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“The Black Sheep knitting series has it all: Friendship, knitting, murder, and the occasional recipe create the perfect pattern. Great fun.”


—New York Times bestselling author Jayne Ann Krentz


Praise for Till Death Do Us Purl


“An entertaining mystery.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“[A] smooth fourth knitting cozy.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Till Death Do Us Purl has intriguing mysteries and a slew of interesting characters.”


—Single Titles


“Enthusiastic, engrossing, and exciting.”


—The Mystery Gazette


Praise for A Stitch Before Dying


“Sure to hook cozy fans.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Congenial characters and a mystery that keeps you guessing.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Sure to attract readers of Sally Goldenbaum and Barbara Bretton.”


—Library Journal


Praise for Knit, Purl, Die


“The fast-paced plot will keep even non-knitters turning the pages.”


—Publishers Weekly


“An intriguing mystery with a few surprising twists and turns.”


—Romance Reviews Today


“An engaging story full of tight knit friendships and a needling mystery.”


—Fresh Fiction


Praise for While My Pretty One Knits


“The crafty first of a cozy new series. . . . The friendships among the likable knitters . . . help make Canadeo’s crime yarn a charmer.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Fans of Monica Ferris . . . will enjoy this engaging amateur sleuth as much for its salute to friendship as to Lucy’s inquiry made one stitch at a time.”


—The Mystery Gazette


“Delightful. Enchanting. Humorous. Impressive. Witty. Those are just a few adjectives to describe Anne Canadeo’s effervescent cozy debut.”


—Book Cave


“A unique murder mystery. . . . Fast-paced and electrifying. . . . A series you are sure to enjoy.”


—Fresh Fiction


“The diverse group of friends and their heartwarming camaraderie is what makes While My Pretty One Knits an enjoyable read.”


—Kwips and Kritique





Meet the Black Sheep Knitters


Maggie Messina, owner of the Black Sheep Knitting Shop, is a retired high school art teacher who runs her little slice of knitters’ paradise with the kind of vibrant energy that leaves her friends dazzled! From novice to pro, knitters come to Maggie as much for her up-to-the-minute offerings like organic wool as for her encouragement and friendship. And Maggie’s got a deft touch when it comes to unraveling mysteries, too.


Lucy Binger left Boston when her marriage ended, and found herself shifting gears to run her graphic design business from the coastal cottage she and her sister inherited. After big-city living, she now finds contentment on a front porch in tiny Plum Harbor, knitting with her closest friends.


Dana Haeger is a psychologist with a busy local practice. A stylishly polished professional with a quick wit, she slips out to Maggie’s shop whenever her schedule allows—after all, knitting is the best form of therapy!


Suzanne Cavanaugh is a typical working supermom—a realtor with a million demands on her time, from coaching soccer to showing houses to attending the PTA. But she carves out a little “me” time with the Black Sheep Knitters.


Phoebe Meyers, a college gal complete with magenta highlights and nose stud, lives in the apartment above Maggie’s shop. She’s Maggie’s indispensable helper (when she’s not in class)—and part of the new generation of young knitters.
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Good fences make good neighbors.


—ROBERT FROST


A story is told as much by silence as by speech.


—SUSAN GRIFFIN
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Chapter One


Just this last stop . . . please?” Suzanne reached over the driver’s seat and grabbed Lucy’s shoulder, nearly causing her to veer into a field of pick-your-own pumpkins.


“Suzanne, calm down—”


“But they’re gigantic. You never see pumpkins that big at the supermarket.”


“We’ve already bought enough stuff to open our own supermarket.” Dana sat beside Lucy in front and suddenly turned to look back at Suzanne—as if they were two parents, calming a child on a long car ride, Lucy thought. “You’re a shopaholic on a farm stand binge today, Suzanne. One more stop and we’ll definitely be enabling.”


Dana’s diagnosis was in jest, of course, though a PhD did qualify her to offer the opinion.


And it was true. Lucy could barely see through the Jeep’s rear window. The cargo space overflowed with autumn’s bounty—huge pots of mums, kale plants, and enough cornstalks to decorate every house on Suzanne’s block. A pile of pumpkins, bushels of apples and vegetables, jars of apple butter, and containers of cider filled the cargo area, along with a homemade pie, balanced on Suzanne’s lap.


“Thanks, Dana.” Suzanne’s tone was grumpy. “Joy sucker.”


Lucy laughed. “Sorry, pal. She’s right . . . and we’re already way late.”


Suzanne seemed to have forgotten that their leisurely drive through the country had a definite destination: a fiber festival at the Laughing Llama Farm.


Suzanne sat back and sighed. “Fine. We don’t want to keep the llamas waiting.”


“Never mind the llamas. What about Maggie? I’m surprised she didn’t call yet to track us down.” Dana checked her phone, then glanced at Lucy.


“She’s probably too busy. Luckily.”


“I hope we don’t miss her spinning. Then we’ll really be in trouble.” Lucy couldn’t tell if Dana was kidding or truly worried.


Lucy thought Maggie might wonder where they were but wouldn’t really be upset if they missed her performance. They had all seen her spin dozens of times at the knitting shop she ran in the village.


Lucy, Dana, and Suzanne, along with Maggie and her assistant, Phoebe, met officially every Thursday night to stitch, chat, and unwind—either at the Black Sheep Knitting Shop, which Maggie owned, or at one of their houses. Their meeting time was a sanctuary, carved into busy schedules, a time to share their triumphs and challenges, in knitting as well as real life. Though sometimes it was hard to tell where one realm left off and the other started.


Dana had been looking out the passenger side window and suddenly turned to Lucy. “The farm should be coming up on the right, a few miles more.”


Lucy had never been out to the farm before, though Dana had come out several times to see her old college friend Ellie Krueger, who had bought the property with her husband, Ben. Suzanne was familiar with the place, too, since she was in real-estate sales and the farm had been on the market a while.


Ellie and Ben had recently moved to Plum Harbor from Boston, trading in their urban lives for a new start in the idyllic countryside. They had taken over the farm in July, but the festival was their grand opening event. Dana had quickly introduced Ellie to the Black Sheep Knitting Shop and its inner circle.


Ellie had even come to a few knitting group meetings over the past few months, though starting up her business and living some distance out of town kept her from being a regular member.


Dana and Ellie had lost touch over the years but had reconnected on Facebook. When Ellie had come out to visit the previous spring, she and her husband fell in love with Plum Harbor and the farming community just beyond the village center. She and Ben had been talking about relocating to the country and starting some sort of home-based business. Ellie had run a successful public relations firm for years and recently had sold the company for a good price. She was more than ready to turn a page in her life and start a whole new chapter.


Combining Ellie’s love of knitting and spinning with Ben’s entrepreneurial experience, they’d decided to look for a small farm where they could keep a llama herd and profit from the sale of the animals’ coats and from Ellie’s hand-spun yarns. This farm was perfectly suited to their plan, and a moneymaking apple orchard on the property made it even more attractive.


Ellie was a skilled knitter, but spinning was her true passion. She had also begun to give spinning and weaving lessons in a little extra building near the barn that she’d set up as a studio and shop. Yarns spun from exotic fibers were a booming market, sought after by discerning knitting shops and knitters. Maggie already featured Laughing Llama yarns at her shop.


Starting a llama farm had to sound like an odd choice to some people. But to dedicated knitters, like Lucy and her friends, it seemed an enviable lifestyle—being your own boss, living in such beautiful surroundings, and following your fiber bliss.


“There’s a sign for the festival: ‘Follow the Laughing Llama for a day of country fun.’ ” Lucy read aloud.


“Very cute. Ellie has a knack for marketing,” Suzanne observed.


Ellie was definitely a good businesswoman, very creative and resourceful, Lucy thought. Lucy had visited a few fiber fairs since taking up knitting. Most were pleasant but low-key affairs, though this one promised to be a very lively afternoon.


Dana turned to face Suzanne. “Ellie’s PR firm used to handle some big clients. Advertising the farm is a no-brainer for her. She took a full page in the Plum Harbor Times.” Dana took a page of newspaper out from her pocket and read aloud. “ ‘Laughing Llama Farm—Grand Opening Fiber Festival. Come out to the country for a day of family fun. Llamas, alpaca, and angora rabbits on display. Watch sheepherding, shearing, and spinning. Handmade yarns and rovings for sale in our old-fashioned Country Store. Activities for children, and much more.’ ” Dana finished reading and turned to Lucy. “I bet there’s a crowd. Ellie rarely does things halfway. She’s always been like that.”


“She’s got a lot going on. Do they keep all those animals?” Lucy asked.


Dana folded the newspaper and put it aside. “Only the llamas. The others are borrowed for the day.”


“Phoebe must be in her glory. She might decide to leave the shop and ask Ellie for a job,” Suzanne said.


Maggie’s assistant, Phoebe Meyers, did love animals. But Lucy couldn’t imagine her leaving the knitting shop, even for a herd of llamas. A part-time college student, Phoebe lived above the store and worked odd hours as Maggie’s assistant between classes . . . and between chasing her boyfriend Josh’s band around in her second, unofficial job as their road manager.


“I think she enjoys petting them but wouldn’t be wild about mucking out barns,” Dana replied. “She’s probably just relieved that Maggie didn’t ask her stay in town and keep the shop open on her own.”


Lucy laughed at that scenario. “Maggie is too nice a boss to ever do that . . . and we all know Phoebe would have pouted for a month.” A knot of cars up ahead suddenly slowed, and Lucy hit the brakes. “I think we made it. This looks like the line to get in.”


As the Jeep crawled along, Lucy relaxed and stared out at the dark brown plowed fields, rolling meadows, and patches of woods in between. The trees were just starting to show color and shed a few leaves. Low walls built of flat gray stones bordered the road and separated properties, a typical sight in this part of New England.


The Kruegers’ farm came up on the right side of the road. Lucy saw a wide, rolling meadow covered by high brown grass. A large circle of white corral fencing, several feet high, enclosed a group of camel-like creatures. Some stood grazing, while others stared blankly at the parade of passing vehicles. A shed made of wooden boards, open in front, stood behind them. One or two animals stood under the peaked roof—seeking a cool shady spot, Lucy guessed. A short distance from the corral she saw a large barn—the classic combination, bright red with white trim, like something from a picture book.


“Look . . . the llamas.” Suzanne sat up in her seat. “Wow, there’s a gang of them. I didn’t realize the Kruegers owned so many.”


The correct term was probably “herd,” Lucy thought. But Lucy shared Suzanne’s surprise. There were a lot of llamas out there. It probably took a lot of exotic fur to spin any profit from this enterprise. The Kruegers had made a big investment. A risky one, too, she thought, when you considered that they had come out here without any experience in country living, to hear Dana tell it.


“Ellie told me they own ten or twelve. They bought the whole herd from a couple in upstate New York who were retiring and selling their own farm,” Dana explained. “How many llamas do you need to start a business selling yarn? Is a dozen enough?” Lucy asked curiously.


“Oh no, not nearly,” Dana replied. “Ellie told me that it takes about three to six ounces of fiber to spin an average skein of yarn. Each llama only yields five to ten pounds of fleece when they’re sheared. Which can be once a year. Or sometimes, every other. So Ellie needs to buy fiber from other sources. Other farms, and even silk and bamboo. She said she’d need a herd of two or three hundred to keep the business going otherwise. But she and Ben like having their own herd to make the place feel like a real farm. She says it’s a good group, too. The llamas are well trained and very people friendly.”


“And Matt says they’re all healthy,” Lucy added, mentioning her boyfriend, who was a veterinarian and had become another knitting circle referral for the Kruegers.


“You can train a llama? What, to do tricks?” Suzanne asked.


Lucy laughed at the idea, but Suzanne was serious.


Dana glanced at her. “I’m not sure about tricks. But they are very smart. They can come when you call their name. Or pull a cart. Or guard flocks of other animals, like sheep.”


“A guard llama? Never heard of that,” Lucy said.


“Ellie says some are even used for animal therapy,” Dana continued.


Suzanne laughed. “You’re kidding . . . right?”


“Not at all. Llamas are very calm, gentle animals. People feel peaceful and secure in their company. Though I doubt Ellie will train any in her herd for special jobs. She and Ben don’t have the time right now, for one thing. But llamas do bond well with people, and Ellie seems to think of them as pets. That could also be because she and Ben aren’t, well, real farmers yet,” Dana admitted with a smile. “They do tend to anthropomorphize.”


“I love you, Dana. But can you please speak English? Some of us in the backseat are little slow,” Suzanne said politely.


“You are anything but, pal,” Dana replied with a laugh. “I meant that they treat the llamas as if they were people, attributing human characteristics to their behavior. The llamas even have cute human names.”


“The way Lucy acts about her dogs, you mean.”


“Yes, that’s it exactly.” Dana nodded and glanced at Lucy.


“As if I’m the only person in this car who does that,” Lucy countered. She gave Dana a look. She didn’t reply but had the good grace to blush a little and stare out the window.


Everyone knew Dana had no perspective at all about her pedigreed Maine coon cat, Arabelle, that Lucy considered totally insane.


“Here we are, just in time,” Lucy announced. In time to avoid an argument about the superiority of dogs over cats.


The farm’s open gates came into view, decorated with blue and yellow helium balloons and a wide banner that read “Laughing Llama Farm ~ Grand Opening Fiber Festival.”


They turned onto the property and followed a dirt road. A large old farmhouse appeared on the right, and Lucy slowed the car so they could get a good look at it.


“What a beauty. Looks like it was built back in the eighteen hundreds,” Suzanne guessed.


Lucy had to agree. She loved old houses, and this one was a classic, a two-story eyebrow colonial with a long front porch and a row of small square windows below the roofline. It looked newly painted, the clapboard a buttery yellow color with white trim, dark green shutters, and a red door. A planter made from an old milk can stood near the front steps, displaying pink geraniums and trailing vinca vines.


Even though it was late September, some hardy perennials still bloomed in the large garden in front—black-eyed Susans, pink coneflowers, and shrub roses. The weather in Plum Harbor was mild for this time of year and the killing frost had not yet crept in, though Lucy knew that soon the cooler nights would wilt any surviving flowers and the ground would freeze hard as a rock until spring.


“Wow, the place looks great. I haven’t been out here in a while. It needed a ton of work when they moved in,” Dana told her friends.


“We call that ‘potential’ in the biz. Or ‘in need of tender loving care,’ ” Suzanne translated. “This place did need loads of TLC, as I recall from the listing. But it has a lot of extras, too. There’s an orchard back past the barn, and a sweet little cottage back there. See it?”


Now that Suzanne pointed it out, Lucy did see the cottage, painted the same color as the farmhouse. The edges of lace curtains showed in the windows, and potted plants led up the steps to the front door.


“Nothing wrong with having another stream of income while you’re getting a business started,” Suzanne said approvingly. “I can’t wait until the kids go to college so we can rent out some of our place.”


Suzanne owned a large, rambling old house in a perpetual state of renovation, and Lucy could easily see it turned into a B-and-B . . . though she knew Suzanne was only joking.


“They found the perfect tenant, too,” Dana continued. “Her name is Dot. She’s from Vermont and has lived on farms most of her life. They’ve hired her to take care of the orchard and help with the animals. Even though she’s a little older, Ellie says she’s a hard worker and an angel with the llamas. She helps on the farm part-time and has another job somewhere. As a home health aide, I think. They give her a break on the rent along with her pay, so it all works out.”


Not far from the cottage, rows of leafy apple trees were also visible. Lucy wasn’t sure how far the orchard stretched back but guessed it to be a few acres. Before she could ask Suzanne, a parking attendant caught her attention, waving her toward a field filled with cars.


Lucy turned, and they bumped along over the rutted ground until another attendant directed her into a space.


Suzanne emerged slowly from the backseat, working her way through the piles of farm stand purchases. Dana and Lucy waited for her, eager to get into the festival. They could already hear music—old-time bluegrass banjo and fiddle tunes—as appetizing aromas beckoned them forward.


They came out of the lot and stepped into the flow of fair-goers. There was a big turnout, Lucy thought, especially for this type of event, which tended to be much quieter and not quite as . . . splashy.


“It must have cost a fortune to put this together. Look at those tents.” Suzanne gazed around. “Top dollar at the rent-all places.”


The tents were very pretty, Lucy thought. Peaked on top, with bright blue and yellow stripes. They reminded Lucy of fairy tale illustrations, or movies about medieval knights jousting in tournaments.


Beneath the striped covering, they stopped to visit with a cluster of fluffy-headed alpaca and, in the next pen, a group of llamas that were a bit larger and more camel-like in looks.


Another tent held cages of huge angora rabbits. “Look at that guy,” Suzanne said. “He’s as big as a pillow.”


“He is. Couldn’t you just imagine cuddling up with him?” It was the biggest rabbit Lucy had ever seen, its furry coat prized for softness.


Just beyond the animals, there were several rows of smaller white tents—the many vendors who had come to sell their wares and publicize their shops and businesses, all related somehow to spinning, knitting, and other handcrafts.


“I guess we should look for Maggie’s booth,” Dana said, looking around.


“Right . . . before I lose control and start shopping again,” Suzanne warned them.


Lucy found a map in the pile of flyers the parking attendant had handed them. While she stood puzzling over it, Phoebe suddenly appeared. She was dressed for the country outing in a green cargo jacket, skinny jeans, and black high-tops. The purple T-shirt under Phoebe’s jacket read, “Keep staring. I may do a trick.”


Phoebe was just returning from a food run and her cardboard tray was heaped with items—a paper bowl of curly fries and a soft drink on one side and a yogurt, a green apple, and tea on the other. Her idea of a balanced diet—juggling her junk food with Maggie’s healthy choices.


“Hey, guys. What took you so long? Did you get lost or something?”


“We made a few stops. The farm stands were hard to resist . . . for some of us.” Dana glanced at Suzanne. “I hope we didn’t miss Maggie’s demonstration?”


“She doesn’t go on for at least half an hour. We’ve already set up the wheel. The booth is right over here,” Phoebe added, leading the way.


“I’d follow the smell of those curly fries anywhere,” Suzanne murmured. “Where’s the snack stand? I could go for a bite.”


Lucy was tempted to remind Suzanne of the apple cider doughnuts gobbled down at the last farm stand, but she restrained herself.


“Keep it moving. We’ll find some food later.” Lucy gently prodded Suzanne to keep her on track, though her friend kept slowing down as the colorful displays in different booths caught her eye. It all looked very tempting, Lucy thought. Suzanne wasn’t the only one eager to shop. There were handmade purses and pillows, woven rugs and fiber art, other booths with dresses and shawls, sweet-smelling soaps and lotions. Many booths offered knitting tools, unique yarns, and spinning supplies. Lucy kept reminding herself they would come back later and browse. Besides, there was only one booth where she would ever buy knitting supplies and it soon came into view.


A large oval sign with the Black Sheep Knitting Shop logo marked Maggie’s spot, and Lucy pushed Suzanne a few more yards to their goal.


Maggie’s booth was practically a mini version of her shop, with everything set up in an eye-catching way.


Handmade sweaters and scarves stood on stands or hung from the tent’s ceiling. There were tables inside and out displaying large baskets of yarn, needles, and various knitting tools. Flyers about classes and special coupons filled other baskets near the flow of passing traffic.


Lucy also noticed Maggie’s spinning wheel—a small one she used at home, not the large one she had in the shop—set up to one side of the booth, ready and waiting for its owner to make the magic happen.


Lucy had never learned to spin, though watching someone else manage it never failed to fascinate her. Maggie claimed it wasn’t hard at all, but Lucy guessed it was one of those “not hard at all” activities that are only perfected with lots of time, interest, and practice, practice, practice—like playing the piano. She had never gotten very far with the instrument and felt the same fate would befall her if she invested in a spinning wheel.


Maggie was at the back of the booth, showing some customers a beautiful fringed wrap composed of a variety of stitches in a soft butternut-squash-colored yarn—a sample for one of the classes Maggie was giving at the shop in the fall called It’s a Wrap!


Maggie looked up and noticed that her friends had arrived. She quickly excused herself and walked toward them.


“Sorry we’re late.” Dana had to practically shout to be heard above the music coming from a performance stage somewhere nearby. “You look so busy, I’ll bet you didn’t even miss us.”


“I knew you were making a day of it. I’m sure you stopped to buy a few pumpkins and such.”


“Pumpkins, yes. And a lot of ‘and such,’ ” Lucy said drily.


“We’re here for your performance,” Suzanne said brightly.


“Oh, that’s no big deal. You’ve seen my act before. Ellie asked a few of us to show how the wheel works. She’s looking for more students for her classes. She’s been giving free lessons on hand spinning all day and giving out these souvenir spindles. Cute, right?”


Maggie picked up a wooden spindle from the table behind her. Strands of white fiber were wrapped on one end. The flat round disk on top was imprinted with the words “Laughing Llama Farm” and bracketed on either side by the black silhouette of a llama.


Suzanne took the spindle and looked it over. “What a great idea. All I ever come up with for a giveaway is refrigerator magnets.”


“I should order something like this for my shop. Very clever . . . and useful,” Maggie agreed.


“Look, there’s Ellie.” Dana turned and waved. “I guess she has to visit all the vendors. Like a hostess at a big dinner party.”


An odd way to put it, but it seemed to describe Ellie’s path through the booths very aptly. Lucy saw the festival hostess work her way down the line, stopping at each tent to chat with the proprietor. When she noticed Dana, she waved and headed straight in their direction.


With her height, slim build, and glossy reddish-brown hair, Ellie would be easy to spot in any crowd. She wore a long vest knit of fuzzy putty-colored yarn and belted at the waist over jeans and high black riding-style boots. As she drew closer, Lucy recognized the vest. It was made of llama fiber from her own herd. Ellie had showed it to them once at a knitting group meeting while she was still working on it.


The homespun vest, however, did not disqualify her from looking like a cover shot on a magazine—one about high-style country living. The past few months on the farm had not dulled a certain city air, Lucy thought. Not in a bad way, but Ellie did stand out today from most of the farm’s visitors.


It might have been her sleek haircut, or just her confident manner. You couldn’t discount her manicure, either, Lucy noticed. Not quite the hands of a farm woman, that was for sure. But she was a talented entrepreneur. She greeted each of them with a wide smile and a warm hug.


“Thanks for coming, everyone. Nice crowd, don’t you think? We’ve been so lucky with the weather. I knew we’d have a beautiful day. Ben was so nervous. He nearly drove me crazy.”


Typically upbeat and talkative, Ellie was running in high gear. But she was the organizer, director, and hostess of the entire event. Anyone would be excited.


“Your booth looks great, Maggie.” Ellie twirled around, taking in the displays. “Have you sold much today?”


“Here and there. People are mostly browsing and asking questions. It’s all good publicity.”


“Yes, it will be. You’re such a good sport.” Ellie patted Maggie’s arm, then glanced at her watch. “You’re not scheduled to spin for at least half an hour. The herding demonstration isn’t over yet.”


“With the border collies? Did I miss that, too?” Phoebe sounded thoroughly disappointed. A fry hung limply from her fingertips.


“I’m sorry, Phoebe. I did say you could see that, didn’t I?” Maggie sighed. “Why don’t you go right now? You can catch the rest of it.”


“The end is the best part,” Suzanne consoled her. “When the dogs chase those silly sheep through the chutes.”


Phoebe grabbed her soda and slurped noisily as she took off. “Catch you guys later. I’ll take some pictures for the shop.”


“Great. . . . Can anyone take a few of me? That would be a nice touch for the bulletin board, too. In addition to the herding dogs, I mean.”


“I’ll take some pictures of you.” Lucy smiled at Maggie’s subtle sarcasm. Maggie stepped over to a display table and posed.


“The farm looks great, Ellie,” Dana said sincerely. “You’ve done so much with the place in such a short time.”


“The festival gave us a good deadline. It’s amazing how far a little paint and elbow grease can go. There’s still a ton of repairs to make before the winter. Ben tries to do them himself, to save money. Between you and me, he’s not really that handy.” She lowered her voice a bit and laughed. “But we’ll get through it. Little by little.”


“You have a good-sized crowd. I’ve been to a few of these by now. Some can be deadly boring,” Dana confessed.


“Oh, yeah,” Suzanne agreed. “A few sleepy sheep and a table with some scented soap.”


Ellie laughed. “I know what you mean. I didn’t want our debut to be anything like that. We’ll probably lose money when it’s all said and done. But it will be worth the publicity. There’s a reporter coming out from the Plum Harbor Times. I hope I can catch her and get a few nice quotes in the article.”


Ellie peered into the crowd as she spoke. Lucy saw her expression suddenly sour as a woman nearby waved and walked toward them. Lucy had a feeling this was not the newspaper reporter Ellie had been looking for, but someone else she had not expected to see.


In the blink of an eye, Ellie was smiling again, greeting the guest cheerfully—her professional training kicking in.


“Angelica . . . what a nice surprise. Thanks for coming.” Angelica and Ellie air kissed. Then Ellie stepped back for introductions. “This is my neighbor Angelica Rossi, everyone. She owns Sweet Meadow Farm, just down the road.”


Sweet Meadow? Lucy recalled passing a sign for that farm in their travels. Had they stopped there to buy something? Then she remembered. It was another organic fiber farm, one where alpaca were raised. Almost a direct competitor with Laughing Llama. What were the chances of two such enterprises opening up within five miles of each other?


Angelica Rossi must have asked herself the same question when she heard about the Kruegers and their llama herd coming to town.


Angelica, the polar opposite of Ellie in looks and style, carried a basket over her arm, partially hidden by the edge of her shawl. Lucy took a peek. She saw tiny bunches of yarn attached to business cards. Samples of Sweet Meadow Farm’s products, Lucy realized. Which would be fine except that Angelica apparently had not troubled herself to rent a booth at the fair.


Ellie must have noticed, too. But generously . . . or wisely . . . or both . . . didn’t make a fuss about it.


Lucy would have described Angelica as an “old hippie,” though she was not that old, maybe in her mid-forties. Her wavy brown hair, threaded with gray, was amazingly long, woven in a braid that hung halfway down her back. She wore a loose peasant-style blouse, a knitted shawl, and a long denim skirt, with black lace-up boots peeking out from below the hem. Hoop earrings and a few silver bangles completed her outfit. Not a drop of makeup. Not even lip balm. Not even lip balm made from pure beeswax, Lucy guessed.


Some might have pegged Angelica as a perfect candidate for a makeover show, but the lady farmer seemed totally at ease, poised and confident. Lucy sensed that something about the owner of Sweet Meadow Farm made Ellie nervous.


Ellie quickly introduced everyone, leaving Maggie for last. “And this is Maggie Messina, from the Black Sheep Knitting Shop—”


“Oh, we know each other,” Maggie interrupted. “Hello, Angelica. Nice to see you.” Her tone was polite and cheerful. But Lucy could tell from a certain tension in Maggie’s smile that her friend did not have warm feelings for Angelica, either.


“Your booth looks lovely. I’m not surprised, knowing your shop.” Angelica looked around at the displays. “What’s this? Are you giving these away?”


Angelica picked up the spindle Maggie had left on the display table.


“Ellie is. She’s giving them out as souvenirs from the fair. They have a little imprint, see?” Maggie pointed out the embellishment. “You can have that one, if you like.”


“Thanks. It’s very clever,” she said, slipping it into her basket. “The festival is great,” she added, turning back to Ellie again. “I’d love to hold an event like this at Sweet Meadow. But I know it wouldn’t be half as nice.”


“It’s a big job. But not rocket science. I’ll help if you want to try it. Let me know.”


Angelica looked surprised by Ellie’s offer. Lucy was, too. She wondered if Ellie was sincere. Or if she knew that her rival would never take her up on it.


An urgent beeping sound, like a cell phone, interrupted their conversation.


“Excuse me, that must be Ben . . .” Ellie took a walkie-talkie out of her vest pocket. “Hi, honey, what’s up? Is Dot down there with you? I was looking for her at the animal tents and she wasn’t around . . .”


While Ellie spoke with her husband, Angelica said goodbye and slipped back into the crowd, her long braid and basket swinging from side to side as she strolled away.


A few moments later, Lucy and her friends instinctively huddled around Ellie.


“That Angelica . . . she’s too much,” Ellie said under her breath. “She has some nerve waltzing around here all afternoon. Did you see those samples she’s giving out? She should have paid for a booth, like everyone else. But I didn’t call her on it. Trying to take the high road, I guess. I’m sure she’s just here to spy on me, anyway. Like she’s been doing since we got here.”


“You know what they say,” Maggie murmured. “Spying is the highest form of flattery.”


“Imitation is the highest form,” Dana corrected her. “Spying is a little . . . obsessive. You were so cordial, Ellie. It was hard to tell that she isn’t a friendly competitor.”


“We’re new here. We can’t afford to make enemies with our neighbors. I’d be happy to be on good terms with her. She raises alpaca, we raise llamas. There’s a world of difference between them. But she turns it into a rivalry. And for all her Sweet Meadow sweetness, she plays pretty dirty.” Ellie’s expression clouded. “Oh, we act perfectly nice to each other in public. But I know for a fact she talks down our farm and spreads rumors with the other landowners and all our mutual business contacts.”


“Rumors? What kind of rumors?” Dana asked curiously.


“For one thing, that alpaca fiber is superior to llamas’. Which is patently untrue. Both have their value and uses. But Angelica’s a real fiber snob. Aside from that, she tells everyone that we don’t know what we’re doing and our llamas are not good pedigree like her herd of blue-ribbon winners. And she tells vendors that we’re not spinning the pure fibers we claim, mixing in sheep’s wool and other extenders. Which isn’t true at all. I’ve never been able to catch her. But I know where all this trash talk is coming from.”


“I used to carry Sweet Meadow yarn. But I don’t anymore.”


Maggie’s quiet words caught Lucy’s interest. But Maggie didn’t elaborate. Now that Maggie mentioned it, Lucy did remember Sweet Meadow hand-spun products in the shop, but she hadn’t noticed when the yarns had disappeared.


“She’s a sharp cookie. Or thinks she is. Never mind that Mother Earth act,” Ellie added. “I think there’s plenty of room in the basket for everyone’s boutique yarns. But Angelica is very competitive. She seems to think only one of us can survive and thrive.”


“A little advice, if you don’t mind,” Maggie replied. “Don’t get caught up in that game. Focus on your own business and the rest will take care of itself.”


“My mother always told me, ‘Just hoe your own row.’ That seems to apply double since you’re on a farm,” Suzanne added.


“Maggie’s right. Don’t engage,” Dana advised. “She’ll eventually lose interest. I can almost guarantee that.”


Lucy didn’t have any wise words to offer. She did know that Maggie’s advice came from her own experience. She’d had a fierce rival in town at one time and had let the emotions of the situation get the best of her. Unfortunately, when the rival store owner was found dead, the police looked at Maggie as the prime suspect.


“Thanks for the advice and for listening. I’ll keep it all in mind.” Ellie glanced at her watch. “I think it’s time for your demonstration, Maggie. Do you need any help setting up?”


“Phoebe and I prepared everything a while ago. I just need my stool. It’s behind the back table somewhere.”


Maggie left to fetch her stool while Lucy and her friends stepped over to the spinning wheel for prime viewing spots.


Ellie stepped out into the path and called out to those passing by, “Spinning demonstration at the Black Sheep tent, starting in two minutes. Come and see some expert spinning. Maggie Messina, the owner of the Black Sheep Knitting Shop, is about to begin her demonstration in a just a few minutes . . .”


The fiddlers had stopped for a while but now started up again. Ellie had to shout to be heard over the noise but managed to pull in a large audience.


Maggie set her stool down and took her place at the back of the wheel. She briefly showed the group a handful of fur, clipped from one of Ellie’s llamas, known as roving. Then she showed how the fibers were combed out and set on the spindle.


She put her feet on the pedals, explaining each step of the process, and began to work the delicate thread of fiber that slipped from the wheel.


Lucy and her friends stepped aside to give others a better view. Maggie had been right. They had all seen this performance in the shop many times before, though Lucy still found it fascinating to watch the wad of animal fur spun into a thin strand of yarn.


“So you can see here a lovely smooth strand of yarn is forming . . .” Maggie paused to show the group her handiwork.


Lucy suddenly heard a high-pitched voice shouting in the crowd, not far from Maggie’s tent. At first she thought it was a child having a meltdown. But as the shouts got closer, she realized it was Phoebe and she was in trouble.


“Help . . . somebody! Please. . . . The llamas . . . out in the pasture. . . . They’ve been hurt. . . . Oh, it’s horrible . . .”


Lucy turned to see their young friend running toward them as fast as her high-tops would carry her. People walking on the path between the tents parted to let her through, their expressions confused and disturbed.


Phoebe’s arms waved wildly in alarm, her eyeliner and mascara running down her face in tiny rivers of black tears.


“It’s so awful. . . . The poor animals . . .” she sobbed, gasping for breath. Dana ran toward her, and Phoebe practically collapsed in her arms.


“Phoebe, please. Slow down. Take a few deep breaths. What happened, honey? Why are you so upset?”


“The herding show was over and I was just heading back here,” Phoebe finally managed. “We all heard a loud noise . . . like firecrackers. A pop-pop sound? The llamas started running around like crazy in the field and making this horrible sound. I ran over to the meadow to see what was going on. They were running in all directions and . . . and a few of them are hurt. It looks like someone . . . someone . . . shot them.”


“Shot at them? I can’t believe it!” Ellie looked horrified. Her eyes widened with panic and disbelief.


“It wasn’t a real gun,” Phoebe quickly added. “It must have been a paint gun. Or something like that. The first llama that was hit was streaked with red. But the next one was blue. So it must have been paint, right? That’s twisted enough, if you ask me.”


“A paint gun? That’s awful!” Ellie pulled out her walkie-talkie. “Ben . . . Dot . . . can anyone hear me?”


They all listened for an answer but only heard an annoying crackling sound.


“I’d better get down there . . .” Ellie stashed the walkie-talkie in her pocket and took off, headed for the pasture.


“I’m going to help her.” Dana glanced at her friends.


“I’ll go, too,” Lucy said.


“Me, too,” Suzanne agreed.


“Go ahead. I’d better stay here with Phoebe,” Maggie offered.


Seeing the llamas attacked would be distressful for anyone but especially for Phoebe, Lucy thought. She loved animals and seemed to have a deep connection with four-legged creatures. Phoebe talked tough but was really a very tender soul.


As Lucy ran to catch up with her friends, she saw Maggie hand Phoebe a wad of tissues and a bottle of water, then lead her to the back of the booth. Lucy tried to catch sight of Ellie and Dana up ahead. She couldn’t find them in the crowd as the flow of visitors now moved toward the parking area—seniors clutching their purchases and knitting totes, parents dragging squirming children by the hand.


The entire mood of the event had changed in an instant, as if a dark cloud had slipped over the sun.


Lucy worried about what they would find in the meadow. She hated to see animals in pain. Even though it wasn’t a real gun, a paint gun was still a weapon and could cause injuries, especially when fired at close range. The llamas could have broken bones or have internal bleeding. She wondered if Ellie or Ben had called Matt yet, then decided to take the initiative. She pulled out her cell phone, and quickly hit Matt’s number.


He answered on the first ring. “Hi, honey, what’s up? How’s the fair?”


“Not so good. Can you come out here? The llamas have been attacked. They need your help.”




[image: Images]


Chapter Two


Look at them! The poor creatures! Who did this? Who could be so cruel?”


Ellie yanked the gate open and ran out in the meadow. She crouched next to a llama that knelt on its front knees, making a painful bleating sound.


The llama was splashed with red paint from its ears to its tail, and every few moments, it gave its head a hard shake, like a wet dog trying to shake off the rain. One eye was swollen shut, and Lucy felt her stomach lurch. She quickly looked away, reminding herself it was just paint, though the effect was still gruesome.


“How awful. I can hardly bear to look.” Dana came to stand beside Lucy at the gate. “Quite a few look hurt. But maybe they’re just stunned?”


“Maybe,” Suzanne said quietly. “That one is limping. Looks like its leg was hit. Poor thing. . . . What should we do?” Suzanne’s voice verged on tears. Lucy felt frustrated, too. It was like coming upon the scene of a multicar accident, with so many victims wandering about, dazed and injured.


She saw a man out in the meadow, trying to clamp a lead to one of the llamas that had been hit. He wore jeans and a yellow T-shirt that had been made up for the festival. Ellie suddenly called out, and Lucy knew it was her husband.


“Ben . . . come and help me. I think Buttercup is unconscious. . . . I can hardly hear her breathing.” Ellie’s llama was prostrate on the ground now, lying on its side.


“I’ll be right there, Ellie. I have my hands full over here. Where’s Dot?” He looked around as the animal he tended began to gag, jerking out its long neck. The sound was loud and disturbing.


“Oh, for pity’s sake . . . what the . . .” Ben just managed to jump out of the way as the llama finally expelled the contents of its stomach, a mixture of partly digested hay and bright red mucus.
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