he had to question people who were with Maggie yesterday. Leroy wanted to know if the tea I brought Maggie after the BINGO game contained any sleep-inducing properties. I explained it was only meant to soothe her pain but might’ve relaxed her enough to make her drowsy.”

      “What else did the sheriff say?” Cathy hated to interrogate her grandmother after what must’ve been an unpleasant experience, but she found herself curious to know the details of a crime that was so rare in the small town.

      “He told me they placed Maggie’s time of death at about ten p.m. last night. After they brought you home, Leroy and Brian did a thorough search of her house. He said there were no prints because the killer probably wore gloves. However, they uncovered a sealed envelope filled with a few hundred dollars under one of Maggie’s litter boxes. A copy of the will was there, too. Leroy commented that was a strange place to hide an important document.”

      Cathy thought of Steve. Was it a coincidence he knew Maggie’s hiding place? She pushed that thought aside. Steve had trouble killing insects in the garden. She couldn’t imagine him harming a person.

      Gran continued. “Since none of the money was taken, Leroy doesn’t think the person who killed Maggie was a burglar.”

      “What about the will?” Oliver padded over to Cathy for some show of affection, and she petted his dark head.

      “That was sealed, too. It was labeled, ‘Copy of Margaret R. Broom’s Last Will and Testament.’ Leroy brought it down to the station as evidence. Norman Dexter, Maggie’s lawyer, has the original and will be handling the disposition of her property.”

      “What is the sheriff doing about Ms. Broom’s cats? I wish we could take them at Rainbow Rescues, but there’s not enough room for all of them.”

      “Brian was concerned about that. Luckily, there was a post-it attached to the will written in Maggie’s handwriting that said, ‘In case of my death, I have made arrangements for all my cats. Don’t bring them to any shelters until my will is read.”’

      Cathy knew that Brian often brought strays he found on his patrol to Rainbow Rescues and a few of them he adopted himself. Many were identified by Dr. Graham as cats that simply escaped from their homes, but several were put up for adoption at the rescue center.

      “Until Maggie’s provisions for her pets are disclosed, Brian is stopping by the house to feed them,” Florence explained. “In the meantime, Leroy mentioned that Maggie’s brother and sister were contacted and will be coming to town for the reading of the will.”

      “Maggie has siblings?”

      “She didn’t talk much about them because they’ve been estranged for a long time. She was the eldest of the family. Her sister Gladys lives on Long Island and is a sixty-eight-year-old retired secretary. Brody lives in Ulster County, only a few towns over from Buttercup Bend. He’s fifty-seven and been in trouble with the law since he left home at fifteen.”

      Cathy tried to digest this information. “It sounds like Maggie’s brother was the black sheep of the family, but I wonder why she wasn’t close to her sister.”

      “These things happen in families, Catherine. I’m so glad it hasn’t in ours.”

      Cathy couldn’t imagine not being on speaking terms with a relative. She and her brother Doug had always been friends as well as brother and sister. Besides Florence, it was because of Doug that she was able to survive the loss of their parents.

      “It’s getting a little chilly out here. Why don’t we go inside?” Florence suggested, scooping up Oliver.

      Cathy followed her into the house. Just as she closed the door behind her, a familiar voice called, “Cathy, I’m back.” She turned to see Steve walking up toward the porch.

      “You go speak to him,” Florence said. “I see you left out breakfast. Even though Leroy gave us donuts at the station, I can use something more nutritious. I’ll warm up the eggs and bring some out to you two, so you can eat while you talk.”

      Cathy met Steve on the porch. She closed the door behind her so Oliver wouldn’t sneak out. “How did it go, Steve? Gran filled me in on some of what the sheriff told her about Maggie’s murder.”

      “I think I’m clear, thanks. He questioned me because I fertilized Ms. Broom’s catnip garden yesterday, and we’d discussed some changes she wanted to make. That gossipy neighbor of hers told Miller that she heard me arguing with Ms. Broom. I may have raised my voice a bit, but it was because she wanted me to plant a butterfly garden that attracted birds. You know how crazy Ms. Broom was about her cats. Besides the indoor ones, some live outdoors, and I thought planting these types of gardens would be inhumane. The Sheriff saw that as a motive for me returning later and smothering her. Isn’t that crazy?” He strode over to the rocker Florence had occupied and plopped himself down. It seemed he needed to get the interrogation off his chest.

      “Gran and I have known you since you started gardening the pet cemetery two years ago,” Cathy said. “We know you wouldn’t harm a fly. You even hesitate killing garden pests.” She took the chair next to him.

      At Cathy’s words, Steve’s blue eyes lit up and a blush again spread across his suntanned cheeks. “Thank you, Cathy, but I’m sure the sheriff was just doing his job interviewing possible suspects. He pointed out that a pair of gardening gloves would make an excellent guard against fingerprints.”

      “Obviously, he had no evidence to support that.”

      “True, but he told me he’s keeping an eye on me.”

      “Doesn’t he have any other suspects?”

      “He wouldn’t say, but I gather there aren’t too many. Ms. Broom wasn’t particularly the friendliest person in Buttercup Bend, but I can’t see anyone wanting to kill her.”

      Cathy considered the gardener’s words. “Maybe it’s someone who’s not from around here. I know the sheriff ruled out a burglar, but maybe one got cold feet after killing her and left without taking anything.”

      Steve nodded. “Could be. Who knows? I should get back to work. I don’t want to give Miller any cause to think I’ve changed my routine.”

      “Can’t you even stay to eat? Gran is heating up the food from breakfast.”

      “That’s okay, Cat. I’ll grab something in between jobs. Let me give a quick once over to your garden and the cemetery. It looks like it’s in pretty good shape since I was last here.”

      “Gran and I try to keep it up as much as we can. Even with her arthritis, she insists on doing some weeding and watering.”

      Steve shook his head. “I know how stubborn Florence can be and how she feels bad that I charge her less than most of my clients, but I consider both of you friends and don’t mind at all doing you the favor of maintaining your property.”

      The way he said “friends” and looked at her, Cathy felt warmth flood her body. She remembered his invitation to the dance and was happy she’d accepted.

      As Steve left, Cathy recalled something. When she’d walked down Maggie’s block late yesterday afternoon, she’d heard two women arguing. One of them was Maggie. The other, who was complaining loudly about how some of Maggie’s outdoor cats were getting in her yard and destroying her flowerbeds, was Pauline, the same person who’d found her dead.
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      Cathy decided not to say anything about Pauline to the sheriff. After all, the lady was Florence’s best friend. She’d been like a second grandmother to Cathy ever since she visited Florence when her parents were alive.

      “You look like you’re contemplating something,” Florence said after Cathy went inside and told her Steve wasn’t staying to eat.

      “I’m just thinking about what Steve told me the sheriff said. I wonder who will inherit Ms. Broom’s house and what provisions were made for the cats.”

      “Maggie’s lawyer will take care of that. Now let’s forget about all this right now and have some food. I know it’s a sad thing, but life goes on, Catherine. Maggie wasn’t the friendliest person. She preferred cats over people, but she was a resident of this town. I’m sure Pastor Green will dedicate a service to her. Pauline will have the details. We’ll need to pay our respects.”

      Cathy said, “You don’t think the funeral will be on Friday, do you?”

      Florence raised a gray eyebrow. “I’m not sure. Why? Do you have plans that day?”

      “Well, I, uh.”

      Florence smiled knowingly. “Wait a minute. Friday is the square dance. Do you have a date? That would be lovely. Who’s the lucky guy?”

      Cathy lowered her eyes, feeling a blush creep into her cheeks. “It’s Steve. He just asked me this morning before the sheriff showed up.”

      “At least some good has come out of this day. Wait until you tell your friend, Nancy. I’m sure she’s going to the dance, too.”

      Unlike Cathy, Nancy never missed any of Buttercup Bend’s social activities. Not only because she was a reporter for the Buttercup Bugle but because most of the eligible men in town were smitten with her. She liked to play the field but never stuck with one guy long. Cathy believed that was because Nancy had been in love with someone in high school who broke her heart.

      After Cathy and Florence finished eating, Cathy’s brother raced into the backyard on his Adidas sneakers. His baggy jeans rode low on his skinny hips as if he’d just pulled them on. He stopped in front of them and took a few deep breaths. His face was redder than the beets Florence grew in her garden. “Come quick, Gran, Cat. We have an emergency.”

      “Douglas!” Florence said. “What’s the matter? Is Becky okay?” Becky was eight months pregnant with their first child.

      “Becky’s fine, but she went into Rainbow Rescues this morning and found Hobo curled up in his cage not responding. He’s alive, but he seems sick. I called Dr. Graham. He’s on his way, but I think you should be there when he comes.”

      “Of course.” Florence followed Douglas along the path that led to the rescue center. Cathy went along, too. She’d never had any veterinary training, but she’d watched Dr. Graham examine the cats at Rainbow Rescues and had picked up some tips from him by asking questions and observing his exams.

      As they entered, Becky wobbled over to them. She wore her Rainbow Rescues apron stretched over her jeans and a short-sleeved tee. Florence contended that the tiny brunette was big enough to be carrying twins, but her doctor assured her that wasn’t the case. It was one big baby, so bets around Buttercup Bend were on a boy.

      “Hi, Cathy, Florence. I asked Doug to come get you while we wait for the vet because I’m so worried about Hobo. He’s just lying in his cage. I tried to feed him, but he won’t even take food off my finger. He was fine yesterday. I don’t know what happened.”

      Even though most of the pets that were brought to Rainbow Rescues were nameless, the staff gave them temporary names. Hobo was one of their oldest residents in the cat section of the center. Cathy found him five years ago when Rainbow Rescues first opened. He came crying to her grandmother’s door, a starving orange kitten with matted fur and big green eyes. She named him Hobo because he was dirty and seemed to have traveled from a distance. They went through the normal procedures to find his owner, placing his photo in the Buttercup Bugle and on telephone poles around town asking if anyone had lost him and including the phone number of the rescue center. When he wasn’t claimed, they made him an official resident of Rainbow Rescues.

      The three other cats who were present when he arrived were all adopted within a few weeks after he came. Cathy tried to convince Florence to take Hobo, but her cat Floppy was receiving twice daily insulin injections for diabetes. Florence felt adding another cat to their household would be too much work. Cathy still regretted not taking Hobo after Floppy passed away, but she’d promised Oliver’s owner on her deathbed that her old cat would have a home with her and Florence. Then several other cats were admitted to Rainbow Rescues, and Cathy believed Hobo was adapting well. He became a favorite among Becky and the volunteers who cleaned the cages and changed the litter pans and food.

      Her heart sinking, Cathy gazed into Hobo’s cage. He was rolled into an orange ball. His eyes were closed, but she thought he was awake. Two full dishes of uneaten wet and dry cat food lay next to him.

      Florence said, “Poor thing. Did any of the other volunteers report a problem with him yesterday?”

      “No,” Becky replied. “He’s usually active and playful at this time. Something is bothering him.”

      Douglas stood by his wife. “Sometimes cats go off their feed for a short time. We may have panicked a bit.”

      “It’s still a good idea you called Dr. Graham. Cats can hide illness a long time before exhibiting symptoms.”

      Cathy knew her grandmother was right. Floppy had seemed fine until he started urinating outside his litter box, and some tests showed he had diabetes. She hoped Hobo was only having an off day.

      

      When Dr. Graham arrived a short time later, Hobo was in the same position in his cage. Becky had wanted to take him out and cuddle him, but Florence had warned her that some cats get testy when they aren’t feeling well and prefer to be left alone.

      Dr. Graham smiled as he entered. A tall man in his early thirties, he dressed like a country vet in jeans and a light blue polo shirt that accented his eyes that were just a shade darker. His square-shaped glasses rode low on his nose, and his wavy black hair was combed neatly behind his ears. He carried a black bag that accompanied him everywhere, even to social events. The bag contained his veterinary medical kit and first aid items.

      “Good morning, folks. What seems to be the problem?”

      Florence answered for the group. She addressed him by his first name which he preferred. “Hello, Michael. Thanks for coming. Hobo isn’t acting himself today. Can you look at him?”

      “Of course. I’ll even be happy to give the other cats and Mr. Oliver a once over after I check Hobo.”

      “Thank you.” Cathy watched nervously as Becky took a key from her pocket and unlocked Hobo’s cage. Dr. Graham reached in and gingerly removed the cat. Hobo didn’t fight him as Florence had feared but lay listless against his chest.

      “Okay, boy. Let’s have a look at you.” Michael carried Hobo to a nearby table that he used when he examined the rescue center cats. He placed him down, reached into his medical bag, and took out his instruments. He looked in the cat’s ears, opened his mouth, checked his teeth and gums, and examined his eyes. Then he felt his stomach and lastly used his stethoscope to listen to his heart. All the while, Hobo kept quiet. Cathy, Becky, Florence, and Doug looked on expectantly until the vet was done. Michael turned to them with his diagnosis. “I don’t see anything wrong, but I should bring him to the animal hospital to run some blood tests and observe him. However, I think the findings will be the same.”

      “What do you mean?” Becky asked. “If he isn’t ill, why is he acting this way?”

      Michael smiled again, his thin moustache spreading under his nose. “Ever heard of depression? I’m aware this cat’s been here since you opened Rainbow Rescues. I also know the volunteers are great with him, but I think he’s starting to tire of living in a cage and wants a regular home.”

      The vet’s diagnosis touched Cathy’s heart. She had a thought. “If you’re right, I have an idea of where he might find a good home.”

      Florence sighed. “Oliver might not take too well to a younger cat in his territory.”

      “And we can’t take him with our two dogs and a baby coming,” Douglas put in before Becky could make an offer.

      “I think you’re wrong about Oliver not accepting a new cat in the house, Gran, but I wasn’t talking about our taking him or you and Becky, Doug. I was thinking of Nancy. It’s been two years since we buried her Popeye in Rainbow Gardens. I tried to persuade her to take Hobo at that time, but the loss was too recent. I was hoping someone visiting the rescue center would adopt him, but I’d be willing to ask Nancy again. I know she misses having a cat. Despite all her relationships, she seems lonely to me.”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” Michael said replacing his instruments in his medical bag. “I’ll do a quick check on the other cats, have a look at Oliver, and then I’ll bring Hobo to the hospital. He should be back tonight. I’ll have his results in a few days, so you can wait until then to speak to your friend.”

      Cathy took Hobo from the vet, and she and Becky put him in a Rainbow Rescues carrier, so he could transport him easier when he was done with his other exams.

      All the cats checked out including Oliver who got a clean bill of health for a fifteen-year-old cat.

      “Even though he looks great, you know Oliver’s last bloodwork showed he’s in an early stage of chronic kidney disease. Very common among senior cats,” Michael said as Cathy walked him to his car. “We should run another set of blood tests next month. Are you watching his diet?”

      “Yes. I’m feeding him that prescription food you recommended, but he doesn’t always eat it.”

      “That’s all right. Just keep trying, but it’s better he eats than doesn’t. Lots of fresh drinking water is important, too.”

      “We recently got him a fountain, and he seems to like to drink out of it. He finds the swirling water fascinating.”

      The vet smiled, and his moustache quivered a bit. “You’re doing a great job, Cathy.” He lifted the cat carrier containing Hobo into the van’s back seat and secured it with a seatbelt.

      Florence, Becky, and Doug waved to him as he got in the car. “See you all soon,” he called, “but not for any feline emergencies, I hope.”

      As Michael drove away, Florence said, “It’s a strange thing, but seeing Michael’s vet van again, I could’ve sworn it was by Maggie’s house last night when I brought her tea. I know she’s had him there to examine some of her pets, but this was quite late. I wonder if Leroy has spoken to him, too.”
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      The next day, Cathy and her family resumed their regular activities. Florence went grocery shopping. Becky greeted the rescue center volunteers and gave them their morning assignments. Doug went to his job at the post office, while Cathy returned home to the room designated as her office. She played the answering machine for any voice mail messages, saw none had been left while she was at Rainbow Rescues, and took a seat at the desk where she kept her business files and paperwork.

      As she logged into her computer to check her email, she glanced to the two photos on the desk. One was a group photo of her, Doug, and their parents taken right before she left for college. Doug stood shoulder to shoulder with their father. They both shared the same slim build and dark hair. Her mother, next to Cathy, was the shortest of the group. Their tresses were both light, but Cathy’s honey gold was a shade lighter than her mother’s sandy blonde. Their hazel eyes were round and wide with thick lashes, and their smiles seemed shy but friendly.

      Feeling sad, Cathy turned toward the other photo. It was taken five years ago when Cathy and Doug moved to Buttercup Bend. They stood on either side of Florence with their arms around her. Cathy didn’t miss the pain in Doug’s eyes that had dimmed but not vanished after he’d met Gran’s grown-up neighbor, Becky, and fell in love. Cathy knew that if she looked in the mirror today, she’d still see that lost look in her own eyes.

      Focusing her attention at her computer, she brought up the spreadsheet for Rainbow Gardens and Rainbow Rescues. Cathy preferred not to think of her duties as a job but a labor of love because of the emotional attachments her clients had to their pets. Even though she was reasonably paid for the work, her main objective was to bring comfort to those grieving and to find homes for lost and abandoned cats and dogs. The cards of thanks that filled her desk drawer, many including photos of beloved pets, filled her heart with a joy that helped ease her painful memories.

      Before opening the cemetery and rescue center, she’d worked a few years as a secretary, and her organizational, computer, and business skills came in handy for managing her business. Cathy also helped Nancy and Pauline at the newspaper by taking photos for their stories. She received her assignments on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Today was Tuesday, so after making sure all was in order, she took the three-block walk to the Buttercup Bugle. Cathy had a car that she shared with her grandmother, but she liked to walk when she could, especially on beautiful spring days that were common in Buttercup Bend at this time of year. Her grandmother had told the story of how the town was founded by a naturalist, Simon Butterman. Adopting a variation of his name and the most popular wildflower grown in the area, Buttercup Bend was born.

      Spotting a robin red breast that had landed in a lilac bush that was in full bloom, Cathy sniffed the scent of the flowers that she loved. She aimed her camera at the bird and clicked the shot. It was almost impossible not to be sidetracked by nature as she followed the path to the newspaper office. She paused many times to take additional photos.

      The Buttercup Bugle office was in an old, two-story building that was more of a house than an office. Pauline lived on the top floor. The bottom had been converted into the newspaper’s production space that included two PC’s, desks, phones, and lots of pens and notepads. Pauline preferred to do her reporting the old-fashioned way. Her stories were handwritten on yellow legal pads. Nancy, in charge of the features section, inputted her work and her boss’ directly into the computer. They both needed Cathy’s services because neither one had an eye for photography.

      As Cathy walked up to the clapboard house that featured a wooden sign in the lawn that read, “The Buttercup Bugle,” she couldn’t help but glance to her right to the small, white ranch. A yellow crime-scene tape was strung across the fence where several cats gathered. She was almost tempted to go home and grab some cat food cans to feed the felines. She hoped Brian, who had already expressed his concern for the abandoned pets, was taking care of that.

      Cathy had a key to the Bugle, but she always knocked before she entered. She knew this morning’s main story would include Ms. Broom’s murder and that Pauline and Nancy would have much to say about it that might not turn up in print.

      Pauline answered the door. A number 2 pencil was stuck behind her ear. Its tip was barely visible through the thick mane of her white hair. She was furiously puffing a cigarette and still had on a robe over her knee-length nightgown.

      “Nancy’s writing up the story about Maggie’s murder. The shots Brian took weren’t as good as yours, but they’ll suffice. We have to get it out today. It’s running on the front page. I also need the photos you took for the anniversary piece. I have to move that to an inside page.”

      Cathy was horrified. “You’re actually running a photo of Maggie’s corpse on the front page? I thought those were only for the police investigation.”

      “Shock value sells papers, Cathy, but Nancy is still trying to convince me to just feature a photo of Maggie when she was alive, maybe one of her with her kitties. Boring but doable, I suppose.”

      “I’d vote for Nancy’s idea.” She placed her camera on the table. “The town photos are all on the current roll of film. I’ll use the darkroom to develop them.” Despite the availability of digital photos, Pauline insisted on old-fashioned film because she swore the prints were of better quality. For Cathy’s convenience, she’d added a darkroom in the back of the house.

      “Good. Want some coffee? I’m putting some on for Leroy. He should be here soon. He promised me more details to add to the murder story. That’s the only reason I haven’t published it yet.”

      “He was at my house yesterday and brought Gran and our gardener down to the station for questioning.”

      “Leroy was here, too, but I was questioning him. The good it did me. He had practically no information, or else he wasn’t sharing. He promised he’d have more today.” Cathy knew it was likely the questioning Pauline referred to had taken place in bed. Even though the never-married friend of her grandmother tried to keep her affair secret, most of the town was aware Pauline was dating the widowed sheriff who, at fifty-five, was fifteen years her junior.

      Cathy followed Pauline into the newspaper office where Nancy, her long strawberry blonde hair covering her face, sat behind a computer tapping the keys while she moved her eyes back and forth from a small notepad. When she noticed Cathy, she looked up from her work. “Oh, thank goodness, you’re here, Cat. I’m working on the story about the anniversary event and really need to see your photos, so I can think up some captions for them.” She stood up, sliding back her desk chair.

      “I got here as soon as I could. There was an emergency at Rainbow Rescues yesterday. I’ll get my photos developed right away. Don’t worry about the captions. I’ll supply them.”

      “What happened at Rainbow Rescues? Do we have another story? Pauline told me all about how you were there when she found Maggie’s body. That must have been scary.” Nancy’s blue eyes widened. Pauline just stood there puffing and pacing, her hands on her hips.

      “Nothing that serious. It was Hobo. He wasn’t eating or acting his normal self. Becky called Dr. Graham, and he brought him to the animal hospital for some tests, but he thinks it’s just a case of depression.”

      “I didn’t know cats could get depressed. What do they do for that?”

      Cathy looked back at Nancy. For a moment, she thought this would be a good time to ask her if she’d consider adopting Hobo, but Pauline was there impatiently awaiting the sheriff.

      “I’ll fill you in later. Let me go develop my photos.”

      “Thanks. I think I’ll take a break now.”

      Pauline said, “I’m sick of waiting. I’m going upstairs and calling Leroy to see what’s holding him up. You two can help yourselves to coffee in the kitchen. There are some donuts there, too. Just leave the Boston cream ones for Leroy.”

      As Cathy was developing the photos, Nancy opened the door. “Mind if I join you?”

      “No, but close the door. I’m still developing.”

      Nancy walked over to the counter where a dozen photos lay in a developing tray. She watched as images began to form on them. “Wow! This is like magic, although digital prints are quicker and also amazing. When did you take these?”

      “A few were taken yesterday morning before I arrived at Maggie’s house. The others were taken the night before, around eight p.m.”

      “This one is interesting,” Nancy said, stopping in front of a shot front of Maggie’s house. She pointed at a car parked there. “Isn’t that Norman’s car?” she asked referring to the town lawyer.

      Cathy nodded. “Looks like it. I know Maggie was a client of his. I wonder why he was visiting her so late. It was around 8 p.m. He probably didn’t stay long because she had a headache that night and didn’t attend the BINGO game.”

      Nancy smiled. “Maybe his visit gave her a headache. I wonder if she was making a change on her will and that’s why she was killed two hours later.”

      Cathy was puzzled. It seemed odd, but whatever business the lawyer was conducting, it was over by the time her grandmother arrived an hour later. “We could mention it to the sheriff, but I’m sure he won’t make much of it. What do you think of the other shots?”

      “They’re great, Cathy. You certainly have an eye for taking photos. She picked up one of the rooftops against the Catskill Mountains as dawn peaked over the horizon and the other of the robin red breast in the lilac bush that Cathy had taken on her way to the newspaper office. “I think these will work. We don’t need many.”

      Cathy was disappointed that some of her other photos weren’t chosen, but she smiled and said, “Thanks. I’ll jot down a few catchy captions for you.”

      Pauline was sitting at her desk when they got back to the office. She was now dressed in a dark gray suit that brought out the streaks of gray in her white hair. She stared at her computer, a frown on her face.

      “I spoke to Leroy. He hasn’t given me much more information. I finished the piece, but I’m not happy. Have a look, ladies.” She stood and walked away from the desk.

      Cathy stared over Nancy’s shoulder as they read the story. She had to agree the details about Maggie’s murder were sketchy. The sheriff was quoted as saying, “While we don’t have any suspects at this time, the crime looks like a personal one against Ms. Broom, so Buttercup Bend residents need not fear that this killer will strike again.” The story ended with the date and time of the memorial service. It seemed Maggie’s family had opted for a simple and quick one-hour service on Saturday. There was no mention of the will reading, but Cathy figured that would take place before the burial.

      “So, who do you think killed her?” Nancy asked when she had finished typing.

      “The sheriff mentioned Maggie had a sister and brother she was estranged from, so I’m sure he’ll be following that lead. She wasn’t very popular here in town, but I don’t think any of the residents would want her dead. Between you and me, Nancy,” Cathy lowered her voice, “I heard Pauline bickering with her about her cats ruining her garden the day she was murdered, but we both know Pauline respected her neighbor.”

      Nancy nodded. “You’re right. It just seems strange that, if one of her relatives killed her, why did they wait until now?”

      “Good question. Do you happen to know when they’ll be in town? I’m wondering when the lawyer will be reading the will. They found some money in the house, but I don’t think Maggie had too much in the bank.”

      “You’d be surprised,” Nancy said, raising a red eyebrow as if she knew something.

      “Maggie’s brother and sister will be here on Thursday,” Pauline said joining them back at her desk. “I spoke to Norman after Leroy, and he told me he’ll be presenting them with the details of the will at that time.”

      Norman Dexter, the man whose car Cathy had noticed near Maggie’s house, was the lawyer many Buttercup Bend residents used. His fees were reasonable. Although relatively new in town, having moved in a year ago, his practice had grown quickly. Cathy and Doug had even switched from a lawyer in the next town, and Norman now handled the legal matters connected with Rainbow Gardens and Rainbow Rescues.

      “Do you know where they’ll be staying while they’re in town?” Cathy asked.

      “Norman said they’ll be staying at the Buttercup Inn with Sandra,” Pauline said. “They have reservations for Thursday through Saturday.”

      “Interesting,” Nancy said, “They’re coming in for the will and funeral and then getting out of town as soon as possible.”

      “No reason for them to hang around,” Cathy mused.

      Pauline changed the subject. “Are you all done with the anniversary story? I want to send both pieces to the printer this morning. Even though I’m not happy with the front-page piece, it’ll have to do.” While the Buttercup Bugle usually only came out once a week, special editions were published sooner for breaking news. This was one of those cases.

      Cathy nodded. “Yes, all done. I guess I should go home and check if Gran needs anything. She should be back from shopping by now.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Nancy said. Cathy sensed she had something on her mind she wanted to share.

      As they walked to the front porch, one of Ms. Broom’s cats, a striped tabby, came to greet them. His plaintive meows touched Cathy’s heart. He was obviously begging for food.

      “I wonder when he was fed last,” Cathy said leaning down to pet the cat who was circling her ankles.

      “Cats can go quite some time without food. As long as they have water, they do okay. I’m sure someone will come by to take care of them.”

      “I was hoping Brian would do that. The sheriff isn’t too keen on cats.”

      Nancy nodded. “Right. There’s something I wanted to ask you.”

      Cathy paused in petting the cat who had simmered down and gone after a fly it had noticed buzzing around the porch steps. It was safe as long as it didn’t go in the backyard and start eating Pauline’s garden plants.

      “I had a feeling you wanted to speak to me alone.”

      Nancy glanced down at her feet and began to shuffle. Cathy recognized the behavior as avoidance.

      “Spill it, Nancy. What’s going on?”

      Looking back up at her with large blue eyes hooded by long dark lashes, her friend replied, “I know you’re a homebody, Cat, but there’s a square dance Friday night, and I was hoping you might want to go with me. I don’t have a date, and I hate to go alone. Square dancing isn’t really my thing, but I should at least cover it for the paper. It’s supposedly the key event of the anniversary festivities, and you could probably get some funny shots of the old people do-si-doing.” She grinned.

      Cathy nearly laughed out loud. “You? No date? I find that hard to believe. Even I have a date.” She didn’t mean to let that slip.

      The pupils of Nancy’s eyes widened. “With whom? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Steve just asked this morning.”

      “Your gardener? That’s great. He’s a nice guy. You’ll have fun.”

      “I’m sorry, Nance. I figured you would be going but that someone would’ve asked you already.”

      “Not yet, and I’m getting nervous. I haven’t had a date in a month. Do you think I’ve exhausted all the eligible guys in Buttercup Bend?”

      “Stop that. I know for a fact that plenty of guys would rush to date you. The problem is that they’re afraid someone else will beat them to it. Maybe you should ask someone for a change.”

      Cathy saw Nancy consider that option as her shuffling slowed. “I think I will. I know just the guy. Thank you.”

      “My pleasure. I wish you luck.” As Cathy stepped off the porch, she turned around remembering something.

      “Nancy, I wanted to mention something to you also.”

      “Yes?” She had her friend’s full attention.

      “Remember what I said about Hobo being depressed? Michael believes he really needs a home. It’s been a while since you lost Popeye. Would you consider taking Hobo? I think it would be good for both of you.” She held her breath while Nancy stood looking down at her with an unreadable expression.

      “Cat, I … ”

      “I know you might need some time to consider it. Michael decided to keep him one more day, and we’ll know his test results soon.”

      “All right. Keep me posted. You know I think Hobo’s adorable. He’d make a fine pet. I’m not sure I’m ready, but I’m willing to try.”

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know what the vet says, and good luck finding a date for Friday.”

      Nancy smiled. “Talk to you later, Cat. I have to help Pauline get the presses rolling now.”

      As Cathy headed home, she was pleased with herself. It looked like she’d found a home for Hobo with her best friend, but she wondered who Nancy was planning to ask to the square dance.
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      Cathy was busy the rest of the day and the next. Mrs. Larson’s parakeet, Tiki, and Ginger, the Forrest family’s eighteen-year-old red tabby, had passed away. Gran helped Cathy prepare the memorial services, and Steve was notified of the arrangements for the burials. He dug a small grave for the bird in the area of the cemetery reserved for smaller creatures. Ginger was laid to rest in the cat section on the hill where the sun seemed to shine the brightest and rainbows often appeared after spring showers.

      Dr. Graham brought Hobo back to the rescue center. He’d received a clean bill of health, and Nancy arrived at Rainbow Rescues shortly after Cathy called her with the news on Thursday morning. She brought Popeye’s cat carrier with her. Trying unsuccessfully to hide the tears gathering in her eyes when Cathy placed Hobo in her arms, Nancy cried, “Hobo. It looks like you were meant to be my cat after all.”

      Cathy couldn’t help crying herself, but she was also smiling. This was the happy ending she’d wanted for Hobo for so long, and it was just the thing her friend needed to recover from the loss of her beloved Popeye.

      Cathy helped Nancy to the car. She loaded the blue ribboned box of cat food and litter samples Rainbow Rescues gave to adoptive cat parents in Nancy’s back seat. She placed Hobo’s carrier next to the packages. He sat quietly peering through his screen door with green eyes alight with what Cathy imagined was happiness. Nancy buckled the seat belt around the cat carrier, closed the back door, and walked to the driver’s side. Sitting behind the wheel, she said, “Thank you again, Cat. This means so much to me.”

      “I know.” Cathy took a step back from the car as Nancy started it. She watched as they pulled away. Then she turned back to the house. Florence was in the door waving.

      “Catherine, I just had a call from Sandra. Maggie’s siblings have arrived at the Buttercup Inn.”

      Sandra Barry was the proprietor of the town’s only overnight establishment. Although around the sheriff’s age, she was another good friend of Florence’s.

      Cathy recalled Maggie’s brother and sister were due in on Thursday for the reading of Maggie’s will. “I wonder what they’re like,” she mused, joining her grandmother who had stepped out onto the front porch.

      “Well, why don’t we find out?” Florence said with a glint in her eye. “It’s a beautiful day for a walk to the inn.”

      

      As they turned down Juniper Lane, the street on which the inn was located, Cathy couldn’t help noticing the people in neighboring houses standing by their fences or their cars. Some were outwardly gawking at the inn as if they were bystanders at a scene of an accident. Others pretended their interests were elsewhere.

      The inn had a small back parking lot that was completely full. She wasn’t surprised to see Pauline’s Red Ford there or the sheriff’s cruiser. She assumed Nancy was there, too, either having walked or hitched a ride from Pauline. In addition, there were two unfamiliar cars parked next to one another – a battered old pickup and a sleek silver convertible.

      “Quite a crowd has gathered,” Florence commented.

      “They probably had the same idea as you, Gran. It isn’t every day that Buttercup Bend is host to a murder victim’s relatives.”

      There was a flutter behind the yellow curtains, and then Sandra appeared in the doorway to greet them. She was dressed in her usual casual manner of a BoHo-patterned skirt that just topped her brown boots and a navy t-shirt with Buttercup Inn printed across it in gold letters. Her brown hair was tied back in a tight ponytail. The roots were turning gray, and her famous inn breakfasts, despite how nutritious she made them, were beginning to show on her hips.

      “Good morning, Florence. Cathy. I was just serving breakfast to our new guests, and Pauline and Leroy. You’re welcome to join us if you’d like.”

      “Thank you, Sandra. We already ate, but we could use a cup of tea if you don’t mind.”

      Cathy didn’t feel like tea, but she followed her grandmother into the inn’s cozy breakfast nook where four guests were seated at a round table by the window. Cathy noted that Nancy wasn’t there, and figured Pauline had decided she could handle all the reporting, or Nancy could come by later when things had settled down a bit.

      Sandra led them to a smaller table next to the others. Good mornings were exchanged by those familiar with one another and then Sandra introduced Gladys and Brody Broom to Cathy and her grandmother. Cathy’s first impression of the brother and sister who sat across from one another wasn’t pleasant. She calculated that Gladys tipped the scales at three-hundred pounds. Her short, dark curly hair was dyed black, and she wore white leggings under a colorful geometric top that called attention to her weight problem in an unflattering manner. Her younger brother, in contrast, reminded her of Doug. He was so thin that his baggy pants were barely supported by their suspenders. His sparse hair was an ugly shade of salt and pepper that was more salt than pepper. His goatee was completely gray.

      “Nice to meet you,” Gran said, shaking their hands. “Sorry it has to be under these circumstances.”

      Gladys huffed out a reply that sounded like, “no big deal.” Brody, after limply shaking Florence’s hand, waved his skinny arms. “It was a darn shock. We ain’t been in touch with Maggie in years.”

      Cathy didn’t bother shaking their hands but tried to smile as she nodded her “hello.” She felt uncomfortable with these strangers, neither of whom appeared friendly.

      The Brooms didn’t speak much at breakfast, although Pauline tried her best to engage them in conversation. She spoke about their sister in almost reverent terms despite the fact they never got along. Cathy could barely eat the delicious, freshly baked bran muffins Sandra had prepared.

      When the topic turned to the reading of Maggie’s will later that day, the siblings became animated. The sheriff was the one who brought up the subject. “Are either of you curious as to what your sister meant that her cats would be provided for? Officer Fitzcullins has been feeding them which I personally feel is a mistake because he can’t take another pet into his home.”

      Brian had adopted several of the animals at Rainbow Rescues. He had a dog, two cats, and a bunny squeezed into his tiny bachelor apartment.

      “I hope she didn’t mean to give any of them to us,” Gladys said after munching into a muffin and swallowing a large piece. “I’m retired and can barely afford my own food let alone that of feral felines.”

      Cathy felt a need to correct her. “Your sister’s cats aren’t ferals. Even the outdoor ones were well cared for by her.”

      “That’s true,” Pauline said. “It’s only too bad she let them roam all over my garden.”

      “Maggie always had a soft spot for them kitties,” Brody added. “It bothered her when I was ten and stepped on her tabby’s tail. It were an accident, but she screamed at me. She even threatened to tell Mom about my pot stash. Not that she would care with her head in the bottle half o’ the time. Don’t mean to speak ill o’ the dead. Ma died a few years later of serious of the liver, or whatever it’s called, and Pa a year later of the same thing. Maggie left home after that and took her kitties with her.” He gave a gap-toothed smile.

      Leroy, hearing this, glared at Brody. “I hope you’re not still using drugs.”

      Brody’s smile faded. “Nope. I’m clean, man. I swear.”

      From his insistence on his innocence, Cathy doubted the statement was true. What little appetite she had dissipated completely at the thought of one of the Broom siblings inheriting their sister’s clowder of cats.

      A few minutes later, the sheriff checked his watch. “Thanks for the refreshments, Ms. Barry, but it’s time I escort Mr. and Ms. Broom to Mr. Dexter’s office for the reading of the will.”

      “May I come along?” Pauline asked. “I have a question for Norman regarding a small legal matter. I can pick up my car later when you bring the Brooms back to the inn.”

      “I’m afraid that will have to wait, Pauline. Norman requested that I bring only the Brooms and Ms. Carter along to his office.”

      “Why is Catherine going?” Florence asked. Cathy was as surprised as her grandmother that the lawyer wanted to see her.

      “I have no idea,” Leroy replied. “But he made a point that she be present at the will reading.”
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      When Leroy dropped the Brooms back at the inn after the will was read, Cathy told him she’d get out there, too, and walk the few blocks home. After what she learned, she needed some fresh air to clear her head and prepare to discuss the will’s terms with her grandmother.

      As she turned down her block, Cathy ran into Becky walking her German shepherds, Max and Millie. The dogs were brother and sister rescues that Becky and Doug adopted as puppies five years ago when Rainbow Rescues opened. Cathy found it amazing how petite and very pregnant Becky could handle the pair, but Doug had trained the dogs well. They walked on either side of her without pulling their leashes.

      “Hi, Becky. Would you like me to give you a hand with the dogs?” Cathy offered. Max and Millie weighed about eighty pounds each and, although gentle, they were still a handful for a pregnant woman.

      Becky shook her head. “No, thank you, Cathy. I’m fine. It’s a lovely day, and I can use the exercise. It’s good for the baby.” She patted her stomach, gave the dogs’ leashes another tug, and smiled at her as she continued down the path.

      “Okay, but please stop by the house later when Doug comes home. I need to speak with both of you about something important.” Becky wasn’t aware that she and Florence had gone to the inn to meet the Brooms that morning or that Cathy had been requested at the reading of Maggie’s will.

      “Sure. I’ll let Doug know.” Becky gave her a curious look as she walked away.

      Even though Becky had a grandmother who lived in Florida, she considered Florence her grandmother, too. Like Doug, her parents had died young, not in a car accident but from heart disease and cancer. Her mother’s breast cancer was caught too late, so Becky made sure to have regular mammograms. After Lois Rivers died three years ago, Becky’s father went on a drinking and smoking binge. He had a fatal heart attack a year later at the age of forty-seven. Only Doug’s friendship since he and Cathy moved to town had pulled her from a deep depression. They married last year as their relationship blossomed into love and moved into Becky’s house next door to Gran’s. When Doug lost his own parents and moved with Cathy into Florence’s house, Becky and her family was by his side to comfort him and was a great help when he opened the pet rescue center and cemetery with his sister.

      As soon as Florence opened the door, Cathy’s cell phone started ringing.

      She looked at the display. “It’s Nancy, Gran. I’ll call her back.”

      “No need to do that. I was about to make some tea. We can talk after you’re done speaking with your friend.” She walked down the hall to give Cathy privacy.

      Cathy answered her cell. “Hi, Nance. What’s up?”

      “I thought I’d catch you at home, Cat. Pauline called me and said you were asked to the will reading. She was mad that Leroy refused to bring her. I’m sure she’s going to call you or stop by to find out what happened, but I thought I’d check with you first. What was in Maggie’s will, and why did Mr. Dexter want you at the reading?”

      Cathy wanted to confide in her friend, but she knew she should talk to her grandmother first. “I can’t say right now, Nance. How is Hobo?” She thought changing the subject would help soften the blow of withholding the knowledge that she knew Nancy was dying to know.

      “He’s great. It’s like he’s lived with me forever.”

      “I’m so glad to hear that. Can I call you back later?”

      Nancy paused. “I don’t like the way you’re avoiding telling me about the will, but I have some news of my own. I finally have a date for the square dance.”

      “Wonderful!” Cathy was relieved that her friend had found someone to go with since she had turned her down because of her date with Steve.

      “It’s Michael. We got to talking when I called him to let him know I’d adopted Hobo. I mentioned the square dance, and he told me he wanted to go and that maybe we could go together.”

      “Nancy, that’s perfect. I’m so happy for you.” Cathy wondered why her friend didn’t sound more excited. She discovered why when Nancy said, “I know I should be thrilled. He’s so handsome, and he’s a vet, but I don’t know how to act around him. I’ll make a fool of myself.”

      Cathy had never known Nancy to fear the impression she made on men. “Don’t be silly, Nance. Just be yourself. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “That’s easy for you to say.” She began to choke on her words, and Cathy realized she was beginning to cry.

      “What’s wrong? Why are you so upset?”

      “You know all those guys I’ve dated? Most of them were wild about me, but I let them go. I broke their hearts. It wasn’t right, but I didn’t care about any of them. Maybe I was too picky. Maybe I should’ve settled.”

      “What are you saying?” A picture was beginning to form in Cathy’s mind. She recalled the times Nancy came by Rainbow Rescues when Michael was examining the pets. She’d make an excuse to leave or slip out and disappear when no one was watching. “You have a crush on Michael, don’t you?”

      Cathy knew she’d hit the nail on the head when her friend didn’t answer.

      “Oh, Nance. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Michael is a very eligible young man. Gran has been trying to hook me up with him for ages.”

      That wasn’t quite the thing to say. Nancy’s voice broke again. “Oh, no. I hope she isn’t angry with me. Maybe I shouldn’t go.”

      “You’ll do no such thing, Nancy Ann Meyers. Gran is just as happy that I’m going with Steve as she would be if I went with Michael.”

      “Are you sure about that? Steve is a nice guy, but he doesn’t make much as a gardener.”

      “It’s not about the money. I’m not sure how I feel about either of them, but if you’re attracted to Michael, then go for it. I won’t stand in your way.”

      Nancy paused again and then replied, “Thanks, Cathy. Now I know why you’re my best friend.”

      After exchanging a few more words, they said goodbye. Cathy promised Nancy she’d call her back and tell her all the details of the will as soon as she could. As she ended the call, Florence came back into the room. She was smiling.

      “You heard that, didn’t you?”

      “Guilty as charged, but you did a good thing, Catherine. I’m proud of you. Now before Pauline calls, come have some tea, and you can tell me what happened at Norman’s office that you couldn’t share with Nancy yet.”
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      Florence asked Cathy to sit with her in the parlor. Cathy was still trying to figure out the best way to break the news to her grandmother. When they were seated on the couch and Gran had brought the tea, Cathy said, “Did you know that Maggie subscribed to a lot of cat and celebrity gossip magazines? You pick up a few of those at the grocery store yourself, but she ordered them all through Publisher’s Clearinghouse.”

      “What does that have to do with Maggie’s will?”

      “She won. That’s what. Maggie won the Publisher’s Clearinghouse contest.”

      “That’s crazy, Catherine. If she’d won a contest, we would all know about it. Pauline would’ve been the first to spread the news.”

      “Maggie kept this to herself. The only one who knew was Mr. Dexter. She made him promise to keep it a secret.”

      “How much are we talking here, Catherine, and what did she leave her sister and brother?”

      “The Publisher’s Clearinghouse award, after taxes, was a million dollars. Maggie left her brother $5,000. He already said he’s planning to contest the will. Gladys will receive $10,000 and isn’t happy about her share either. Maggie’s house and the remainder of the money that was in her hidden bank account was bequeathed to Rainbow Gardens and Rainbow Rescues with the provision it must be used for the care of her cats. That’s why I was asked to attend the will reading.”

      “Gosh!” Florence exclaimed. “That money can be used for the expansion plans you’ve been discussing that will provide more space for Maggie’s cats and other pets, but I had no idea she would put you and Doug’s business in her will. She was never particularly friendly with any of us.”

      Cathy recalled how, when Maggie moved in two years ago, Florence had tried to befriend her thinking they had a lot in common with their love of animals. However, Maggie seemed to prefer her own company and that of her cats. She rarely attended any of the town’s social activities except occasionally playing BINGO.

      “I know, Gran, but she was devoted to her cats. She wanted to be sure that if anything happened to her, there would be room for them at Rainbow Rescues and enough money to provide for their care. I saw Becky earlier and asked her to visit later with Doug, so we can break this news to them. I wanted to tell you first.”

      “What a story,” Florence said, and Cathy knew that Pauline would be eager to write about it once she heard.

      “Mr. Dexter said Maggie was living like a pauper on that cash she stashed under the litter box. Every so often, she’d go to the bank and withdraw more from a different account that she used for living expenses. She never touched her windfall.”

      “What about Maggie’s house? I assume it would need to be put up for sale once the cats are moved out.”

      “That can’t happen immediately because the murder investigation is still ongoing. The sheriff’s agreed that Brian and I can go into the house, check the cats, and feed them for the time being. If any of them seem ill, we can also ask Michael to look in on them. Also, the Brooms can’t leave town until matters are settled, so they’ll be staying longer at the inn.”

      “Does that mean Leroy suspects one of Maggie’s siblings?”

      “As Sheriff Miller said, he believes it was directed at Maggie. For all we know, her sister or brother could have killed her. They may have somehow found out about her money but thought it would be split between them or one of them might be favored.”

      “I doubt Gladys or Brody would know about their sister’s winnings,” Florence said. “They hadn’t spoken in years.”

      “We don’t really know that.”

      “It still doesn’t explain why now. When did Maggie win the money?”

      “Right before she moved to Buttercup Bend two years ago. Maybe she moved here thinking she could hide her wealth in a small town when we both know secrets are even harder to keep in a place like this. However, it seems she and Norman did a pretty good job avoiding village gossip. Maggie certainly thought of everything. If either of her siblings murdered her for her money, they were in for a cruel surprise.”

      Florence agreed.

      “They certainly were. I guess I should call Nancy back now. Pauline is probably pestering her for the story. I’m surprised she hasn’t called us yet. They’ll both be as shocked as I was when I break the news to them.”

      “No doubt about that.”

      As Cathy took out her cell phone, Oliver padded into the room on his sable paws and let out a loud, “Meooow” as he looked up at the two women.

      “Looks like Oliver found the news surprising, too. Either that or he wants to eat.”

      Cathy laughed. “Probably both. Can you feed him, Gran? I’d like to call Nancy before Pauline comes knocking at our door.”

      “Good idea, Catherine. Don’t forget your tea. I’ll bring mine upstairs. After I feed Oliver, I want to get back to crocheting that baby blanket I’m making Becky. I’m not halfway done with it, and by the looks of her, she may give birth before I’ve finished it.”

      Cathy knew her grandmother found relief from stress or confusion through her needlework. She had a feeling the news about Maggie’s will had upset her. Although their pet business would soon have the money for growth, it was a sad fact that it would happen as the result of a murder.

      “Come, Oliver. I’ve got some kibble waiting for you in the kitchen,” Florence said picking up one of the tea cups and carrying it as the cat followed her out of the room.

      Cathy couldn’t wait to see what Nancy had to say about the happenings. Besides being the second biggest gossip in town besides Pauline, her best friend was a regular patron of the Buttercup Bend Library where she borrowed a large number of mysteries each month. Using some techniques she learned through fictional sleuths such as Miss Marple and, of course, her namesake Nancy Drew, Nancy liked to solve mysteries. Most of her cases so far had been locating missing items. She’d helped Doug find one of his missing socks one day and located Bella, one of the cats who had disappeared from Rainbow Rescues on the day of her adoption. In both cases, she’d ferreted out clues and made observations that weren’t as obvious to those searching. Cathy could only imagine what Nancy was planning to do to solve Maggie Broom’s murder. Maybe she could help her. She also liked a good mystery, although she’d never expected to encounter a real-life murder in Buttercup Bend.
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      As Cathy was about to call Nancy, her cell phone rang again. She thought it was her friend calling back. But when she saw the name on the display, she knew it was Pauline.

      “Miss Carter, when were you planning to call me? Nancy said she tried to contact you, but you put her off. What are you hiding?”

      Cathy didn’t like her tone, accusation, or the fact that she called her by her last name when they’d been on a first-name basis for years.

      “Calm down, Pauline. I had to speak to Gran first. I was about to call Nancy back, but I might as well fill you in since you’re so impatient.”

      Cathy expected Pauline to argue with that, but she replied in a less aggressive voice and apologized for her behavior. “Sorry, Cathy, but I need the facts. People are talking, and I have to print the story. I couldn’t believe Norman wouldn’t let me into the will reading and when I called him, he even refused an interview for the paper. I swear you’d think he’d be familiar with freedom of the press.”

      “Don’t be angry with Mr. Dexter. He’s just doing his job. He has to protect his clients.”

      “I know it’s his job to keep legal matters personal, but my job is to report the news, so please tell me what happened. What did the will say, and why were you asked to go with the Brooms instead of me?”

      Cathy proceeded to tell Pauline all about Maggie’s winnings in the Publisher’s Clearinghouse contest and the distribution of her estate including the house and her cats to Rainbow Rescues. She also told her that the sheriff had instructed Gladys and Brody to stay in town until their sister’s murder investigation was complete.

      Pauline was quiet a moment and then said, “That’s incredible. That phony lawyer and my weird neighbor hid all this from me. But now the whole town will know. I’m not thrilled to have the Brooms staying here in Buttercup Bend, but I’m glad at least you and your brother will get money to invest in your business. I’m sure Florence is happy about that, too. She spoke to me recently about some ideas you had about opening another rescue center to accommodate more strays. That’ll keep them off the streets and stop them from destroying people’s gardens.”

      Cathy ignored Pauline’s last remark which obviously was about her ongoing battle with Maggie. “I’ll be speaking with Doug about putting the money toward the new rescue center, but we can’t make any official plans until Mr. Dexter releases it to us. In the meantime, the sheriff has allowed me and Brian to check on Maggie’s cats until the house is cleared and put up for sale.”

      “That’s fine, but do me a favor. Make sure those cats stay out of my garden.”

      After Cathy hung up on Pauline, she went upstairs to look in on her grandmother. Florence sat in a rocker by the fireplace in her bedroom, gently swaying as she moved the crochet needle through a multicolored skein of yarn to create a granny square. A bunch of similarly colored squares lay on the floor. Some were already sewn together.

      “How many more squares do you need to make, Gran?” she asked.

      “The pattern I’m using calls for forty-two squares, Catherine. I’m afraid I’ve only done ten. I need to stop watching Netflix or crochet while viewing.” She glanced at the small TV on her bureau. “I’m just not as good at multitasking as you young people are.”

      Cathy laughed. “Gran, you’re doing fine. Becky isn’t due until the middle of June.”

      “Your mom was a month early and you and Doug arrived two weeks before you were scheduled. I have a feeling Becky will have that baby before the end of May.”

      “I wonder how she’ll be able to manage her duties at Rainbow Rescues while caring for the baby.”

      “I’m sure the volunteers will help, and you can give her a hand, too – with the baby as well as the cats.”

      Cathy knew her grandmother was growing impatient with her single status and was hoping for another great grandchild from her.

      “I’m not that good with babies, Gran.”

      Florence put down her crocheting. “You’ll learn, just like your mom and I did. It’ll be great practice for when you have your own one of these days.”

      “Gran, please. I’m not even engaged yet.”

      “That’s because you’re too shy to notice the guys who are interested in you. You should take some lessons from Nancy. No, forget that. Even though she knows how to get dates, she’s just as afraid of commitment as you are.”

      “That’s not true.” Cathy almost blurted out what Nancy had told her earlier about her feelings for the vet.

      “Well, I hope the two of you get your acts together and snag two of the eligible Buttercup Bend men before you turn thirty. I married at eighteen and, let me tell you, it was easier raising kids when I was a young woman than it would’ve been when I began to have arthritis and other aches and pains.”

      “Gran, things are different today. People have careers. I’ve been thinking of going back to college. I stopped when Mom and Dad died, and Doug and I opened the pet cemetery and rescue center. Maybe that was a mistake.”

      “Maybe it was, Catherine. There are some fine men attending colleges in this area.”

      Cathy sighed. “There you go again, trying to hook me up with somebody. What if I don’t want to get married? I have friends here, and my work with the animals is rewarding. I may not need a man or kids to complete my life.”

      Florence paused. After a moment of gazing down at the granny squares at her feet, she said, “If that’s how you feel, Catherine, then I won’t pressure you. I just don’t want you to have any regrets. Time goes quickly, and there are no do overs. I hope you enjoy your date with Steve on Friday. He’s a nice man and even if all you become are better friends, I’ll be glad because that’s all I want for you, my dear. Happiness.”

      Cathy went over to her grandmother, bent down, and hugged her. “I know, Gran, and you’re right that I should be getting out there more. Thank you for the advice. It means a lot to me.” She paused and then added, “I just finished speaking with Pauline about the will. She’s writing a story about it now, and I think I should go over there to make sure she covers it properly.”

      “Why am I not surprised? Even though she’s a good friend, I don’t always condone the way Pauline spreads news – or should I say “gossip” in this town. I know it’s important that she reports about the will, and I’m glad you’ll help her get the facts straight.” She smiled as Cathy let her go. “So, scoot now, dear, and let me get back to my crocheting. Doug and Becky are coming by later, but I’ll fill them in on everything. It’s not like Rainbow Rescues is getting any money right away, but you and Doug might want to meet with your accountant to start planning for the future.”
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      The Buttercup Bend’s Social took place on the third Friday of each month, but May’s dance was special because it was the town’s anniversary event. The dances were held on the wide lawn behind the Rectory. In inclement weather and during winter, they were moved inside the church’s basement. Pastor Herb Green and his wife Lorraine organized the events. Each month, they featured a different type of dance. Florence always insisted that Cathy go, but she spent most of the time watching the dancers unless Becky gave up Doug or Nancy’s date gave her a turn. This month, Doug was home with Becky who wasn’t up to dancing, and Cathy had her own date. Steve had arrived punctually at seven with a pink corsage that matched the blushing rose of her dress.

      “How thoughtful of you, Steve,” she said, taking the flower he handed her. She noticed it wasn’t the traditional carnation but a peony.

      “It’s fresh from my garden,” he explained. “I made it for you.”

      “How handy you are, Steve,” Florence said. “Catherine, let me help you pin it on.”

      When the peony was in place, the three of them walked to the dance. It was a beautiful spring night. The days had started to grow longer, so dusk had only settled in recently. The church was three blocks away, and the streets were well lit. Even had the old-fashioned lamps that Buttercup Bend prided themselves on been off, the quarter moon riding in the sky provided enough moonlight for them to see their way.

      “Have you ever square danced, Cat?” Steve asked her when they were within sight of the white steepled building where most Buttercup Bend residents attended services on Sunday.

      “No. Have you?”

      “Never, but I’ve seen people do it on TV and in the movies.”

      “Don’t worry,” Florence told them. “Pastor Green will provide instructions. He’s very good at getting everyone on the dance floor or the dance grass, you might say. I’m sure everyone will have a delightful time.”

      Pauline and Leroy were already there when they arrived. So was Brian, looking a bit out of place in his street clothes of gray Dockers and a red and navy plaid shirt. Leroy had opted to wear his uniform.

      Lorraine Green was flitting around in a western-style skirt and frilled tan vest over a white blouse. She liked to dress the part for each event.

      “Can I give you a hand, Lorraine?” Florence asked as she watched the pastor’s wife set up a table with lemonade and punch carafes along with small bowls of chips, pretzels, and nuts. From past socials, Cathy knew that the wine coolers and beer were on ice in the barrel next to the table.

      “Hello, Flo. Thanks for offering, but I have everything in hand. You just make yourself comfortable. Herb is preparing the square dance music. He’ll be out very soon.”

      There were a few patio tables with umbrellas arranged in a circle, but Cathy remained standing between Steve and her grandmother who had turned to chat with Pauline. Leroy and Brian were also talking. The tea-lights strung across the area illuminated their faces.

      “Why don’t we have a seat?” Steve asked. “The guests aren’t all here yet. Would you like a drink or a snack? I’d be happy to get you something.”

      Cathy smiled. “No, thanks. I’m fine, but we can sit if you’d like.” It felt odd for her to be here with someone instead of her usual solo excursions to the dances. She wondered when Nancy would show up with Michael. It was common for her friend to make a last-minute entrance, and it was still early.

      As more people started to show up, the pastor came outside along with a few of the town’s teenagers who helped him with the sound equipment. They arranged and tested a standing microphone and the stereo and speakers.

      Nancy and Michael arrived as Pastor Green stepped up to the mike. Nancy wore a long western skirt similar to Lorraine’s that was cinched around her tiny waist with a wide brown loop belt that matched the color of her rhinestone-studded boots. Michael complimented the outfit in his gaucho pants and plaid shirt. Cathy was surprised the conservative vet had dressed up for the occasion and felt even more conspicuous in her prom-like dress.

      “Howdy,” Nancy said, sliding in next to Cathy. “This is going to be so much fun.” She nodded toward Steve to include him in her greeting. Michael shook Steve’s hand as he sat next to him across from the girls. At that moment, Pastor Green cleared his throat and opened the social.

      “Welcome, fellow Buttercup Bend residents, visitors, and parish members. For those who don’t know me, I’m Pastor Herb Green and that pretty lady pouring the lemonade at the table is my wife, Lorraine. Tonight, we have a treat for you for the May social and the town’s first anniversary event. I’ve been practicing some online lessons in square dance calling. But before we begin, I’d like to take a minute to share with you some interesting facts about the history of square dance.”

      Nancy rolled her eyes and whispered to Cathy, “Uh, oh. Here comes a lecture. If we’re lucky, we may get a few minutes to dance.”

      Cathy laughed at her friend’s joke that eased some of her anxiety even though it was partially true. The pastor, ever the preacher, had taken the opportunity to prepare a mini sermon on square and folk dancing.

      “Historians disagree on how square and folk dancing started,” the pastor began. “But not to bore you with too much detail, I’m going to begin my explanation with mid-seventeenth century English country dances, the steps of which were written for the first time in 1650 by London bookseller John Playford. This manual of 104 dances was called The English Dancing Master. It became a bestseller in England and included a variety of dances from circle dances to couple dances, and longways dances for four couples. Several square dances evolved from the shortened longways dances.”

      Nancy stared blankly ahead and tapped her boots on the ground. “I can’t stand it,” she whispered to Cathy. “I don’t care about the history of square dancing. I just want to dance.”

      The pastor, as if hearing her, cleared his throat and said, “To save time and get right to our program, I will give a brief summary of how square dancing came to the U.S.”

      “Oh, please do,” Nancy murmured.

      “In 1848 when gold was discovered in the West,” Green continued, “settlers arrived bringing new dances and music with them. One such dance was the Cotillion that was done in square formation. This dance was called by a fiddler who would shout out a series of directions that he created on the spot. This type of calling was known as prompt calls and accompanied music from jigs to those by composers such as Stephen Foster. As this type of dance became popular, it was performed at all functions and events across the country.” He paused. “If you’d like to know more, I can recommend books that are available at the Buttercup Bend Library. For now, let’s begin our dance.”

      “Finally!” Nancy said so loud Cathy was sure the pastor and the rest of the audience heard her. She noticed that during the pastor’s presentation, several other guests had arrived including Norman Dexter and his wife, Joan. They weren’t dressed in western wear but in casual jeans. Norman wore a long-sleeved blue and white striped shirt. Joan wore a red blouse with yellow stars. Together, they looked patriotic, but she noticed Joan’s face was slightly red, and she wasn’t smiling. Norman also seemed on edge, and she wondered if the couple had been arguing. It was rumored around town that things weren’t quite right between them. Pauline had mentioned to Cathy, after the couple moved in, that Norman had a roving eye.

      As one of the teens assisted the pastor starting the music, Nancy whispered to Cathy, “Do you have your phone with you? I know you wouldn’t want to carry your camera around, but there’s going to be some great photo ops that you can add to our Instagram account.”

      Cathy took her phone from her purse. “Yes. I knew you’d want those. I’ll also post a few to Facebook and Twitter. Maybe you can also use some for an article.” Cathy was in charge of Buttercup Bend’s Instagram and social media accounts.

      Nancy took out her own phone from her straw tote. “I’ll be taking photos, too. We should get a selfie of us together in these outfits or ask our dates to take them.”

      Because Cathy didn’t feel her dress was appropriate for the square dance, she declined but agreed to a close-up selfie with Nancy.

      “Are you gals going to spend all your time with your phones instead of dancing?” Steve asked as the tune for “Comin’ Round the Mountain,” began to play, and the pastor invited couples to take the dance floor. He then began to shout out the square dance calls improvising some of the words. His wife stood by his side using hand signals and occasionally verbal cues to explain the instructions he issued.

      As the couples, most of who were new to square dancing, tried to follow the steps, there were lots of chuckles, whistling, and confusion. A few people knocked into one another with no injuries, and others found it hard to keep up. Nancy, one of those laughing the loudest, reminded Cathy to get some photos of the missteps as she aimed her phone at the dancers. When Michael grabbed Nancy around the waist, almost knocking down her phone, she put it away and joined him dancing.

      After the first few minutes, Cathy began to master the dances and enjoy herself. She and Steve switched partners with Nancy and Michael and some of the other couples as the dancing progressed. Nancy also seemed to be having a good time and kept her phone in her purse at the table with Cathy’s.

      The only thing that put a damper on Cathy’s experience was seeing her grandmother sitting alone. A few other people without dates also stood around looking like lost sheep. One of them was Brian pretending to preside over the event while the sheriff and Pauline stole the show with some fancy routines that looked rehearsed. Cathy also noticed a lone man about Florence’s age who sat only a table away from her. With a full head of gray hair and a bushy mustache, he wore jeans and a silver shirt studded with sequins that was open at the neck to reveal a few tufts of gray hair. Cathy hadn’t seen him around town before.

      “What are you looking at, Cat?” Steve asked as he pulled her close following another of the pastor’s calls.

      “You see that man near Gran? It’s too bad they can’t partner up for the dance.”

      But just as she mentioned her thought, the mustachioed man stood and walked toward Florence. Cathy watched as he said a few words to her grandmother, offered his hand, and the two joined the couples on the dance floor as the first set paused before the second started.

      “Looks like you got your wish,” Steve said.

      Cathy smiled. It was about time her grandmother met someone nice and had fun.

      After several more numbers, Pastor Green called for a break. The music was switched off, and he announced, “Let’s stop for fifteen minutes, so you all can mingle. My wife will be putting out the delicious desserts that she baked.”

      As the dancers returned to their seats, Lorraine and a few of her female teenage helpers carried pies to the table and set them down next to the drinks. Cathy sniffed the aroma of apples, blueberries, and cherries. It was as though Lorraine had just taken them from the oven.

      “Those smell so good,” Nancy said, mimicking Cathy’s thoughts. “Shall we go up and get some?”

      Cathy’s stomach gave her the answer. She joined her friend in the queue of guests already in line. Florence and her new acquaintance stood in front of them. They looked like they’d known one another for ages as they chatted. When they noticed Cathy and Nancy, who had left their dates at the table promising to bring them back slices of the pies they requested, they turned around. Florence said, “Catherine, I don’t believe you’ve met Mr. Howard Hunt. He doesn’t live in Buttercup Bend, but he saw the pastor’s notice in one of the local papers and decided to join the party. I’m so glad he did.” She smiled as she looked back at her new friend. “Howard, this is my granddaughter, Catherine. The pretty girl with her is her friend, Nancy Meyers, who works at the Buttercup Bugle newspaper.”

      Howard offered his hand to Cathy and then to Nancy. “Nice to meet you ladies and your grandmother, of course.” His gray eyes twinkled as he smiled, causing his moustache to crawl up his lip.

      As the four of them settled back at their table with their pie slices, a loud voice caused them all to turn to the entrance gate. Standing there was Brody Broom waving a gun and swaggering into the crowd. “Where is Norman Dexter?” he demanded.
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      Brian, who was unofficially stationed by the front of the dance, began to walk forward as Leroy came from the opposite side by the rectory. They converged slowly toward Brody. Norman, who had just been served a slice of apple pie with whipped cream on it, nearly dropped his plate along with his jaw. Brody spotted him and changed directions. “I see you, ya creep. How dare ya steal my money. Five grand is measly compared to what my sister won in the sweepstakes. I don’t mind some of that goin’ to the rescue place, but I should have a good part of it.”

      Seeing the man’s glazed, beady eyes, Cathy thought he was high. Steve edged closer to her as if to offer protection.

      Leroy and Brian were only a few feet away from the armed man. Brian hadn’t brought his gun to the party, but Leroy withdrew his. “Drop your weapon,” he demanded.

      Norman stood frozen by the pie table. His wife, who had been next to him, retreated to the church. Cathy thought she wasn’t confident of her husband’s protection.

      Brody turned around and pointed the gun at Leroy. “Stay outta this, Sheriff. I won’t drop my weapon, and I challenge ya to shoot me before I hit you. I doubt you’ve ever pulled a trigger. I’m a hunter and a marksman. I can put a bullet between yer eyes in a second flat.”

      The hush after the festive music was like the silence following the final horn blast of a parade band. Not wanting to break the spell, Cathy’s lungs ached from holding her breath. For naught. She couldn't help gasping when Brian, his Stetson nearly toppling from his head, sprang catlike in his western boots and rammed into Brody. The gun fell to the grass. Leroy retrieved it and, while Brian controlled the man, cuffed Brody's hands behind his back. Brody was making such a fuss that Brian had to scream the Miranda warning. Leroy apologized to the partygoers for the disruption, and the two men escorted the struggling Brody to the squad car. As they ducked Brody into the back seat he shouted, “I want more money. Dexter won’t hear da last o’ me.”

      When the officers had driven away, Pauline came over to Cathy’s table. “That man is crazy,” she said. “He’s obviously high on drugs. I wouldn’t put it past him if he murdered Maggie.”

      Michael disagreed. “I know there’s no excuse for his actions tonight, but the man just lost his sister.”

      “There was no love lost between him and Maggie,” Nancy said. “You heard what he said about wanting more money. He’ll use it to buy drugs.”

      “He’ll be in jail now,” Steve said. Cathy could see the front page of the Buttercup Bugle that Pauline and Nancy would write tomorrow. Following the story about Maggie’s will, it would cause more conjectures about her murder among the town’s residents.

      Even though the evening went downhill after that with the pastor appealing to all to pray for the sick man and to be sure to attend services that Sunday, Cathy had enjoyed herself with Steve and hoped they would see one another in the future.

      Walking home, Steve made sure to bring Cathy and her grandmother up to their door. Nancy and Michael had parted from them in the direction of Nancy’s house. Howard, walking to his car, had promised Florence he’d call her during the week, so Cathy knew he’d asked for her phone number. Pauline got a ride home from the pastor after Norman told her he would’ve given her a lift, but his wife wasn’t feeling well, and he wanted to get her home as soon as possible. Cathy saw Joan Dexter jump into the passenger seat next to her husband after Herb drove away with Pauline. She wondered if the confrontation between Norman and Brody had caused her sudden illness.

      Florence invited Steve in for some tea, but he declined saying he had an early morning landscaping job. Cathy felt disappointed. She sat with her grandmother in the kitchen after Steve said goodnight to them. Oliver came padding from his sleeping spot to ask for a midnight feeding even though it was only ten o’clock.

      Cathy opened a can of prescription kidney food, but when he sniffed and walked away, she put out Fancy Feast chicken in gravy on a small paper plate. Then she went back to the table where her grandmother had placed two mugs of herbal tea. “What a night, Catherine.”

      “It was nice until Brody Broom ruined it. Do you think he killed his sister?”

      Florence blew her tea to cool it and took a short sip. “No. He’s a disturbed man, but he’s not a killer.”

      “But he had a gun. He was planning to shoot Mr. Dexter.”

      “I doubt that, and remember, Maggie was smothered. If he really was the killer, do you honestly think he’d show up in a public place and make a scene while the sheriff still considered him a suspect?”

      “You’ve got a point, Gran, but I know people on drugs do strange things.”

      Florence took another sip of tea. “Yes, but those actions are usually unmeditated. The person who killed Maggie planned it very well.”

      Cathy still wasn’t convinced, but her grandmother changed the subject. “What about Steve? How did your date go?”

      Cathy took a swig of tea. She realized she needed a bit of soothing. “I thought it went okay, but we didn’t get much time to talk. We danced a lot, but we changed partners, too.”

      “Seems like you two need some alone time but going out in a group is nice at first. Maybe next time you can go to a movie with Nancy and Michael.” She smiled, her gray eyes shining with wisdom. Cathy suddenly realized they were close in shade to Howard’s.

      “I like that idea. It probably would be less stressful. What about you and your mystery man?”

      Florence laughed out loud. “Howard was quite the gentleman, and I enjoyed our evening, but I doubt he will call me. He doesn’t live far, but he’s just getting over the death of his wife.”

      “You need to think positive, like you always tell me. Did you get his number, too? Maybe you should call him.”

      “Perhaps that’s appropriate for people today, Catherine, but I’m old-fashioned and believe the man should make all the moves if he’s interested. I didn’t ask for his number.”

      “Well, I hope you hear from him.” Cathy drank her tea. When she finished, she said, “I’m going to bed. I’m sure Pauline and Nancy will have a special edition paper out tomorrow, and they may need me to send them some of the photos I took at the dance, although I already posted a few to our social media accounts. I only wish I’d had my phone handy when Brody arrived with that gun. I’m sure Pauline would’ve make an exception to her desire for camera photos. I also have to check on Maggie’s cats tomorrow.”
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      On Saturdays, Cathy liked to sleep a little later than her regular wake-up time. Although she and Florence always rose early, they alternated on weekends who fed the animals in the rescue center. This weekend was Florence’s turn. Considering Becky’s condition and the fact that Doug could sleep through a hurricane, someone had to be there when the cats demanded their breakfasts between four and five a.m. Even Oliver woke at that hour emitting plaintive meows. Cathy was glad her grandmother fed him before she went to Rainbow Rescues.

      Cathy closed her eyes again after she heard Florence pulling open the flip-top lid of a cat food can and pouring kibble and fresh water into Oliver’s bowls. As she was drifting back asleep after hearing the front door close, her cell phone rang. She could’ve screamed. Who was calling so early?

      “Hello,” she answered groggily. Expecting an advertiser or automated political call, she was prepared to hang up. Instead, Nancy’s voice came across the line.

      “Cathy, you have to get over here.”

      She sat up in bed. “What’s wrong, Nancy? Where are you?”

      “I’m at Pauline’s place. Get dressed and get over here.”

      Memory from the previous night returned as Cathy tried to clear her head. “Why the hurry, and so early? Do you and Pauline need me for the photos about what happened at the square dance? I texted over what I had, and you can check the others on Instagram and Facebook. I’m sorry I didn’t get any of Brody brandishing the gun.”

      “No!” Nancy’s voice was rising. “We already wrote that story. We’ve been up all night. Thank God for strong coffee. Brody’s out of jail, but I need to talk to you about something else.”

      “What do you mean Brody’s out of jail? He tried to kill Mr. Dexter last night.”

      “He was only threatening him. Pauline filled me in after she spoke to Leroy. It seems when Brody’s gun was confiscated, it was empty.”

      “Empty? You mean there were no bullets in it?”

      “Cat, are you still asleep? Yes, he hadn’t loaded it. He didn’t mean to shoot Norman, just scare him. The gun was also registered.”

      Cathy tried to absorb this information, but her head was still cloudy. “But wouldn’t he be held on assault charges?”

      “Yes, but he called his girlfriend, and she bailed him out.”

      “Brody has a girlfriend?”

      “It was a surprise to me, too, when Pauline told me. Leroy described her as tall and thin with long red hair.”

      “Hmmm. What about Mr. Dexter? Is he safe?”

      “The sheriff doesn’t think Brody will pull anything again. Just in case, he’s having some of his officers keep an eye on him at the inn. Some are also attending the private funeral they’re having for Maggie this afternoon.”

      Cathy’s brain was finally clearing. “Private funeral? You mean none of the townspeople can attend?”

      “Nope. Gladys and Brody requested family only, so it’s only the two of them and Pastor Green.”

      “I’ll have to let Gran know. I think she wanted to go. So, what’s so urgent that you need to see me so early?”

      “Get over here and you’ll find out.”

      Cathy hated the way Nancy liked to keep her in suspense, but it helped get her moving. She showered and dressed in record time and gave Oliver a pat on his head before leaving the house. He was asleep again on her bed after Florence had sated his appetite and would likely be there until suppertime. Cathy found that a bit annoying considering she was now wide awake.

      On the way out, Cathy ran into Florence who was on her way back from the rescue center. “Morning, Gran. I’m glad you’re back. I forgot to write you a note. I’m going to Pauline’s house. Nancy just called and asked me to come right over. She also told me that the Brooms are having a private service for Maggie’s funeral. Brody’s out of jail, so it’ll just be him and his sister.”

      “I guess I can understand that under the circumstances. But why was Brody released?”

      “It seems his gun wasn’t loaded, and he had a license for it. But Nancy said that even though he was going to be held on other charges, he was bailed out by his girlfriend.”

      Florence rolled her eyes. “That man is trouble. I bet the girlfriend is a piece of work, too.”

      Cathy almost laughed at her grandmother’s expression. “I’ll fill you in later, Gran. You can use the car this morning if you want to go shopping or somewhere else. It’s another nice day, so I’m walking to Pauline’s.”

      As Florence headed back to the house, Cathy turned toward Lily Lane. It was in the opposite direction from where she’d walked with Steve and her grandmother the night before to the square dance. It seemed like ages ago, and she wondered if Steve would ask her for another date. She wasn’t sure how their first one had gone. She also wondered about Nancy and Michael. They looked great together, but was Michael living up to Nancy’s expectations? She knew that a fantasy could easily be broken by reality.

      As she approached Pauline’s house, she had another thought. What would happen if Howard Hunt called her grandmother? What if they fell in love and got married? Would he be happy with a twenty-six-year-old granddaughter living with them, or would she finally have to find a place of her own? She pushed the thought away. As Florence would say, she was putting the cart before the horse.

      Before she even got to Pauline’s door, it swung open. Nancy ran out. “Thank goodness you’re here. I’m glad you didn’t bring Florence. I should’ve told you not to.”

      “Why? What are you being so secretive about?”

      Nancy looked down. Cathy noticed how tired she looked. Her hair was unbrushed, and her eyes had dark circles under them. “Come in. We need to talk.”

      She followed her friend into her employer’s house.

      “Pauline’s at the station with Leroy,” Nancy explained before Cathy could ask.

      “Are they talking about Brody?”

      “I think so, among other things.” She rolled her eyes to indicate that Pauline was paying Leroy a social visit as well as a business one. “Sit down.”

      Cathy was hesitant to take the chair by the computer while Nancy stood pacing by the desk. “Why don’t you sit, Nance? You look exhausted.”

      “I am, but I can’t rest yet. After we talk, I may go home and take a long nap next to Hobo.”

      “You should do that. What do you want to tell me?”

      Nancy finally took Cathy’s advice and plopped herself down in the swivel office chair. Cathy’s heart began to beat fast. What was this leading up to?

      

      Nancy lowered her gaze again to the desk and the draft copy of the Buttercup Bugle that featured a photo of Brody being handcuffed and taken away by Brian and Leroy. Cathy assumed Nancy had managed to take it while her eyes were glued on the scene.

      “Pauline said that the money from the will can’t be given to the beneficiaries until Maggie’s murder is solved or the sheriff is satisfied that the investigation is complete. Leroy thinks Brody is the prime suspect but has to find a way to prove it.”

      Cathy asked, “Why does the sheriff suspect Brody? Is it just because he threatened Maggie’s lawyer at the square dance?”

      “That’s part of the reason. When someone’s addicted to drugs, they’re capable of anything. We don’t know if Maggie contacted Brody and told him what she was putting in her will.”

      “That’s crazy, Nancy. They haven’t been in touch in years and, if that were so, how come Brody was so shocked by the news?”

      “Anyone can put on a good act.”

      “True, but you still haven’t told me why you summoned me here so early.” Cathy stifled a yawn.

      “Sorry about that, but I came up with an idea and wanted to run it by you privately.” Nancy’s blue eyes shone. Her pupils widened. “I have a plan. It’s time we institute my mystery-solving sleuthing skills to find out who killed Maggie Broom.”

      This was no surprise to Cathy, as she’d already seen it coming. “Nance, you’ve only solved two cases before, and they weren’t crimes. You need to leave the detecting up to the Sheriff and his officers.”

      “Why? It’s so much fun.” She laughed. “I won’t be going it alone. I need a partner, and I recruit you. You’re a natural. You know how to talk to people, and you have an eye for reading them, too.”

      Cathy had also seen this coming and while she’d considered it herself, she didn’t want to give in to her friend so easily. “Stop buttering me up. We both know how shy I am.”

      “This will help you break out of your shell, Miss Carter.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “For starters, we need to interview the suspects.”

      “There are only two suspects – Gladys and Brody.”

      “That’s not true. There are several suspects.” She swung her blonde hair back. In the early sunlight, it gleamed like a beam of sunshine.

      Although Cathy had a sinking suspicion she already knew, she asked, “Who are the others?”

      “As much as I hate to admit it, Pauline’s a suspect, too. She had an argument with Maggie the day she was killed.”

      “Pauline always argued with Maggie. That doesn’t make her a suspect. For Pete’s sake, she’s your boss, Nancy.”

      “We have to consider everyone. Even your grandmother’s a suspect, and don’t forget Steve. They were both with Gladys the day she died.”

      “The sheriff ruled them out, and I’m surprised you’d seriously consider Steve and Gran.”

      Nancy rolled her eyes. “Miller’s a little biased where it comes to Pauline, and he’s always had a soft touch for Florence. As for Steve, the sheriff’s always saying what a good job he does keeping up his dead wife’s flower garden.”

      When Cathy had no reply to that, Nancy continued. “So, you see, we can’t rule anyone out. First, we have to plan our investigation. I’ll make up a complete list of suspects. We can split the interviews. I think it’s easier for you to interview your grandmother and Steve, and I’ll interview Pauline and Gladys. I think we should go together to interview Brody. If there’s anyone else added to the list as we investigate, we can determine who interviews them.”

      “I’m not sure I want to be involved in this. Pauline and Leroy will be upset if they know what you’re planning.”

      “They don’t need to know.”

      “How can you hide it from them?”

      “I’m a reporter, remember? My job is to ask questions. This can be done on the qt.”

      “You watch too much crime TV and read too many who-dun-its. This is real life, Nancy.”

      “You enjoy those books and shows, too. Just think about it. If we catch this killer, we’ll be the town’s heroes or, in our case, the heroines.”

      Cathy knew her friend was determined to investigate with or without her. Even though she’d had the idea earlier, she still didn’t want to admit that to Nancy. “Okay. I’m in, but if we find out anything that incriminates anyone, we bring the information to the sheriff immediately. We don’t take any unnecessary risks. Understood?”

      Nancy smiled a Cheshire-cat grin. “Understood.”

      Why did Cathy imagine her friend had her fingers crossed behind her back?
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