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Grant’s Crossing Gazette

Drug Overdose Kills Local Man

Authorities Suspect Foul Play


Grant’s Crossing is reeling today. The body found floating in the Alder River this week, near the old sawmill property, was one of our own. Police identified Bradley McTaggart; forty-two years old, single. He worked part-time for Dr. Reid Harrison as a delivery person. Dr. Harrison is shocked by the death. Police deem McTaggart’s death suspicious and are investigating. Family members were not available for comment.





McTaggart. The name rang a bell, but I had other things on my mind and dismissed the disturbing headline on my way to the lawyer’s office.

Not where I really wanted to spend my time, even if the weather was stellar in this rural Ontario small town. I’d been summoned back to Grant’s Crossing to meet with my late Uncle Dalton’s lawyer. Seems my uncle had bequeathed me the old farmhouse. I could only imagine it stuffed to the rafters with all the god-awful stuff old people like to hang on to. And for extra fun, I’d been told livestock was included.

Do I sound ungrateful? I don’t mean to be, but seriously, livestock?

Legal correspondence advised of my Great Uncle Dalton Grant’s death about two months ago. I’d been unaware until the letter arrived. My fault in not keeping the post office current on my latest move. I’d been stunned to learn of my status as sole heir. Which is why I now found myself searching for the lawyer’s office. Instructions had been sent requesting my presence to deal with paperwork and whatever else was necessary. While family death wasn’t foreign to me its legal formalities were new territory and I wasn’t sure what to expect.

I made the three-hour drive to Grant’s Crossing just in time for the ten o’clock appointment. Now I wished I had taken the time to have breakfast; nerves were setting in, mixed with a dose of apprehension.

I entered the reception area and introduced myself to the no-nonsense assistant guarding the entrance to the lawyer’s inner sanctum.

“Hi. Alysha Grant. I have an appointment to see Bryce Lockhart.”

She barely turned her head. “Have a seat. Mr. Lockhart will be with your shortly.”

She was as dry as the dust I saw layered on the baseboards, and I wondered if the lawyer had been here since time began. Within minutes I was ushered into the great man’s office. The look of surprise on his aged face bordered on comical. In hindsight, I’d say he hadn’t expected to see a twenty-eight-year-old who could pass for seventeen. Envious friends say my baby face, bouncy blond curls, and waif-like figure always worked to my advantage.

Despite my business degree and real estate license, potential employers have never taken me seriously, hence the shock registering on Bryce Lockhart’s face. Mr. Bryce Woodrow Lockhart (spelled out boldly on his name plaque) fell under old school, I’d say. Probably about eighty. An exaggeration perhaps, but still an old fart.

His withering gaze told me I was dressed inappropriately. Maybe my choice of denim cut-offs and Birkenstocks spoke of immaturity. But what the heck, I was between jobs, and it was summer, what’d he expect?

He adjusted his glasses and proceeded to intone details of my inheritance. His dry and pedantic voice droned on about familial responsibility. He touched on the family rift between my father and my grandparents. Thankfully he didn’t mention the car crash that killed my parents. Even though it had been three years, I remained numb to the loss. I’d no desire to discuss something so personal with this dried-up shell of a man. He looked exasperated at my lack of comment.

He told me how Uncle Dalton had moved into the old farmhouse when my grandfather died. I already knew this. I admit even though he took over paying my tuition at University. I hadn’t paid much attention to Uncle Dalton, or my grandmother, after my parents were gone. Too wrapped up in my own misery, concentrating on my studies, and Jeff, my boyfriend.

Mr. Lockhart’s tight lips spelled out disapproval in spades. I didn’t like him either. “I know Uncle Dalton moved into the farmhouse. What I need to know is how all this affects me now.”

With a theatrical sigh, the lawyer paused in his ramblings and shuffled papers. I glanced around the room. For a small-town lawyer, he must have been doing quite well. Maybe he was the town’s only lawyer. His large antique desk took up much of the room and comfy chairs sat beside large windows looking out onto Main Street. I gazed out on a vibrant and attractive town, not as I’d remembered it when I left. I forced myself back to matters at hand as Lockhart returned to business.

“Pertaining to the present day then, and what affects you. You’ve inherited the house and several acres. This includes all farm outbuildings and existing livestock.”

“Define several.”

Good. His reaction indicated he needn’t underestimate me. He fiddled with his ear, trying to adjust a hearing aid, or playing for time?

“Ah, yes. The last survey shows just over six hectares or fifteen acres.” He peered at me over his glasses. “You may not be familiar with imperial measurement.”

Aaaargggh! Condescending bugger! I forced myself not to respond to the age-related dig as I struggled to envisage the size of the property.

“I remember conversations when I was a little girl about subdividing the property, but I never knew its exact size. When my grandfather died, Gran vowed to keep the land intact. She had vision.” I smiled to myself, remembering now the sense of comfort and safety I’d enjoyed there as a child.

“Indeed. Her vision provided financial security. Her decision to open up the home to paying guests saw her through some tough times.” He paused. “Which brings me to another facet of the will.”

How could there possibly be more?

“Your grandmother was adamant her home provide a more personal environment for those not yet ready for assisted, or long term, care. Dalton agreed and his will provides for ongoing arrangements for the current residents.”

The light bulb went on. I’d have to continue to provide a home for old people? No way. Not signing up to be a nurse. Images of lost dentures and bathroom accidents flashed through my mind. As if reading my thoughts, Lockhart carried on.

“Ms. Grant, these are not incapacitated folk. I would describe most of them as vital, young at heart, but in need of surroundings that address their social and emotional needs. Without the worries of maintaining their own home.”

I broke into his endless speech. “Seriously—old people—shouldn’t they be in a proper nursing home or something?”

Lockhart pinched the bridge of his nose. “If this is not for you, Ms. Grant, I can help. It’s a valuable property; you would have no problem finding a buyer.”

I took a deep breath. “This is overwhelming, Mr. Lockhart.” Unbidden, a panicked vision of responsibilities took hold. A good time to change the topic so I asked a question. “You mentioned livestock. What kind of livestock. Horses, chickens?”

“No, three alpacas. It’s a farm, there are always chickens.” 

“Right, I’d forgotten about the alpacas. Aren’t they like llamas?” 

“Similar. I’ve included information. If you recall they were pets of your grandmother’s. She bought them after your grandfather died with the intention to breed them and began a business harvesting their fleece. Your grandmother came from a generation who knew how to be resourceful,” he said. He sounded put out as if I should be more aware of my grandmother’s abilities or was he accusing me of not being resourceful. Really! He knew nothing about me.

I had to bite my lip, my irritation with this whole situation had grown stronger by the minute. I wanted to escape and needed time to think.

I admit I’d been an ungrateful granddaughter and hadn’t paid much attention to family matters. I hadn’t even gone up to the house after Gran’s funeral. Said a quick goodbye to Uncle Dalton at the cemetery and hightailed it back to Guelph. But now it had come full circle, and everything had landed on me. Karma in action.

The lawyer’s lips moved, but I’d tuned him out. He must have clued in because he stopped talking and peered at me. He pushed his glasses back into position on the bridge of his nose and waited for me to respond. Was it my imagination or did his lip actually curl in a show of distaste? Or was he mirroring my feelings towards him?

He cleared his throat. “As I said, Ms. Grant. The house is in excellent shape and furnished. A complete renovation, including an addition, was done some time ago with quarters for the staff needed to run Leven Lodge. Ready to move right in, as is.”

“Staff. Oh. Jan, right? She’s still there?”

Another exasperated sigh. “Yes. It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. It may not be to your taste but, you’ll have the housekeeper and a cook. A gardener is on hand a few times a week. I’ve reviewed the books of each business and can see your Uncle barely kept in the black with Leven Lodge’s paying guests, and the alpacas. The minimal income from fleece sales goes toward their feed and vet bills. Currently, there’s enough money for you to retain the cook and housekeeper for a year. Taxes and other expenses for the house are also covered—barring any major repairs.”

I’d had enough. Time to take charge. “Do I have to sign these papers today? I’d like to read them and consult with my partner. It would be a huge lifestyle change but...well, I have to give this a lot of serious thought.”

He started closing folders on his desk. The patronizing tone returned. “I can give you a week from today but no later.” He handed me a bank manager’s business card. “You’ll probably want to deal with a local bank.”

He held out a sheaf of paperwork. “Here’s all you need, along with details of the sale of the sawmill property, if you’re interested. On a side note, the sale paid for the renovations.”

I took hold of the paperwork, but he wasn’t finished.

“As I mentioned earlier, you may want to consider selling if you anticipate running Leven Lodge is not for you. I can negotiate for you if you decide to sell. Something to think about. However, be aware the will states any sale is on condition the new owner would continue to provide a home for any residents still there.”

My brain rattled. “Thank you. You’ve given me a lot to consider.”

“Very well, if you don’t have any further questions, I do have another appointment. Call my office should you need anything.”

Of course, I had a million questions. How does one go from being a graduate student coursing carefree through life, to being a landowner, a farmer? With responsibility for eight old folks in a guest house?

I stood when he did, shook his outstretched hand, and murmured a small thank you.

As I walked out into the bright sunshine clutching the folder, I felt faint. I looked for a Starbucks. No such luck. I spied a cafe sign and headed there for a fix of caffeine. My mind fell blank, allowing no room for any thoughts of antique furniture, paying guests, or animals to intrude. Where was Jeff when I needed him? His irritatingly calm demeanor, not to mention nerdy ways, was just what I needed.

Jeff Iverson and I were a couple and had been living together since grad school. He’s a brilliant man but as I said, a nerd. Give him an academic journal and he’s in heaven. He’s attached at the hip to most computer gadgets, but bails me out when I’m stuck, which is most of the time.

The cafe was busy but I didn’t pay much attention to those around me as I sat and remembered my childhood in Grant’s Crossing. There were times I’d not wanted to go to school, same as any kid. But that had been the worst of my troubles. At least until Dad had that huge fight with my grandparents. Something to do with the sawmill being sold. And now I’d been handed more responsibility than I ever wanted. Maybe he was right, and I should just sell it.

I ordered a second coffee as thoughts started coming faster than I could sort them. Panic set in as I searched for my phone. I needed to hear Jeff’s voice. Where was my phone? I finally found it sitting underneath my bag. Jeff answered on the first ring but didn’t interrupt as I relayed the news of the farmhouse, paying guests, and alpacas.

His response was unexpected. “So, what’re you waiting for? You’ve been wanting a business of your own and now you’ve been handed one. And I can help you.”

“But what about our life in Guelph? Won’t you miss your friends, family?”

“You’re my family, Alysha. Maybe, it’s time to start a new life. Besides, I always wanted to hook up with an heiress.”

“Funny boy. I haven’t even seen the house yet. I left when I was thirteen and only had one brief visit a couple of years later. It’s probably a museum. And the town itself—they don’t even have a Starbucks.”

“We can live without Starbucks. Why don’t you go see it today and send me pics? I’m dying to see the alpacas.”

“I don’t know. There’s so much to think about.”

“Take a deep breath, I can tell you’re in shock. Listen, don’t make any decisions without me, right? My contract here has wrapped up. I can pack a few things and be there tomorrow.”

I calmed down and said, “So you do have a spontaneous side.”

I gave him directions and said goodbye. Then I finished my coffee, left the cafe and grabbed a copy of the local newspaper I’d seen earlier. Might as well start familiarizing myself with the surroundings if this was to be my new home. Headlines blared, Drug Overdose Kills Local Man—Authorities Suspect Foul Play.

I now had more time to read about Bradley McTaggart whose body had been discovered floating in the river near the old sawmill a few days ago. It didn’t seem right that crime could be part of my old hometown, but reality told me nowhere was immune. 

Main Street bustled and I enjoyed the stroll peeking into a variety of shop windows. What had made me think this was a dying town?

I passed a pub, with requisite patio, catering to locals enjoying various beverages. Colorful umbrellas advertising popular brews, and small craft ales, provided shade from the midday sun.

It made me thirsty, and I also craved a smoke after what I’d endured at the lawyer’s office. I’d given up the habit a few years ago, but sometimes the urge could be overwhelming, especially when I felt stressed. I entered a convenience store to buy a pack of nicotine gum. I know everyone seems to be into vaping, but it didn’t appeal to me.

“Trying to kick the habit, are you?” The clerk rang up my purchase.

“Yeah, something like that.”

He handed me my change and smiled. “Not seen you around here before?”

“I’m on my way to the Grant farmhouse.”

“The Grant farmhouse? You mean Leven Lodge. Estelle changed the name when she turned it into a guesthouse a few years ago. You looking for a room? Those folks are a bit old for ya.”

He must be related to the lawyer. Did everyone here assume I’m too young to know anything. I declined a response; it would only lead to more questions.

He was all about being the source of tourist information. “Let’s see now. Keep on walking past the square to the end of Main Street and cross at the traffic lights. Go over the bridge and keep walking. It’s quite a bit further on. Sure you wanna walk that far? It’s right at the edge of town—the biggest farmhouse around. Estelle and Dalton kept it looking beautiful so you can’t miss it.”

“Thanks, I know my way.”

The shopkeeper paused. He eyed the newspaper tucked under my arm. “You’re not a reporter, are you? We’ve had enough of them since the body was found. Terrible business. Don’t know what this town is coming to. Sawmill closed years ago. Heard it got sold to some developer. Hmmph. Not sure what they’ll do with it. Changes, changes, all the time.”

“No, no. I used to live here, and I remember the farmhouse.” I tapped the newspaper with my hand. “I’ve read about them finding the body though.”

Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned living here before, because now he truly was interested. “You don’t say. Well now you mention it, you kind of look familiar, and I 'm good at remembering. No, don’t tell me.” He wrinkled his brow and peered off into the distance for a moment before giving a shrug. “It’ll come to me later. Now then, you’ll find Leven Lodge more toward where the river is wider.”

I gritted my teeth and wanted to bring this conversation to an end. I certainly wasn’t going to reveal I was Estelle’s granddaughter. I thanked him and made my escape to the street. I could’ve been trapped there all day listening to his gossip.

I decided to walk to the farmhouse and wondered what kind of reception I’d receive.

Large planters bookended convenient benches, the sidewalk shaded by trees in full leaf. I passed the town square busy with shoppers. When I reached the bridge leading to Grant Avenue, I observed and admired the mixture of architecture. Obtaining my real estate license had made me more aware of style and I was impressed by what I saw. I wondered about the housing market. If I needed a part-time job it wouldn’t hurt to make contact with a local realtor.

Gazing at the river running under the bridge, I envisioned the body found floating there, and it made me shudder. I lingered for a few moments deep in thought, recalling times spent here holding my grandfather’s hand when I was small. I gave myself a shake—best not go there. I still had a distance to walk so I stuffed the newspaper in my purse. It was a pleasant trek and as I rounded a corner, I could see the farmhouse situated on a small rise, the name etched into a large stone at the foot of the driveway. 

Memories flooded back. Helping Gran feed chickens, picking fresh vegetables from the garden. Bedtime stories. Can you really go home again?

The house looked as if it had been there a hundred years and probably had. I started up the tree-lined driveway with well-tended lawns and flowering shrubs on either side. As I neared the house, I could make out the barn tucked in behind, and green fields spreading out in the distance.

I’d only been thirteen when I left, so I’d forgotten how big the farmhouse and property was. The realtor in me could see the obvious work gone into its upkeep. Yellow brick trimmed with dark green shutters and window frames. The windows gleamed and flower boxes welcomed me to the house.

The spacious veranda across the front and side lay in shadow. I envisioned a cool and peaceful ambience, so my return to Leven Lodge was not what I expected.

A gruff voice greeted me, “So you’ve arrived. We don’t need you here.” 
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CHAPTER TWO


Dianne
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“Gorgeous day, don’t you think?” I said.

Ty Rogers pursed his lips and cocked an eyebrow at my greeting. He put down his cup of tea. “If you like mosquitoes and spiders, then I guess, yes, it is. They’re so dreadfully abundant this time of year.” He gave a small, affected, shudder.

The veranda at Leven Lodge is usually in shade and a perfect place for having morning coffee or tea, but as it’s edged with peony bushes and hanging floral baskets I agreed with his comment. I patted his shoulder and sat down across from him. The veranda held lots of seating, with small tables, a favourite spot with the residents. 

“Guess we’ll soon meet the granddaughter, right? After Jan said she’d be here checking us out today, all I can say is, I hope I don’t have to move again. She might be too young and inexperienced to take over the lodge. I don’t want to end up on the street.”

“My, my Dianne, you’d be sure to find a bed somewhere if it happened, no worries. But Bea and Jock? At their age? Not so easy.”

“Don’t be jealous Ty. I’m sure I could bring you with me if need be. Now, if Rose and Lily had to find somewhere else, one of them would end up killing the other without us here to intervene. Dalton knew how to mediate with those two. Time will tell if the new owner is up to snuff. She’ll have to keep an eye on Lily.”

As for the rest of the group, let’s just say adapting to change is not their forte. Nothing’s ever constant but change and if you want to keep up, you’d best be flexible, I always say.

“Speaking of killing,” Ty said, pointing a manicured finger to the newspaper beside his tea. “What do you think about Jock’s nephew? Finding he’s dead must have been a shock for the old guy. He’s not talking much about it, is he?”

“You're right. Kind of unusual for him. He’s usually the first one to comment whether it concerns him or not. I’m sure poor Bea has heard all about it though.”

Bea and Jock McTaggart were Leven’s original paying residents, and probably the oldest. Estelle Grant had opened her huge home to them after she was widowed. The companionship had been good for her, and for Bea. The poor woman suffered silently being Jock’s wife. In my books, he’s a big bully. No wonder the daughter ran away. Bradley had been their next nearest relative. And a sad case. No friends, single, couldn’t hold a job until the doc offered him one, and always seemed frightened of his own shadow when he came to visit, which wasn’t often.

“The police seem to think it’s no suicide, or accidental overdose.” Ty’s comment had a gossipy overtone, and I threw him a stink eye. I put a finger to my lips and motioned to the balcony overhead.

“Shhh... Remember how voices carry. And let’s not jump to conclusions, for Bea’s sake, if no other reason.”

“You’re right, sorry.” The pout was a bit overdone, but typical for Ty. “Maybe I’ll learn more from Reid when I go for my next treatment. He’ll have to find a new delivery person to replace Bradley I guess.”

The front door opened, and I turned as Cassie DeSouza, our resident cook, stepped onto the veranda. “Everyone’s seated for breakfast. You two are MIA.”

I stood up. “Good morning to you as well, Cassie. We’ll be right in.”

“Sorry. Yes, good morning to you both. I’m a bit frazzled, trying to get breakfast ready and thinking about our new owner showing up later today. I hope I’ll still have a job.”

“No worries, Cassie, who else would be willing to put up with this group?” I hoped my smile would give her some encouragement. “Even with your—ah—creativity in menu planning, we certainly wouldn’t want anyone else.”

Pointing to the large grease stain on Cassie’s shirt, Ty commented, “Just make sure you’re wearing something more suitable, sweetie. I’d be glad to help you pick out something.”

“Thanks, but I think I can manage. Now come on before the pancakes grow cold.”

The aroma wafting from the dining room triggered growls from my stomach. I was relieved we were having a normal breakfast this morning and weren’t going to be subjected to one of Cassie’s new meal ideas unless of course those pancakes were made with bean sprouts and covered in chicory syrup. It’s been known to happen. We all loved Cassie, but sometimes her idea of something different didn’t go over too well. She needed to spend less time with the latest food fad and more time listening to what we liked. I'm just saying.

The others were already seated. We’d all been here long enough to have our own spots. Ty sits at one end of the table, which I think he’s always done to annoy Jock, who sits at the other end. I’m on Ty’s left. Rose sits next to me and beside her is Minnie. Now, she’s a strange one, still can’t get a handle on her. Been here for ages I’m told. Secretive and sarcastic. Not an easy one to like, she doesn’t play well with others.

Jock, who likes to think he’s the head of the table, has Bea on his left, with Lily who is Rose’s twin. Looney Tunes Phil completes that side of the table. There’s also room at each end for another chair. Estelle used to sit beside Jock and Dalton next to Ty. So I suppose, if she stays, Estelle’s granddaughter will take one of those spots.

As Ty and I took our places, I noticed Minnie, as usual, was the first to help herself. It amazed me how she could pack the food away and still look like a praying mantis. Sorry, not nice, she’s not even green. At least a healthy stack of pancakes remained dead center on the table. A platter of bacon and an assortment of fresh fruit completed the morning’s offering.

Pots of coffee and tea stood on the buffet. We were all accustomed to helping ourselves. Sometimes even before breakfast, as I’d done earlier.

“Morning all,” I said as I put my coffee cup on the table and settled next to Rose. “How’s everyone this beautiful day.”

“Might be nice to eat with some peace and quiet for once.”

“Jock, please,” said Bea and reached tentatively for his arm. He shrugged to one side to avoid the touch.

“These pancakes are delicious,” said Rose. “Make sure you have some bacon with them.”

Good deflection on Rose’s part. Dalton had usually played peacekeeper when tensions between Jock and Bea ran high. He is truly missed. It'd only been a couple of months, but it seemed only yesterday he’d been found, sitting in his favourite recliner, gone.

Ty put his fork aside. “Jock, you and Bea have been here the longest. Have you ever met this granddaughter? Think she’ll let us stay?”

This should be good. Jock wasn’t really in a talkative mood. I wasn’t the only one holding my breath.

Jock looked up from his plate and finished the mouthful of food he’d been working on. “She acted like a spoiled brat when she visited here with her folks. What I saw of her later didn’t impress me. Seen her a few years ago for Estelle’s funeral. Before that, only when she decided she could fit in a visit with her grandmother before heading off to some fancy school. Estelle bent over backward for that girl, especially after her parents died.”

“Now Jock, the poor girl had just lost her parents.” Bea tried to placate him, but he wasn’t done. He must’ve been fuming to say so much.

“Paid for her schooling and likely sent her food money at times as well. No doubt Dalton carried on similar nonsense after Estelle passed. Couldn’t even find the time to be here for his funeral. Hard to believe she’s Estelle’s family at all. Got some kind of degree but no real job. Waste of money. And now she thinks she can run this place. Good luck.”

He threw his napkin onto his unfinished breakfast plate, pushed away from the table, and left the room.

I turned my attention to Bea. Her sad eyes glistened. “He’s just upset you know. Losing Dalton after Estelle has been hard. And now the news about Brad. I thought Alysha a lovely girl. Not quite settled in her life, but young and finding her way. I’ll be glad to have another Grant here running things.”

I remained undecided. At sixty-something, I was the baby of the group and also the last one to take up residence. Long story about how I came to be here, but for this stage of my life it suited me fine. I’d only retired a couple of years ago, still drove and loved to socialize. Just not always with these fine folks - if you get my drift. So having someone in charge who’s more in tune with today’s values and trends may, or may not, work for me. She may be liberal-minded, but on the other hand if she’s expecting a home full of doddering, one foot in the grave, inmates she’ll be in for a surprise. ‘cause, honey, I’m not ready to be put out to pasture just yet.

I noticed Minnie watched Jock retreating, and as he disappeared up the stairs, she returned to her second helping of bacon, and muttered, “Nothing brightens a room like your absence, Jock.”

I often wondered about Minnie’s life. She landed here years ago, apparently on the advice of a local minister. She needed somewhere to convalesce after some surgery and never left. Always had her knitting bag in tow working on some project or other. Furtive too, rumor around here pegged her as a hoarder. Mind you, none of us have ever seen past the door to her room. She’ll grab the vacuum from Jan, our housekeeper, and supposedly does her own cleaning. But at least she always keeps her side of the bathroom we share neat and tidy. And the door to her room always closed, too. Not just closed, but locked. I know because I had to check a couple of times. Well, why not?

The new Ms. Grant might have other ideas. Perhaps Minnie wouldn’t be allowed to sequester herself as much. She’ll need a backbone to stand up to Minnie, though. Dalton knew how to handle her, kid gloves over fists of steel. But even he couldn’t get into her fortress, er, room.

“More pancakes, Dianne? Dianne?”

Sidetracked again. One pancake and a slice of bacon was plenty for me. I’m not much into exercise. The kind I do enjoy, well, it’s better with a partner So I need to watch those calories. Kind of a mutually beneficial arrangement.

“No thanks, Cassie. I’m done. Great breakfast by the way.” I hoped if I encouraged her, she might be more apt to stick to normal foods instead of her experiments.

She gave me a flustered smile.

“What time is Estelle’s granddaughter showing up?” I asked.

Cassie brushed a lock of damp hair behind her ear and glanced at her watch. “Any time this afternoon, and I’ve got so much to do. Want everything to look just so. And Jan’s in a real mood about the whole thing. She’s determined not a speck of dust should be found.”

I handed Cassie a stack of plates from the table. “I can lend a hand if you need help.”

Another smile. “I appreciate it but we’ll be okay. Just as long as all of you make sure your beds are made and dirty socks off the floor, right?”

Rose pushed her empty plate away and started to rise from the table. “Now, Cassie, dear. Don’t fret, it will all be right as rain, you’ll see. Lily? If you’re done, let’s go and make sure our room is spic and span.”

As if choreographed, breakfast was done. Chairs scraped back, crumbs fell, and folks dispersed.

“Cassie?”

“Yes, Ty.”

“Just a suggestion, pet, but fresh cut flowers from the garden might brighten up the rooms. The lilacs down the drive are simply stunning. I don’t mind putting together some arrangements, so everything coordinates properly.”

“Great idea, Ty. I’ll let Jan know and she can find some vases for you.”

I headed back upstairs to my room and watched as Minnie bypassed the stairs for the elevator. That woman, who seemed as fit as anyone, never took the stairs. I’d say most of us absolutely refused to use the thing in case it was seen as a sign of growing old. Jan got the most use from it, carting laundry and cleaning supplies up and down.

Or perhaps the old crone just wanted to get upstairs ahead of me and into her room before I could sneak a peek. As if I was even interested. Well, maybe just a little.

I love my room. Except for having to share the bathroom with Minnie. My room sits between hers and the larger bedroom Rose and Lily share. When renovations were done a few years ago, bigger windows went in. I have a great view of the property. I never get direct sun, but it provides plenty of bright light. Lots of trees around, and when I need some peace and quiet, I’m content to sit in the chair by the window and take in the view. It’s also a useful spot to see who’s coming and going.

Ty and I are the only ones using computers and the room’s spacious enough to give me a corner study of sorts. It’s important to keep abreast of what’s happening in the world and, in my books, even more important to stay current with the latest technology.

After checking a few emails and going through my closet to decide what I’d wear later, I grabbed a book and my cell phone and went back downstairs to find a spot on the veranda. By now there’d be a fresh pot of coffee in the kitchen as well.

I stepped out onto the veranda and noted Philip already in his spot, nose in
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