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      Lilly Ashraf looked up from a book of retro jewelry styles when the bell jingled above the front door of her shop, Juniper Junction Jewels.

      "Hi, Emma." She smiled.

      Emma Parker worked at Ruby Red's dress shop just up Main Street and Lilly had known her for several years. The adorably petite young woman was accompanied by a handsome man of about the same age, probably late twenties, wearing a lovestruck look.

      "Hi, Lilly." Emma nodded toward the man. "This is Todd Griffin." The smile Emma and Todd shared was so intimate Lilly felt like she was intruding.

      Lilly hadn't visited Ruby Red's in several months and hadn't spoken to Emma since her last visit. She had a happy hunch these two were in the market for an engagement ring. Lilly and Todd exchanged greetings while Emma glanced around at the displays.

      "I love your St. Patrick's Day decorations, Lilly." Emma grinned as she made a sweeping gesture with her arm. Lilly had tastefully decorated the shop with rainbows, little gnomes dressed in green and orange, and potted Oxalis, or shamrock plants. Each display window showcased a small, black, cast-iron kettle Lilly had filled with gold tissue paper. Nestled atop the tissue were pieces of gold jewelry and baubles. Lilly loved the whimsical, luck o’ the Irish vibe.

      Emma and Todd walked toward the back of the shop, where Lilly remained standing behind one of the glass counters. As they approached, Emma slipped her arm through Todd's and Lilly spied a ring featuring an enormous diamond on Emma's left hand. Her heart sank just a little. So much for that sale.

      "Lilly, Todd and I are getting married."

      "Congratulations! I'm very happy for you."

      "Thank you." Emma pushed a strand of dark hair behind one ear. "I've been telling Todd you design jewelry. I wanted him to see some of your work."

      "I'd be happy to show you." Lilly walked around the counter and beckoned the couple to follow her to an upright glass cabinet standing along one wall. "I designed and created everything in this case. If there's anything you'd like to see more closely, just say so. I have photos of other pieces, too."

      Lilly returned to her place behind the counter while Emma and Todd perused the contents of the cabinet. Emma pointed to different pieces and spoke quietly to Todd several times.

      Harry, Lilly’s assistant, returned to the shop from his lunch break a few minutes later. Another customer came in and Harry busied himself waiting on him while Emma and Todd continued to look at Lilly's designs. Finally, Emma looked up at Todd with her wide amber eyes and nodded. They both turned toward Lilly.

      "Your designs are so pretty," Emma said.

      Lilly beamed. "Thank you."

      "We're going to be married next spring, about thirteen months from now," Todd said. "We're planning on a large wedding party and—well, Emma, you can explain the details."

      "We’ll have eleven bridesmaids and eleven groomsmen, plus the maid of honor and the best man." She wiggled her fingers like she was counting. "Plus Todd’s mom, his stepdad, and my parents, so a total of twenty-eight people. We'd like to give each of them something meaningful to remember our wedding day, and we thought custom jewelry would be nice." She paused. "We’d like you to design and create the pieces for us. Would you be able to do that?"

      In her peripheral vision, Lilly saw Harry's jaw drop. Her mind wandered for a fraction of a second while she pictured herself as a Loony Tunes character, with bugged-out eyes and blurry dancing feet. This was the commission of her dreams. It was huge and would take lots of time, but the income would be well worth the effort.

      "Absolutely. I would be thrilled to take on a project like that."

      Emma clapped her hands together. "That's great. So, where do we start?"

      "Do you have any ideas for the designs you want? For example, one for the women and one for the men?"

      "We were thinking a different design for each person." Todd looked to Emma for confirmation and she nodded.

      "So twenty-eight unique pieces?"

      "Yes.” Emma paused. "Is that okay?"

      "Of course. Do you have ideas for the designs?"

      "We haven't gotten that far," Emma said. "We were hoping you could give us some guidance."

      "I can do that. Do you know what kind of metal you'd like to use?"

      Emma glanced at her engagement ring. "I guess white gold. Right?" She glanced at Todd, who smiled and nodded. "That's what my engagement ring is made of. That way all the metal would match."

      "That’ll be lovely," Lilly said. "Okay, next, do you have a theme in mind?"

      "Something springy," Emma said. Todd nodded in agreement.

      "Okay. So you want twenty-eight different spring designs made out of white gold." Lilly took up a pencil on the counter and poised it over a pad of paper.

      "Well, no. I was—I mean, we were—hoping you could put some kind of stones in each one. You know, in spring colors, like pink and yellow and green."

      This commission was getting better by the minute.

      "So you want white gold settings with some kind of gems in each one?"

      Emma nodded.

      "This is going to be quite expensive," Lilly said. Might as well warn them before this dream bubble burst.

      "My mother and stepfather are paying for the wedding," Todd said. “Don’t worry, they're good for it."

      I hope so. "Okay. In order to keep their cost down, can I suggest using crystals or synthetic stones in the settings?"

      "I think that would be fine." Emma looked at Todd. "This isn't a royal wedding. The attendants don't expect sapphires and diamonds for standing up there with us."

      "You're right," Todd said. "Yeah, go ahead and use synthetic stones."

      "I think that's a good choice," Lilly said. "If you want to leave a number where I can reach you, I can get started sketching out some ideas. When I’ve completed a few, you can take a look and decide if I'm on the right track."

      She exchanged numbers with the happy couple and promised to have three or four designs to show them within a week. Todd and Emma left the store arm in arm wearing happy smiles.
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      "I think you might be getting a nice Christmas bonus this year, Harry," Lilly said when Todd and Emma had departed. "This is like a dream come true."

      "I couldn't believe it when they said they'd need twenty-eight pieces, but when they said they wanted white gold with synthetic stones, I think I actually lost my mind. What great visibility for your shop. And the money won’t hurt, either."

      "That’s for sure. I've never even heard of a wedding party that size. I can't imagine having enough money to buy gifts like that for all the attendants. That's going to be some wedding."

      "I wonder what his parents do for a living," Harry mused. "Whatever it is, I'd like to learn the ropes."

      Lilly laughed. "Me, too."

      Her mind was already filling with images of spring: flowers, baby animals, sunshine, and bright green grass. Her fingers were practically itching to put her ideas on paper.

      She took her sketchbook that night when she left the shop. She drove straight to Larkspur Manor, the assisted living facility where her mom and Finley, her mom’s new husband, lived. It was still strange to think of Finley as her new stepdad. Lilly knew they would be having dinner, so she figured she would make some initial sketches while she waited for them. She plopped down in the lobby where she could see them leave the dining room.

      Her hand was hovering over a rough drawing of a spray of lilacs when Greg, Bev's favorite nurse, happened by.

      "Hi, Mrs. Ashraf," Greg said. Lilly smiled. It hadn't even been three months since her wedding to Hassan, and hearing her new surname still gave her a thrill every time.

      "Hi, Greg. How have you been?"

      "Good, thanks. Waiting for your mom and Finley?"

      "Yes."

      "Bev's been holding her own. I've only noticed a slight decline since they tied the knot."

      "I noticed that, too."

      "She still doesn't talk much, but Finley does. Maybe having someone around who talks a lot is good for her," Greg suggested. "It's nice to see her spending more time with other residents, too. I think Finley has given her self-confidence a boost."

      Lilly tried to keep her face from betraying her thoughts, which ran the gamut from bittersweet happiness to guilt to envy. The happiness she felt when she saw her mom smile was tempered by relentless guilt over not being able to spend more time with her. And she resented Finley's ability to bring her mom out of her shell while Lilly and her brother, Bill, hadn't been able to do that. Greg must have noticed a complicated look cross her features, because he hurried to add, "I’ve noticed Finley is much happier than he’s been in a long time, too. Your mom brings out the best in him. He sings more, which all the residents love, and he walks around with a little more pep in his step."

      Lilly smiled, grateful to Greg for sensing how she was feeling.

      "I didn't know you're an artist." Greg pointed at the sketchbook open on Lilly's lap.

      "Oh, I wouldn't call myself an artist." Lilly chuckled. "I design pieces for my jewelry shop. I'm just brainstorming."

      Greg leaned over the sketchbook and gave a low whistle. "You're really good."

      "Thanks."

      They turned when they heard Finley's baritone warbling the notes of an Irish ballad. Lilly closed her sketchbook and stood. Greg grinned as Finley and Bev, arm in arm, slowly made their way down the hall from the dining room. The singing came to an abrupt stop when Finley started to cough. Between coughs he gasped for breath, while Greg hurried over to him and took his arm. Greg led him to the sofa where Lilly had been sitting. Bev followed and sat next to him.

      “You okay, Finley?” Lilly asked.

      He looked at her without recognition. Lilly had noticed in the past month that Finley recognized her less and less often, but it didn't bother her. Bev wore a concerned look and only had eyes for her husband. She clearly did not know who Lilly was. It had taken Lilly some time, but she finally accepted—usually—that dementia had robbed her mother of her ability to remember her son and daughter.

      "Tomorrow we’re going to get that cough checked out," Greg said.

      "That was a beautiful song, Finley," Lilly said. Finley smiled with evident pride. It amazed Lilly that people with dementia could remember the lyrics and melodies of songs from childhood but often not their own family members.

      "Thank you," Finley said. He stood and gestured toward Bev. "This is my new bride, Bev." He reached for her hands and helped her stand.

      "It's lovely to meet you, Bev," Lilly said. It was just easier to play along. "You two make a very handsome couple."

      Bev looked up at Finley and he kissed her cheek. Her mom's giggle warmed Lilly's heart.

      With Greg following behind, Lilly accompanied Bev and Finley on the slow walk back to the suite of rooms they shared. They occupied a bedroom, a bathroom, and a small sitting room where their favorite chairs sat next to each other in front of a television set. Lilly scrolled through the channels and found a black and white movie she remembered Bev had loved years ago. Bev and Finley settled down and held hands, watching the movie silently. It was a comedy, and though Bev probably no longer understood most of the comedic references, she seemed to enjoy the film and had a smile on her face when Lilly left for home.

      For two months now, coming home from work had been the best part of Lilly's day, and not only because her new husband waited for her there. Someone else was waiting for her, too.
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      Lilly could hear that special someone even before she opened the back door. She stepped into the kitchen, where Hassan was walking back and forth, cooing to a wailing bundle in his arms.

      Hassan looked up at Lilly and smiled, then looked back down at the bundle. "Mommy's home," he said.

      Lilly put her sketchbook and handbag on the counter and walked over to them. She gazed down at the baby with the same look of wonder she always had when she looked at him. She still couldn't believe she, at forty-four, was going to adopt this child. "How's my little guy?"

      "He's fussy. I think he's been waiting for you to get home." Hassan winked.

      Lilly took the hint. "Come here," she said to the baby. She held him in her arms, rocking him gently and continuing to pace around the kitchen, as Hassan had been doing. "How long has he been crying?" she asked.

      "Not long. About ten minutes. He doesn't need a new diaper, he doesn't want a bottle. He’s probably just tired. I wanted to put him to bed, but I didn't want to leave the food on the stove."

      Lilly glanced at the stove, where something bubbled away, smelling delicious. "I'll rock him for a few minutes. Maybe he'll fall asleep."

      Leith Daniel was a picture-perfect two-month-old. He had impossibly soft brown skin and a head full of jet black hair. His dark eyes, invisible now because they were squeezed shut as he cried, were almost always sparkling and inquisitive.

      There was only one problem—Leith wasn't legally their son yet. Though Angie Haviland, the Ashrafs' lawyer, had been trying to expedite the adoption process and they had passed the state’s home inspection, there would still be a hearing—Angie assured them it was just a formality. After that, there would be a six-month mandatory waiting period before the adoption could be finalized.

      So for the time being, Lilly and Hassan were Leith's foster parents.

      Lilly took Leith upstairs to the nursery, where she changed him into pajamas and sat down to rock with him.

      The nursery was a vision. The light green walls complemented the striped throw rug on the hardwood floor. An old rocking chair—the one Bev and Daniel, Lilly's father, had used to rock Lilly to sleep—had been refinished and sat next to the window where soft light filtered through sheer curtains. A changing table and small dresser matched the rocking chair, and a mobile of woodland animals hung over the spot where the crib would eventually go.

      For now, the crib was next door in Lilly and Hassan's bedroom. When Leith awoke in the middle of the night, one of them would take the baby to the nursery and rock him back to sleep. Sometimes Lilly got up in the middle of the night just to stare at him, sound asleep and looking like an angel. Those were her favorite moments.

      She settled into the rocking chair and hummed quietly while Leith eventually settled down. Before long, he was asleep. She rose carefully and carried him into her room, where she lay him softly in the crib. She straightened up and gazed at him, her heart overflowing with love for this little baby who, if all went well, would officially be their son by October.

      She heard the back door close and knew Laurel was home. She watched Leith sleep for a few more moments, then switched the baby monitor on and went downstairs for dinner.

      "Hi, Mom." Laurel was stirring whatever Hassan had cooking on the stove. An avid cook and student of culinary arts at the local community college, Laurel was Lilly's younger child from her first marriage. Laurel's older brother, Tighe, was away at school.

      “Hi, sweetie.” Lilly kissed Laurel's cheek and started gathering plates and utensils to set the table.

      "Hassan, this shakshuka smells really good," Laurel said.

      "Thank you," Hassan said.

      "What's shakshuka?" Lilly asked.

      Laurel answered her. "A thick tomatoey sauce with herbs. You make little wells in the sauce and crack an egg into each well. Then the eggs cook and you eat them with toast and the sauce. It's delicious. This smells spicy, Hassan."

      He smiled. "It is. I can't believe I've never made this for you, Lil." He cracked the eggs into the mixture.

      "If you have, I don't remember it. I can't wait to try it."

      "Hassan said Leith was fussy tonight," Laurel said.

      "He was crying when I got home. I rocked him for a few minutes and he went right to sleep. Poor thing must have been exhausted."

      After five or six minutes, Hassan poked the eggs with a wooden spoon to see if they were cooked. "I think these are ready."

      Laurel busied herself toasting slices of the artisan bread she had made the previous day and soon they were seated around the table. A little squeak emanated from the baby monitor and everyone looked at it expectantly. After several seconds, there was silence. They turned back to their dinner.

      "I ran into Vanessa today," Laurel said.
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      Lilly stopped eating, her fork halfway to her mouth. "How's she doing?" She shot a quick glance at Hassan.

      Laurel shrugged. "I didn't talk to her for long. She asked how my classes were going and I asked how her job was going and that was about it. She seems happy, I guess. As happy as she can be."

      Vanessa, who had been Laurel's best friend, was Leith's biological mother. She was nineteen years old and unwed. She had lived with Lilly and Laurel for most of her pregnancy, having been kicked out of her own house. Her parents had stopped paying for college and demanded that Vanessa give her baby up for adoption as a condition of returning home. Vanessa's boyfriend Cyrus, Leith's biological father, had unceremoniously dumped Vanessa around Thanksgiving and told her he wanted nothing to do with the baby.

      It had come as a shock when Vanessa asked Lilly to adopt her unborn child. Lilly had been conflicted and anxious over making the decision, but every time she looked at Leith, she was grateful she had agreed. Two days after Leith was born, the court allowed Lilly and Hassan to take him home from the hospital as his foster parents while they slogged through the adoption process.

      The aftermath of Leith’s birth had not been easy on Vanessa. She stayed with Laurel's family and the new baby for several days while she recuperated from giving birth, but she moved out almost immediately upon receiving the doctor's pronouncement of good health. She cried most of the time during those days she spent at Lilly's house.

      "I can't stand it," she finally said. "I hope you guys understand, but I just can't stand to be here anymore. It's too hard for me to be around the baby all the time knowing he's not my baby anymore."

      Of course Lilly and Hassan and Laurel understood, though there had been a seismic shift in the girls' friendship beginning right then. Vanessa vowed never to live under her parents’ roof again and used her savings to put a security deposit on an apartment near the community college. She took an administrative job at the college, too, and found a roommate—another young woman who worked at the school. Vanessa hadn't been back to the Ashraf household since then. Lilly sometimes found herself wondering if Vanessa ever regretted her decision to give up her baby, but she kept those thoughts to herself.

      "She's taking a couple classes," Laurel said. "I guess she can take them for free because she works at the school."

      "That's good to hear," Hassan said. Laurel nodded.

      Lilly wanted to change the subject. She felt guilty for doing it, but she couldn’t stand to think about all Vanessa had lost as the Ashraf family grew.

      "So, does anyone want to hear about my day?" she asked.

      Laurel gave her a look that quite clearly said You're deliberately changing the subject. Lilly pretended not to notice. "I got a visit from a young couple who gave me the best commission I've ever had."

      "No way! Really?" Laurel leaned forward.

      "Why didn't you say something earlier?" Hassan's eyes widened.

      "I was waiting for a dramatic moment,” Lilly joked. “I've been asked to design and create twenty-eight pieces of jewelry as mementos for a large wedding party."

      Hassan let out a low whistle. "That's incredible. How did they find you?"

      "The bride-to-be, Emma, works at Ruby Red's, so I've met her several times. I've already started sketching out some ideas for spring-themed pieces, but they'll be for the women. I’m still brainstorming ideas for the men.”

      Hassan and Laurel were quiet for a minute.

      "A lot of men don't wear jewelry other than a watch or wedding ring," Hassan said.

      "How about ID tags, like soldiers wear?" Laurel suggested.

      Lilly and Hassan exchanged glances.

      "Dog tags? That's a great idea, Laur. I could stamp the wedding date and location on them. I'll run it by my clients and see what they think."

      Laurel grinned. "Make sure you tell them it was my idea."

      "Definitely."
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      Leith was up several times in the night. Hassan got up with him once, but Lilly bore the brunt of the sleeplessness. She didn't really mind—she loved rocking the little guy back to sleep. When Laurel was a baby, before Lilly’s first husband, Beau, left his family and disappeared for the ensuing fifteen years, Lilly had assumed they would have more children. She hadn't fully appreciated the time she had spent with Laurel when Laurel was tiny. She wasn't about to let it happen again. There would never be another chance.

      But just because Lilly loved it didn't mean she was energetic and wide awake in the morning. She had consumed more coffee in the past two months than at any other time in her life. She went downstairs and started a big pot before Hassan joined her. Together, they drank in silence until the coffee started to work its magic.

      "How many times did you get up with him?" Hassan asked.

      "Three."

      "I'm sorry, love. You should have gotten me up."

      "I don't mind."

      Hassan was essentially a stay-at-home dad for Leith. He was lucky to be able to work from home. He shared the office upstairs with Lilly, and Leith spent more time in there than anywhere else during the day. It was a perfect arrangement, since Lilly and Hassan were both able to work without having to hire a nanny or make other childcare arrangements.

      Lilly went to the shop that day armed with two travel mugs of coffee, both of which she was almost sure to finish before lunch. She often wondered with a shudder what middle-aged motherhood would be like without coffee.

      She hadn't been at work long when a matronly-looking woman, probably in her mid-fifties, walked into the jewelry shop. She looked around, peering down through glasses that sat too low on her nose. She was plump, well dressed in an expensively garish Chanel suit, and carried a designer handbag.

      "Is the owner in?" Her words were spoken in Lilly's general direction, though the woman continued looking around, a frown on her face.

      "I'm Lilly Ashraf. I'm the owner."

      The woman finally turned to Lilly and scrutinized her up and down.

      "Can I help you?" Lilly asked. She aimed a steady gaze at the woman.

      "Yes. My son and his girlfriend were apparently in here to order gifts for their wedding party."

      "Todd and Emma?"

      "Yes. Bold of you to be on a first-name basis."

      Lilly clenched her teeth. "They hired me to design the pieces. They're a lovely couple."

      The woman raised one eyebrow. "Frankly, I don't think she's the right person for him, but I am trying to keep my opinions to myself."

      And not doing a very good job of it. Lilly fought to suppress a grimace and remained silent.

      The woman glanced around the shop again, her gaze resting on a case of diamond rings. Suddenly she snapped her attention back to Lilly. "I need you to show me what you're designing for them."

      Lilly had a quick decision to make. Should she show this woman the sketches she had made, or should she lie and tell her she hadn't started them yet? The woman wasn't her client, though Todd had said she and her husband were footing the bill for the wedding. Lilly hadn't asked Todd and Emma if they wanted to keep the designs secret.

      She decided to lie. It was the safest route, or so she thought.

      "I’m afraid the designs are still in my head right now. At this point I'm still very much in the planning stage." Lilly could feel the woman's stare boring straight through to her soul, but she managed not to flinch under the steely-eyed inspection.

      "Are you aware that I am paying for these so-called ‘designs’?"

      Lilly prayed God wouldn't strike her down as she lied again.

      "No, I was not aware of that. My arrangement with your son and his bride-to-be is that they will pay half the total when they have settled on the designs they want, then the other half upon delivery. So no money has changed hands yet."

      "I expect not." The woman reached into an outside pocket of her snakeskin handbag and pulled out an orange card with large white print. "Here's my card. You’ll contact me as soon as you have completed your designs. I will need to approve them before my son and his flavor of the month see them."

      Lilly took the card wordlessly.

      "Have you designed any of the jewelry displayed here?"

      "Yes. Would you care to see the pieces?"

      "I probably should get an idea of what I'm going to have to pretend to like."

      Lilly fumed silently. She led the way to the cabinet housing her creations. The woman stood in front of the cabinet and nodded. After a few moments she turned to Lilly. "These are certainly not what I would have chosen, but I suppose each person is entitled to his or her own taste. I tried to persuade my son to go with a much better-known designer in Denver, but he has always been prone to listening to the wrong people. And that silly young thing of his has obviously bent his ear with her own questionable taste." She shook her head and walked toward the door. "I'm sure you'll stay in touch." She left without another word.

      When the door closed behind her, Lilly turned to Harry, who had watched the whole episode with a baffled look on his face.

      "Do you believe her?" Lilly asked.

      "Pompous."

      Lilly looked down at the card she was still holding. "Judith Griffin."

      "As in, the Judith Griffin?" Harry asked.

      "I don't know. Maybe." The Griffin family was known far and wide for their land holdings, which included some of the best ranch land in Colorado, as well as a hospital in Denver, a library on the campus of Colorado University, and myriad other enterprises. Judith Griffin was known as the matriarch who ruled the family with an iron fist in a designer glove.

      "The personality seems to fit," Lilly said. "I wouldn't be surprised. It would explain how the family is able to afford such an extravagant wedding."

      "Are you going to do what she asked you to do?"

      "I don't know. I'll have to text Todd and find out what he wants me to do. Can you imagine what family dinners must be like at their house?"

      Harry chuckled. "Must be awful."

      Lilly typed out a text to Todd asking for guidance. She didn't have to wait long for a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        DON'T TELL HER ANYTHING.

      

      

      

      

      

      "Uh-oh," Lilly said. "It looks like we might have stumbled into the middle of a Griffin family feud."

      Lilly liked gossip as much as the next person, but she had better things to do with her time than speculate about the Griffins’ infighting. She turned her attention instead to the upcoming holiday.
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      It was almost March 17th, the day Americans celebrated Irish heritage whether they were Irish or not. Lilly had only a touch of Irish ancestry, but loved celebrating the holiday.

      "Are you and Alice doing anything for St. Patrick's Day?" she asked Harry.

      "I like St. Patrick's Day, but Alice loves it. She's had decorations in our windows since the day after Valentine's Day. We'll probably go to an Irish pub or something for dinner and order green beer."

      "The Randy Hare is a good spot, but I don't know if they serve green beer."

      "They don't. We went there last year and Alice vowed to find a different place this year." Harry chuckled. "I wonder if places in Ireland actually dye their beer green. Do you do anything to celebrate?"

      "When Tighe and Laurel were little I used to add green food coloring to their milk on St. Patrick's Day. We always made rainbows and clouds and green top hats out of construction paper and glue, and believe it or not, I still hang those up every March. Corned beef sandwiches are a given, and sometimes Laurel or I make colcannon. You know, this is giving me ideas for a couple more spring-themed sketches. I could do a rainbow and a four-leaf clover. Those would be cute." Lilly reached for her sketchbook and made a note.

      That evening while she waited in the lobby of Larkspur Manor for Bev and Finley to finish dinner and come down the hall, she opened the sketchbook to a new page and sketched out a dog tag. She liked the look of it. She created a rainbow design, too, with a little cloud at one end. The cloud could be done in white gold, she thought, and it would look great with the colors of the rainbow.

      Presently Bev and Finley appeared around the corner. Lilly stood up and put her sketchbook away.

      "Hi, Mom. Hi, Finley."

      They turned toward her. Bev didn't respond, but Finley spoke. A flicker of recognition crossed his face.

      "Hello," he said. "How are you this evening?"

      He obviously didn't know who she was, but Lilly knew he remembered her from somewhere. Bev, as usual, gave no hint that she knew who Lilly was or why she was there.

      "I thought I'd come by and see you guys before heading home for the night," Lilly said. "How was dinner?"

      "Fine, thank you." Finley held onto Bev's arm and kept walking in the direction of their rooms. Lilly followed. Greg came down the hall from the direction of the dining room and caught up with them. He and Lilly chatted while they walked, since Bev and Finley were ignoring them.

      Greg mentioned he and Nancy, the administrative director at Larkspur Manor, were trying to come up with ideas to entertain the manor's residents. Specifically, they were brainstorming themes for a building-wide event.

      "We'd like to have it in mid-April, a little over a month from now. If you have any good ideas, let me know," he said. "We haven't come up with much yet." He shrugged. "Budgetary constraints, like everywhere else, I guess."

      Lilly thought about the amount Bev paid Larkspur Manor every month and wondered how in the world there could be budgetary constraints. She kept those notions to herself, though, instead promising to give some thought to the event.

      They were almost to Bev and Finley’s rooms when Finley started coughing. At first it wasn't too bad, but as the seconds ticked by the coughs became deeper and more phlegmy. He bent forward and put his hands on his knees as Bev looked on, her eyes full of worry.

      Lilly grasped one of Finley's arms and Greg grasped the other so he wouldn't fall with the force of his hacking. Lilly was afraid Finley would die right then and there.

      Greg spoke to her in an urgent tone. "I’ve got a hold of him. Can you get him a glass of water?"

      As Lilly filled a glass from the tap in the tiny kitchen, she could hear Greg speaking to Finley as they entered the sitting room.

      "You're okay, Finley. Let's get you into your favorite chair."

      Lilly stood beside Greg as he helped Finley sit, then handed him the water. He held the glass steady as Finley drank.

      Finally Finley leaned back and closed his eyes. Greg left, promising to return soon. Lilly followed him out to the hallway.

      “Greg, did he see a doctor today about that cough?”

      Instead of answering, Greg pulled out his phone. From where Lilly was standing, she could see there were no new texts and no one was calling. He was clearly stalling for time. She waited. After a few seconds he looked up from his phone.

      “Uh, yes. We’re just waiting for the lab results. Hopefully we’ll know more tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” That was odd.

      Lilly returned to the sitting room and was about to pull up a chair when Bev pointed at her and turned to Finley.

      "Why does this woman keep coming in here?" she mumbled.

      Finley shrugged, coughed once, and took a deep, shuddering breath.

      Bev’s words stung. It took all Lilly’s self-control not to bolt for the door immediately. She stood up slowly, wished Bev and Finley a nice evening, and walked into the hallway with her head held high. She whispered her mantra to herself all the way down the hall. All I can do is love her through it. All I can do is love her through it. That was when she noticed the sounds of choking coughs coming from two other rooms.

      Must be something going around, she thought.
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      Lilly was walking toward her car through the forecourt of Larkspur Manor as Mirren Balfour, Finley's daughter and Lilly and Bill’s new stepsister, was arriving.

      "I haven't seen you in a while," Mirren greeted her. "How are things on the inside?" She grinned and gestured toward the building's front door with her head.

      Lilly shrugged. "To be honest, I'm glad to be out of there tonight. Mom asked Finley why 'this woman' keeps coming to their room." She used her fingers for air quotes. "She meant me, of course."

      "That's happened to Dad before," Mirren said.

      "Speaking of your dad, he has a nasty cough."

      "I know. He’s been on antibiotics for a few days, but I don't think they're working. I'm going to call the doctor in the morning to see if there's something else she can prescribe."

      "Just make sure you stay healthy." Lilly waved goodbye and walked to the car.

      At home, Hassan and Leith were playing on the living room floor. Actually, Hassan was playing with a black and white checkered rattle and Leith was watching him with wide, dark eyes. Hassan had already put him in his pajamas, a pale yellow footed onesie with tiny teddy bears printed on it. Lilly's heart melted when she saw the two of them together. Her shoulders, which had been tense and sore, began to unclench.

      "It won't be long before he starts smiling on purpose and not just because he’s gassy," she said with a laugh as Hassan blew raspberries to entertain the baby.

      "How much longer do you think?"

      "If I remember correctly, right around two to three months."

      "Then it'll be any time now." Hassan's excitement was infectious and Lilly started blowing raspberries, too.

      "Hi!" Laurel came into the house and Lilly could hear her set all her bags down in the kitchen.

      "We're in here!" she called.

      Laurel came in, dropped onto all fours, and crawled toward Leith. He watched her as she crept closer. She said "Leith" in a deep, funny voice.

      Leith smiled.

      "Whoa! Did you see that?" Hassan practically yelled. "He smiled! Laurel made him smile!"

      At the sudden rise in Hassan's voice, Leith immediately started bawling. Lilly picked him up and held him to her chest, chuckling at Hassan's reaction. Laurel had whipped out her phone and was waiting for Lilly to put him down to start the video in case Leith decided to smile again.

      "He's stopped crying, Mom. Put him down. I want to see if he'll do it again." Laurel got on her hands and knees again and handed her phone to Lilly. "Hit record and I'm going to see if I can get him to smile again."

      Lilly did as she was told and Leith did, indeed, smile again in response to Laurel's actions and voice. Pretty soon everyone was on their hands and knees trying to get him to smile.

      Before long he tired of the games and began to fuss. Lilly picked him up and carried him to the sofa, where she waited for Laurel to warm up a bottle and bring it to her. As soon as Leith had the bottle, he quieted and drank until he fell asleep. Lilly gently put him to bed and went back downstairs to join Hassan and Laurel for dinner.

      She was just finishing up the dishes when her phone rang. She reached for it, checked the caller ID, and frowned. It was Angie, their adoption lawyer. Something inside Lilly's stomach fell.

      "Hi, Angie," she answered.

      "Hi, Lilly. I'm sorry to call so late, but I need to talk to you and Hassan. We've hit a snag."
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      Lilly suddenly felt cold. She punched the speakerphone button. "Hassan's here. What do you mean? What kind of snag?" Hassan frowned.

      "I'm not going to beat around the bush here. Leith's paternal grandparents have filed a motion to adopt."

      Lilly and Hassan exchanged horrified glances. "What do you mean?" Lilly asked. She knew it was a stupid question, but she could think of nothing else to say.

      "They've filed a motion to transfer custody of the baby to them, as they are his biological grandparents."

      "They can't do that, can they?"

      "I'm afraid so. Anyone with an interest in the case can file a motion for custody."

      "But they haven't shown the slightest interest in Leith before or since he was born."

      "I know. We’ll use that as your first line of attack in opposing the motion. That, plus the fact that the father told the biological mother he wanted nothing to do with the baby."

      "I can't believe this." Lilly sank down in a kitchen chair. Hassan sat next to her and rubbed his hands over his face. "What do we do now?"

      "We fight them. You've got plenty in your favor: you've had the baby since he was born, the mother wanted you to have him, the father said he wanted nothing to do with him, and the grandparents have shown no interest in him until now."

      Lilly paused before speaking. She was afraid to know the answer to her next question, but she couldn’t leave it unspoken. "What are the chances they might get Leith?"

      "I won't lie to you. Blood relatives get a chance to be heard, for sure. The court will take everything into consideration. But believe me, we are going to fight this tooth and nail. In fact, I'm working on a response to the motion right now."

      "Okay. What do you need from us?"

      "I need both of you to swear out affidavits attesting to how you became Leith's foster parents, the ways in which you've already made him part of your family, the plans you've made for him, and the attachments he's made to both of you and your daughter. Someone in my office will write up the affidavits. All you two have to do is read them, make sure they’re correct, and sign them. I'll also work on getting one from Vanessa swearing that the father told her he didn't want anything to do with the baby and that she made the decision to ask you to be Leith's adoptive mother.”

      "Okay. Thanks, Angie. Let us know when you need us to sign and we'll do it. And if you think of anything else that might be helpful, just call and we’ll do whatever it is. I couldn't stand it if Leith were taken from us."

      "I know, Lilly. I'll be in touch." Angie hung up and Lilly set her phone on the table. She put her head in her hands and Hassan put his arm around her. Tears pricked at the backs of her eyes, but she refused to give in to them.

      "They can't have him," she said.

      She saw Hassan's Adam's apple bob up and down. He nodded.

      "What's wrong?"

      They hadn't heard Laurel come into the kitchen.

      Lilly sniffed. "Just a delay in the adoption proceedings. That was the lawyer."

      "You guys look upset."

      "We're just eager to get this whole thing over with and finalize the adoption."

      Laurel didn't seem to sense anything else was amiss. She got herself a glass of water and went back upstairs.

      "You're not going to tell her what Angie said?" Hassan asked.

      "Not yet. Let's keep this between us for now. There’s no need to worry her."

      They sat in silence for several moments, both lost in their own thoughts. Lilly was getting up to pour herself a glass of wine to take the edge off when her phone buzzed with a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi, Lilly. It's Emma. I know it hasn’t even been 48 hours, but I'm wondering if you've done any work on those designs.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I have a few sketches.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Would you mind meeting me for lunch so I can see them? Todd's mother is breathing down his neck and being uncooperative, so I told her I would ask you about them.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lilly shook her head. She didn’t envy Emma. She replied right away.

      
        
          
            
              
        No problem. Tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        That would be great. Where should we meet?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        How about Armand's Bistro? Great food.

      

      

      

      

      

      She added the address, noting it wasn't far from the jewelry shop.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sounds good. 1:00?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I'll see you at Armand's at 1.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lilly turned off her phone. She didn't want any further interruptions.

      She and Hassan sat on the sofa together with the lights off. Lilly was curled up next to him while he sipped his wine thoughtfully. Lilly concentrated on thinking about Leith's perfect baby face and his brand new skill of smiling. She closed her eyes against the tears that threatened to fall and took a deep breath. "We have to believe that we're going to be able to keep him. I can't stand to think anything else."

      Hassan nodded, but didn't say anything. His eyes glistened. Lilly squeezed his arm and sighed.
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      The next day Juniper Junction awakened to the news that all nursing homes and assisted living facilities in the county had been placed on lockdown, effective immediately, because of a highly contagious respiratory virus that was disproportionally affecting that population. No visitors would be permitted inside the residential areas of the buildings and everyone working in the buildings would be required to wear masks and protective clothing while at the facilities.

      Lilly sat at the kitchen table, her coffee getting cold next to her, while she read and reread the article. This had to be a mistake. She had just been there twelve hours before and no one had said a word.

      Then she remembered Finley’s coughing. And the coughing she had heard in the hallway as she left Larkspur Manor. Then her thoughts turned to her mother. What if Finley had the virus? If he did, surely her mom had been exposed to it. She could feel her face and chest getting hot.

      She needed to stop jumping to conclusions. She was taking a deep breath when her phone rang. It was Mirren.

      “Have you heard about the lockdown?” Mirren asked without preamble.

      “I just read about it. I can’t believe it. Have you talked to anyone over there?”

      “No. I’m calling Nancy as soon as we hang up. She’s the director. She ought to know what’s happening.”

      “I don’t understand why family members weren’t notified of this before today.” Lilly fumed. “We should have been told to expect this. Nancy’s going to be fielding a lot of angry phone calls today, I’ll bet.”

      “I’m sure. I should go or I’ll be on hold all day long waiting for her. I’ll let you know what she says.” Mirren hung up.

      Bill, Lilly’s brother, called next and Lilly repeated, almost word-for-word, the conversation she had had with Mirren. Bill, who worked for the Juniper Junction Police Department, had the day off, so he promised to get Nancy on the phone and let Lilly know the minute he talked to her.

      “Do you think we’ve been exposed to the virus?” Lilly asked him before he hung up.

      “Probably. I’ve visited them, you’ve visited them. Finley has that terrible cough. I bet he has the virus. I hope Mom will be okay. I gotta go, Lil. I need to talk to Nancy asap.”

      Lilly paced the kitchen floor until Hassan came downstairs.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      She told him about the article. He was incredulous.

      “Is that what Finley has?”

      “I don’t know. Last night I spoke to Greg about it and he said they were waiting on lab results. He was a little cagey about it, though. I thought it was strange at the time. Now I know why he was being like that.”

      “Have you spoken to Bill or Mirren?”

      “Yes. They’re both trying to get in touch with Nancy, the woman who runs the place. I think she’s got a lot of explaining to do.”

      “It’s not right for the families to find out about this in the newspaper.”

      “It’s completely wrong.”

      Lilly’s phone rang. It was Mirren again.

      “What did you find out?”

      “I spoke to Nancy. She told me Dad tested positive for the virus and he was moved into isolation late last night.”

      “Is he going to be all right?”

      “I hope so. I asked Nancy about your mom and she said so far your mom has tested negative."

      "What about anyone who’s visited Larkspur Manor? You, me, Bill?”

      “I asked her that, too. She said that a person can test positive for the virus within three days of exposure, but may not get any symptoms for up to two weeks. That is, if they get symptoms at all. And patients with symptoms are contagious until the symptoms disappear. In other words, we should wait at least three days from our last contact with any Larkspur resident and then go get tested. She did say it’s unlikely anyone younger with a healthy immune system would get it, though.”

      “That sounds complicated and messy. Thanks for calling her. I’ll text Bill and let him know what she said. If he’s on hold waiting to talk to her, he can hang up.”

      “I’ll call you if I hear anything else. You and Bill do the same,” Mirren said.

      “Will do.”

      She turned to Hassan and relayed everything Mirren had said. “Do you think I should stay away from you and Leith and Laurel for the next few days?”

      “I doubt it. You’re young and healthy, so you’re not likely to get the virus.”

      Lilly sighed. It would be so nice to have one day, just one day, with no problems or issues.

      At work, Harry was full of questions about the illness sweeping through Larkspur Manor. Lilly wished she had more information, but there was nothing to share besides what Mirren had learned and what had been in the newspaper article.

      “I hope your mom and Finley are going to be okay.”

      “Thanks, Harry. So do I.”
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      Lilly had to hurry to get to Armand's bistro by one o'clock. Emma was waiting for her. Inside, they stood in line chatting about wedding plans until it was time to place their orders. Emma paid the bill and they took their sandwiches to a small table in the corner. Lilly had brought her sketchbook and she set it on the table between them.

      "Do you want to look at these while we eat?"

      "I guess we should. Judith is waiting for me to report back to her." Emma rolled her eyes. "She is such a witch."

      "Did Todd tell you she came into the shop?"

      "I'm not surprised. She must have had an appointment somewhere close by. Otherwise she would have sent some lackey to do her dirty work."

      “Is she opposed to having the jewelry made for the wedding party?”

      “No. She just wants to be in charge and flex her pocketbook. She doesn’t like me. It’s no secret. She’s just throwing up barriers every chance she gets. She claims she needs to approve the designs so she can satisfy herself I haven’t convinced Todd to order something inappropriate. As if I would do that.”

      Lilly figured it would be best to stay out of family tensions, so she turned the sketchbook to face Emma. "Here's what I've come up with so far. I have more ideas, but I wanted to be sure I was on the right track before I put anything else on paper."

      Emma paged through the designs slowly. She said nothing but wore a faint smile. Finally she closed the book. "These are beautiful, Lilly. They're exactly what we want. And I love the idea of doing dog tags for the men. That’s inspired."

      Lilly beamed. "That's great. I'll get to work on additional sketches right away. And the dog tags were my daughter’s idea. I promised her I would give her the credit.”

      Emma giggled, then her eyes widened. “Oh, I almost forgot. For one of the women’s pieces, can you design something a little different? Still a pin, but maybe something a little more modern, maybe abstract or geometric? It’s for Todd’s stepsister and she’s not the pastel type.”

      “No problem. Do you have a color in mind?"

      Emma waved her hand dismissively. “I don’t care. I don’t even like her. Todd doesn’t, either, but don’t tell him I told you. Um, how about something black or gray?”

      “Okay. I’ll—”

      Lilly was cut off by the ringing of Emma's cell phone. Emma answered it and listened for a moment. Her face turned the color of chalk as her eyebrows furrowed. "I'll be right there."

      She took a shaky breath as she ended the call with trembling fingers. "That was Todd's stepfather. Todd got hit on the head on a job site this morning. He's unconscious."

      "Oh, no. Is he in the hospital?"

      "Yes. I'm sorry, Lilly, but I have to go. I need to get over there." Emma stood on legs that wobbled slightly. She covered her mouth with her hand. “I think I’m going to vomit.” She sat down again.

      "You're in no condition to drive, Emma. I'll take you. Wait here while I run over to the shop to get my car. I'll pick you up in a couple minutes." Lilly grabbed her jacket and set off at a jog. When she returned to Armand's a few minutes later, Emma was sitting on a bench outside the bistro door. She was still a deathly shade of white. She slid into the passenger seat.

      "We'll get there as fast as we can, Emma."
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      Todd had been taken to a hospital on the far side of Lupine, so it wasn't a short drive. The two women rode in silence. From the corner of her eye Lilly could see tears streaming down Emma's face. After almost an hour of driving too fast, Lilly pulled to a stop in front of the emergency room. She waited for Emma to get out, but the poor thing was trembling so badly that she seemed incapable of walking anywhere. Lilly hurried around to the passenger side of the car. She took Emma by the arm and helped her to stand up.

      "Can you get in there by yourself?" Lilly asked.

      "I feel like I'm going to faint."

      "Do you want me to walk you in there?"

      "Do you mind? I hate to ask you to go with me, Lilly, but I just can't go in by myself."

      Lilly put her flashers on and returned to Emma's side. They walked into the bustling emergency room and straight up to the reception desk. Emma, who had somehow lost her power of speech, stood mute. Lilly told the receptionist they were there to see Todd Griffin and the receptionist immediately called a nurse. The nurse beckoned them to follow her. Lilly's heart sank, wondering if they were going back so quickly because the unthinkable had happened.

      When they arrived at Todd's small room, however, they were cheered a little to see a nurse bustling around, checking vitals and chatting to him. His eyes were closed and Lilly wondered if he could hear what the nurse was saying. She gave Emma's hand a squeeze and Emma exhaled, probably for the first time since leaving Juniper Junction.

      "You okay?" Lilly asked.

      Emma gave a tight nod and turned to face Lilly. She indicated with a glance something behind her left shoulder. "There's his mom and stepdad,” she said in a whisper. “He's nice enough, but I wish his mother hadn't come. She upsets Todd. Though to be honest, her presence is probably the reason they took him back so quickly, so I guess I should be grateful."

      Lilly looked over Emma’s shoulder and saw the couple sitting several yards away. Both were scrolling on their cell phones.

      "Do you want to leave?" Lilly asked.

      "No. I would never forgive myself if I didn't stay with Todd just because of her. I'll be okay. Thanks for everything, Lilly."

      Emma smiled tremulously and walked over to Todd's parents. His stepfather looked up and gave a tired smile. Judith slipped her phone into her handbag and didn’t acknowledge her at first.

      "How's he doing?" Emma asked.

      "We'll know more when he wakes up," the stepfather said.

      "He doesn’t need you here, blubbering and upsetting him." Judith glared at Emma. Then she locked eyes with Lilly and her jaw clenched. "What are you doing here?"

      Lilly tried to remember this woman was in the midst of a crisis and probably distraught, though she didn’t look it. She counted to ten while Judith repeated her question.

      "I was having lunch with Emma when she received the call about Todd. She was upset, so I offered to drive her here. She was in no condition to drive herself."

      Judith rolled her eyes. "Fine. You can go now." Judith made a shooing motion with her hands and Lilly left after exchanging a pointed glance with Emma.

      The afternoon was over half gone before Lilly got back to the shop. Harry asked for an update on Todd's condition as soon as she walked in.

      "I don't know. His mother wouldn't tell me." She scowled. "That woman is miserable. Emma will text me as soon as she knows something." She told Harry about her brief encounter with Judith. He shook his head in disbelief.

      "I guess money can’t buy good manners. Oh, before I forget, someone from Larkspur Manor called for you while you were out. Greg Somebody. He said you would know who he was."

      Lilly frowned. "Did he say what he wanted? Is Mom okay?"

      "He said it wasn't an emergency and that you could call him anytime in the next couple days."

      "All right. Thanks, Harry."

      Lilly had been blessedly able to push thoughts of the quarantine and the adoption to the back of her mind while she drove Emma to the hospital. Now that she was back at work, though, all her anxiety came flooding back. Rather than sit and stew, she set herself the task of cleaning every glass surface in the shop before the end of the day. A few customers came in, but Harry was able to handle them while Lilly buffed and scrubbed, making the surfaces gleam. She turned her attention to the windows as six o'clock approached.

      "Whatever you've been trying to kill, it's dead," Harry said.

      Lilly chuckled. "You mean my cleaning?"

      "Yeah. Is everything okay? Are you worried about Todd?"

      "I hope Todd's okay, of course, but I'm worried about my mother, too. And something else I found out about last night." Harry raised his eyebrows, obviously waiting for details. Lilly told him about Angie’s phone call and the petition Cyrus’s parents, the baby’s paternal grandparents, had filed to adopt Leith. Harry's mouth fell open as he listened.

      "They can't do that," he spluttered. "What court would give them the baby when you've had him since he was born? Where were the grandparents then, hmm?"

      "We said exactly the same things, but the court has to consider it when someone seeks to adopt a baby."

      Harry shook his head. "It's only fair for you and Hassan to keep the baby and anyone can see that. The grandparents are not going to get him. I feel it in my bones. You guys keep the faith."

      Lilly wished she felt the same way.
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      Lilly was exhausted when she got home that night. She recounted everything to Hassan and Laurel while they prepared a dinner of ham steaks with roasted mini potatoes and sautéed radishes. Lilly didn't help much, as she was holding Leith the whole time, cooing to him and trying to get him to smile.

      "I hope Todd'll be all right," Hassan said.

      "If I don't hear from Emma soon, I'll text her. I barely know Todd—he just seems like such a nice young man."

      Lilly put Leith to bed a short while later and went downstairs for dinner. The quarantine was the topic of conversation, as it likely was all over the county in the home of anyone with a relative in Larkspur Manor or any of the other community living facilities.

      “Have you talked to Gran?”

      “No. I’ll try calling her tonight, but the phone confuses her. I don’t expect we’ll be able to communicate with her very much until the quarantine is lifted. Uncle Bill and I will take turns calling Greg every day to make sure she’s okay, though.”

      “She must miss Finley. How long does he have to stay isolated?” Hassan asked.

      “I don’t know. I assume anyone with the virus isn’t allowed back into the main population until they test negative.”

      As they were finishing dinner, Lilly's phone buzzed with a text.

      "You're not supposed to have your phone at the table," Laurel teased.

      "Yes, I am. I'm the mom. I could swear we've had this conversation." She looked down at the phone screen. "It's Emma. She says it looks like Todd's going to be okay. He woke up just after I left and has been undergoing tests since then." She heaved a sigh of relief and leaned back. "I'm so glad. She was beside herself. She was much more upset than Todd's mother. That Judith Griffin is a disgrace."

      After dinner Hassan went upstairs to work and Lilly sat down on the living room sofa. She was reaching for the television remote when she remembered she had to return Greg's call. She tried calling her mom first.

      There was a landline in Bev’s room, though it rarely rang. Lilly was surprised when her mom picked up on the fifth ring.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Mom. It’s Lilly.”

      “There is no one here named Lilly,” Bev mumbled, and hung up. So much for that.

      Next Lilly called Greg.

      “Hi, Mrs. Ashraf.”

      “Hi, Greg. I just called Mom and she didn’t understand what I was saying. She hung up. Is she okay?”

      “She’s okay. Finley is in isolation, as I’m sure you know, and I think she misses him. All the residents are taking their meals in their rooms, though when it’s not mealtime they’re allowed to mingle with other residents in the same wing. Your mom hasn’t left her room yet.”

      “Okay. You’ll call me or Bill if anything happens to her, right? If she starts coughing?”

      “I will.”

      “My assistant said you called me earlier at the shop.”

      “Yes. Remember I asked you to be thinking about something we could do to entertain the residents?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, you don’t have to think about it anymore. Nancy has decided we’re going to have a spring tea.”

      "When?"

      "It’s scheduled for mid-April.”

      “What about the quarantine?” Lilly didn’t bother trying to keep the disapproval out of her voice.

      "We doubt it’ll last that long."

      “Who’s ‘we’?”

      “Nancy and me. She’s asked me to find volunteers, so I thought of you first.”

      Lilly wondered if he was trying to butter her up. "All right, I’ll help. What do you need?" Please let it be nothing harder than cupcakes.

      "Someone to organize and run it."

      Lilly silently cursed herself for volunteering so quickly. "You want me to organize and run a whole spring tea for the residents? Isn't this what we pay Larkspur for?” The words spilled from her mouth before she could stop them.

      "We'll definitely help you as much as we can, but we're short-staffed right now and we just don't have the budget for catering and things like that. We were hoping you could get the families of other residents to help out and provide food, activities, stuff like that. You know."

      "Listen, Greg, I don't mind helping out, but I had something a little less labor-intensive in mind. How about a sing-along or something? Or a..." She fell silent as she realized how peevish and lazy she sounded. A sing-along? Really? Those residents deserved better than that. She was embarrassed for even suggesting it.

      "Mrs. Ashraf? You still there?"

      "Yeah, I'm here. Okay, Greg. I'll do it. Do you have specific things you'd like me to include?"

      "I think Nancy has a few ideas. If you want to give her a call, you two can talk about how she envisions the event."

      "Okay, I'll give her a call tomorrow."

      "Thanks. See you soon."

      "Bye, Greg." She hung up and leaned her head against the back of the sofa, closing her eyes. She was berating herself for taking on more responsibilities with a new baby in the house and an adoption going on when Hassan came in and sat down next to her.

      "What's wrong?" he asked, taking her hand in his.

      "I just got voluntold to organize and run a spring tea at Larkspur Manor." She opened her eyes in time to see his widen.

      "Lil, you have to learn to say 'no.'"

      "I know. It's just—I said I'd be glad to help before Greg asked me to run the whole thing. Then when he told me what he and Nancy want me to do, I suggested something easier. Like a sing-along. Can you even believe I suggested that as a special activity? And then I felt so bad for suggesting it that I went ahead and agreed to do the whole thing."

      Hassan grinned. "What's wrong with a sing-along? Some of those residents love to sing. Finley loves to sing."

      "But they have sing-alongs all the time. There wouldn't be anything special about it. They deserve something nice. And besides that, Finley is in no condition to sing."

      "Well, I'll be happy to help, and I'm sure Laurel will, too. And Bill and Noley. And Mirren. We'll even put Leith to work if you need him."

      Lilly chuckled. "Thanks. I need all the help I can get."
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      The next day Lilly was so busy that she forgot about calling Nancy. She didn’t remember until she was on her way home from work. She tried calling on the hands-free in the car, but Nancy had left earlier in the afternoon.

      Hassan was in the office when Lilly got home. He was trying to type on his keyboard and hold Leith simultaneously. Lilly smiled and scooped up the baby.

      “How was your day?” she asked.

      “Good. Angie called earlier. She needs us to go into her office to sign the affidavits she’s drawn up to oppose the adoption request from Leith’s grandparents.”

      “Okay. When? The sooner, the better, I’m assuming.”

      “Yeah. She said if we can go in tomorrow, she'll be in the office all day. We can get them notarized in her office, too."

      "Okay. I can go in at lunchtime. Does that work for you?"

      "Sure. I'll bring Leith unless Laurel's going to be here to watch him."

      "Sounds good. Where is Laurel, anyway?"

      “She’s picking up dinner from the diner. I ordered you chicken pot pie. Hope that's okay."

      "Perfect."

      It wasn't long before Laurel came back with the food. While she and Hassan set it out, Lilly rocked Leith for a few minutes, then put him to bed. At dinner, she asked Laurel about babysitting.

      "Can you watch Leith tomorrow, Laur?" Lilly indicated Hassan with a wave of her hand. "We have to go to the lawyer's office to sign some papers."

      "Adoption papers?" Laurel's face broke out in a wide grin.

      Lilly and Hassan exchanged glances as Lilly wondered whether they should continue to pretend nothing was wrong or tell Laurel the truth. She decided on the truth. "I'm afraid not, honey. I didn’t want to tell you this before, but we found out that Cyrus's parents have asked the court to grant them custody of the baby. We’re—"

      "What?" Laurel screeched. "Are you kidding? We might lose Leith? They can't do that!" She covered her mouth with her hands as her tears began to flow and in a show of support, Leith started crying upstairs at the same time.

      Hassan went upstairs to calm him. Lilly covered Laurel's hand with her own. "Listen to me, Laur. We are going to fight them with everything we have. They have the right to petition the court to become Leith's adoptive parents, and the court has to consider their request. But legally, we are in a much better position than they are."

      "But there's a chance we'll lose him?"

      Lilly swallowed hard. "We have to be realistic about this. Yes, there is a chance we'll lose him. But we have to have faith in the judge and the system. Our lawyer plans to reach out to Vanessa to get an affidavit from her, too, explaining that Cyrus wanted nothing to do with the baby and okayed Vanessa's decision to give him up for adoption."

      They ate in silence for a few minutes and Hassan returned.

      "I can watch Leith tomorrow,” Laurel said. “I'm supposed to meet with a student I’m mentoring, but I'll postpone it 'til the next day."

      "Thank you. We really appreciate it," Hassan said.
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      The next day Lilly and Hassan met at Angie's office. Angie ushered them into a conference room where they all sat around an oval table. Lilly's leg jiggled up and down while Hassan twisted his wedding ring round and round his finger. Angie gave them a sympathetic smile. "I know you're both nervous and scared, but I'm going to fight very hard for you to keep Leith. He belongs with you. I feel it in my lawyer brain, but more importantly, I feel it in here." She pointed to her heart.

      "Did you get an affidavit from Vanessa?" Lilly asked.

      Angie nodded. "She went through the roof when I said her ex's parents wanted to adopt Leith. She said she would sign absolutely anything we needed."

      "We don't hear from her anymore," Lilly said sadly. "Laurel ran into her the other day and Vanessa didn't really stick around to chat."

      "That's pretty normal in these cases. Hearing about or seeing the baby is just too painful for lots of biological moms, especially in the first few years of the baby's life."

      There was a momentary silence, then Hassan went straight to the heart of the matter. "What are our chances, Angie?"

      "I'd say better than fifty-fifty. Believe me, the court is going to hear how Leith's paternal grandparents want nothing to do with his mother, whereas you two are willing to continue your relationship with her when and if she's ready. The court will hear that the baby's own father wants nothing to do with him. If he did, he'd be the one petitioning the court. You two obviously love that baby with your whole hearts, and these affidavits say as much. The most important thing, though, is that the baby's best interests are served by staying with the only parents he knows, especially since there has been not the slightest indication that anyone thinks either one of you is unfit."

      Lilly's heart had sunk at hearing the phrase 'better than fifty-fifty,' but Angie's reasoning for keeping Leith in the Ashraf household made her feel a bit better, a bit stronger. A bit more hopeful.

      After she and Hassan had signed the affidavits and Angie's office manager had notarized them, Angie said she would upload them to the court immediately. Lilly and Hassan left.

      Later that afternoon Lilly got a text from Laurel.

      
        
          
            
              
        You know that freshman I'm supposed to be mentoring?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        She can't meet tomorrow afternoon, so I invited her to come over tonight. Can she have dinner with us?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sure.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Good. I already told her she could.

      

      

      

      

      

      Laurel inserted a smiley face, and Lilly responded with one.

      When Lilly arrived home that evening she had already forgotten their dinner guest. The sight of an unfamiliar car in the street, a sleek silver sporty number, reminded her. Laurel and another young woman were in the kitchen, whipping up something that smelled wonderful. Lilly kissed Laurel on the cheek and held out her hand to the other woman.

      "Mom, this is Fiona. She's my mentee."

      "It's nice to meet you, Fiona."

      "You too."

      Fiona was very pretty—tall, with green eyes and long strawberry blonde hair that she wore in a fishtail braid. She looked at Laurel. "Is this right?" she asked in a bored voice. She was whisking what looked like a cream sauce.

      "A little bit slower," Laurel said.

      Laurel and Fiona prepared a mind-blowing dinner, though it looked like Laurel was doing the bulk of the work. They made tagliatelle with lemon cream sauce, garlic broccolini, and garden focaccia, which was artfully decorated with cut vegetables arranged to look like flowers.

      "What do you think of the culinary classes so far, Fiona?" Lilly asked at dinner.

      Fiona shrugged. "Boring."

      "You have to get good at the basics before they can teach you the challenging stuff," Laurel said sagely.

      "Yeah, but how long can you spend chopping red peppers?" Fiona asked, rolling her eyes.

      Laurel laughed. "In another week you'll be a professional pepper chopper."

      "I dated a chef once. He was from Barcelona. He had other people who chopped his vegetables for him." She turned to Laurel. "He was gorgeous."

      "Fiona," Hassan broke in. "What made you decide to study the culinary arts?"

      "My father said I needed to do something, so that's what I picked. I'm not into science or reading, so cooking sounded okay."

      Laurel gave Fiona a strange look. "So have you cooked all your life?"

      "No. I don’t really care about it. I'll stick it out for a while to see if it gets any better than how to chop stuff and sharpen knives."

      "It'll definitely get better," Laurel assured her.

      As soon as dinner was over, Fiona said she needed to head out. "I'll see you tomorrow night, Laurel."

      “Not tomorrow night. The next night,” Laurel said.

      “Oh, yeah. Got it.” She waved in Laurel’s general direction and left through the back door.

      "Wow," Hassan said. "Not even a 'thanks for dinner.'"

      "Why are you getting together with her again?”

      “I told her I’d help her study for a test.” Laurel sighed.

      “How did you come to be her mentor?" Lilly asked.

      "I just got assigned to her. A student in their last semester is always paired with a first-year student. Fiona’s original mentor asked to be paired with someone different."

      "Hmm," Lilly said.

      "I only met her once before tonight. She's kind of … I don’t know how to describe her."

      "That sounds about right,” Hassan said.
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      The next morning Lilly remembered to call Nancy, who suggested meeting for lunch at a little cafe up the street from Juniper Junction Jewels.

      Just before noon, Lilly was pulling her jacket on when Nancy walked by. She stopped to look in the window, saw Lilly, and lifted her hand in greeting. A moment later she opened the door and stood just inside while Lilly spoke to Harry. Nancy wore a paper mask, which Lilly was glad to see.

      "Sorry to keep you waiting," she told Nancy.

      "That's all right. I’m probably early."

      "Let's go." Lilly opened the door and they walked across the street and several doors down to the café. After they placed their orders and the server had brought two hot teas, Nancy finally took off her mask. Without it, her face looked sallow, especially in contrast to her bright clothes. Lilly hadn’t met Nancy too many times, but she always wore something cheerful and vibrant. Today Lilly could see pinched lines around her mouth. The woman must be under a great deal of pressure. The strain of running an assisted living facility under lockdown could not be an easy job, and stress was known to suppress one’s immune system.  Lilly’s stomach clenched almost imperceptibly as a question formed in the back of her mind—was it possible Nancy had the virus? Could she transmit it to Lilly over lunch? An uncomfortable look must have crossed her face, because Nancy said, "Don’t worry. I only take the mask off to eat and drink."

      "Oh, it's fine." Lilly only said it to be polite. She made a mental note to hustle over to the urgent care after lunch to be tested.

      True to her word, Nancy only took the mask off to drink and take tiny nibbles of her lunch while they talked. Lilly got answers to most of her questions about the spring tea: she should expect about half the residents and a quarter as many family members. The tea would take place in one of the all-purpose rooms, and yes, there was a list of people willing to volunteer for events and programs. Nancy promised to email the list to Lilly.

      "One last thing, Nancy. Is there a budget for this? For food, entertainment, decorations, things like that?"

      Nancy named a number which Lilly felt was pitifully low. She realized her face was expressing disbelief when Nancy said, "I'm sorry. I wish there was more money, but this is the budget I've been given.”

      Lilly sighed. "All right. We'll just have to get creative. I'll let you know when I've made some concrete plans. And you're sure the quarantine will be lifted in time for the tea?"

      "Fairly sure, yes."

      "Okay, if you’re sure. I'll get started on it."

      "Thank you."

      When she and Nancy parted ways outside the café, Lilly quickly walked the three blocks to the nearest urgent care. The test for the virus was quick and painless, and the nurse told Lilly she should expect the results in a day or two.

      She called Mirren on her way home from work that evening. She explained how she had been tricked into agreeing to organize and run the spring tea.

      Mirren groaned. "That'll be a lot of work. I can help you."

      "Thanks. What are you doing Tuesday evening? We can get dinner and talk about what needs to be done for this shindig."

      "I have no plans that night, so that’ll be good. There's something else I'd like to talk to you about while we’re there, too."

      That piqued Lilly's interest. "What is it?"

      "Oh, it's no big deal. It can wait. See you Tuesday."
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      The next day two customers arrived at the shop within fifteen minutes of Lilly unlocking the front door of the shop. She and Harry were waiting on them when a third person came in—Judith Griffin. Suddenly the shop seemed crowded. Lilly suppressed a groan.

      Judith looked like a cartoon character in a yellow tweed suit. She walked straight up to the counter while Lilly was showing a bracelet to the woman in front of her.

      "Good morning, Mrs. Griffin. I'll be with you shortly. How is Todd feeling?"

      Judith gave a look suggesting Lilly had been impertinent to ask. "I am in a hurry."

      "I'm busy with a customer right now. I'll be with you in a moment."

      "I am not here to purchase anything."

      Lilly clenched her jaw and noticed Harry and the other customers in the store watching the scene warily. She took a deep breath. "Mrs. Griffin, I must ask you to wait over there while I help this woman. We serve people in the order in which they come in."

      "I am not moving until you tell me how much your so-called ‘design services’ are going to cost me." Lilly reminded herself what Emma had told her—Judith wanted to be in charge and was just throwing up barriers to her son’s marriage to Emma.

      Lilly gave an apologetic look to the woman in front of her. "Excuse me just a moment." She figured it would save the customer’s time in the long run if she just dealt with Judith here and now.

      "I'm afraid I can't give you a total at this time, Mrs. Griffin. Your son and his fiancée have not yet approved my designs, so I haven't come up with the final cost yet."

      "So you have completed the designs. I demand to see them."

      "I’m going to have to ask you to leave, Mrs. Griffin. I'm sure your son will let you know when I have prepared the invoice for the pieces he and Emma have ordered. Since they’re the ones who hired me, I have an obligation to contact them first when the invoice is ready."

      Judith's eyes narrowed. Her nostrils flared. The threatening look might have worked on someone younger or less experienced, but Lilly refused to back down. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Griffin. This is something you'll have to discuss with your son and his fiancée. My contract is with them, not you."

      “I have discussed this issue with my lawyer and he says what you are doing is illegal. I am putting you on notice that you will have to answer for your decision.” Judith glared at Lilly down her nose.

      Lilly didn’t know whether her actions were legal or not, but at that point she didn’t care. She was not going to accede to Judith Griffin’s demands—it was a matter of principle now. She glanced around to find the two customers gaping at the scene unfolding. Harry was doing his best to talk to them, but they were there for the entertainment.

      "Mrs. Griffin, for the last time, you are not my client. If your lawyer has a problem with that, feel free to give him my number and I will speak to him directly. Now, get out of here and do not come back. I have a shop to run and I do not have the time or the patience to deal with you."

      "Well," Judith huffed. "You have not heard the last of me."

      "Oh, yes I have." Lilly pointed to the door. “Get out.”

      Judith turned on her expensive heel, wrenched the door open, and departed. Everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief when she was gone. Lilly’s gaze encompassed Harry and the two customers as she apologized. "I'm sorry about that. I thought it would be quicker to deal with her than to have her interrupting while we're trying to help you."

      Harry grinned. "I want to be like you when I grow up."
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      That evening as Lilly drove home, she dialed Emma's number. The young woman picked it up on the first ring.

      "Hi, Lilly."

      "Hi, Emma. I've finished the jewelry designs, so I called to see if you'd like to come in and see them in the next couple days."

      "Great! I would love to. Judith has nagged me about those designs for days now."

      "She came into the shop this morning. We argued and I threw her out."

      Emma groaned. "You're kidding. When is she going to give it up? She's only doing it because she knows it upsets me. I always dreamed of a mother-in-law who would be a friend. I would rather eat glass than be friends with her."

      Lilly made a sympathetic noise.

      "If I didn't love Todd so much, I wouldn't have anything to do with her. Honestly, she is the meanest, most entitled, bossiest person I've ever known. Todd agrees, but what can he do? She's his mother. And she holds the purse strings."

      Lilly wondered if she dared urge Emma and Todd to forget about the purse strings and elope. She couldn't imagine getting such an awful mother-in-law. She held her tongue, though, figuring she didn't really know Emma well enough to make such a suggestion. Not only that, she thought, but she would lose the world's best commission if they eloped.

      Emma sighed, bringing Lilly out of her thoughts. "Can I come by tomorrow?"

      "Sure thing. I'll be there all day."

      Lilly was lost in thought that evening as she helped Hassan prepare dinner. Laurel was at school, so it would just be the two of them after Leith went to sleep. Leith snuggled in a chest carrier as Lilly moved around the kitchen. Hassan was whipping up his famous baked falafel and she was preparing the fixings.

      “Want to watch a movie tonight?” she asked.

      Hassan shook his head. “I’d love to, but I have to prepare for a phone call I have in the wee hours with one of my contacts in Afghanistan."

      Lilly was used to these phone calls. She wished Hassan could talk during the day and the people in Afghanistan could be the ones to stay awake half the night, but she knew that wasn't the way things worked. Hassan had to take those calls when his contacts were available by satellite phone to discuss their gem and lapis lazuli collaborations.

      She watched a movie alone and went to bed a little early that night, figuring she could use the extra rest. Unfortunately, her brain had other ideas. Her mind whirled with tasks she had already assigned herself for the Larkspur Manor spring tea. Then her thoughts turned to the quarantine. The residents were being allowed to mingle with other residents in the same wings. What if those other residents carried the virus and showed no symptoms? The thought of other residents falling ill was frightening. Lilly supposed it was a good thing, for once, that Bev had stopped socializing with the residents around her after Finley fell ill. Next, she replayed a thousand times the scene with Judith in the shop earlier in the day. The adoption was worrying her, too, and once her thoughts veered off the rails into the dangerous territory of trying to imagine life without Leith, Lilly was afraid she might never sleep again.

      But sleep came eventually, not long before Hassan fell into bed a little after two o'clock. Lilly awakened for a moment when she heard him climb under the covers, and smiled when she heard him snoring softly only a minute or two later. As luck would have it, Leith chose two-thirty to commence crying. Lilly dragged herself out of bed. She held him until he fell into a fitful sleep, then crept noiselessly to the crib and placed him on his back. It wasn’t long before he started crying again, so she picked him up and carried him downstairs. When walking around and gently bouncing him in her arms didn't calm him, she resigned herself to the activity that parents had sworn by since cars were invented: she strapped him into his car seat and set off on a drive around Juniper Junction. And around, and around, and around. By the time he fell asleep, it was four-thirty and Lilly was beyond exhausted. She drove him home, placed him in his crib again, and got a blessed two hours of sleep before the alarm went off.

      Her head was a jackhammer by the time she got up. She glanced at her phone to see if she had missed any texts, but the brightness of the screen hurt her eyes, so she shut the phone off.

      She sipped black coffee on the way to work, but her headache was slow to retreat. She tried listening to the radio in the car, but the noise bothered her, too. She wondered if she would have to go back home and lie down in a dark room for the rest of the day.

      When she walked into the back of the shop, she found Harry listening to the radio in her office.

      “Ugh, that noise. It’s killing my head.”

      “Sorry.” Harry switched off the radio. “I figured you wouldn’t be able to tear yourself away from it.”

      “From what?”

      “The radio.”

      “Why?”

      Harry’s mouth fell open. “You haven’t heard?”

      "Heard what?”

      "Judith Griffin is dead."
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      Lilly dropped her travel mug. It clattered across the floor, sounding very loud in the silent vacuum created by the news. She winced at the pain the noise caused behind her eyes. "I can't believe it. What happened? How did you hear about it?"

      "It's been all over the news this morning."

      "I haven't listened to the radio or looked at my phone at all. Headache."

      "They're not saying how she died, or where, or anything. Only that her body was found early this morning.”

      Lilly sat down hard in her chair. “Wow. I can’t believe it."

      "I hate to say it, but at least you won't have to deal with her anymore," Harry said. "That'll make your life easier."

      “I hate to say it, but you’re absolutely right.” Lilly let out a macabre chuckle.

      A few seconds later, Hassan texted Lilly.

      
        
          
            
              
        Have you heard about Judith Griffin???

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes! Can you believe it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No. Incredible. I'll talk to you tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      After Lilly’s headache subsided somewhat, she turned on the radio over the speaker system in the front of the shop. A couple times every hour the station repeated the news of Judith Griffin’s death. It wasn’t until eleven o’clock that a different report came over the airwaves.

      “This just in. Police have revealed that Judith Griffin, matriarch of Griffin Enterprise and Holdings, was killed in her home last night. They are asking anyone with information to contact them.” The deejay read an email address, followed by a phone number.

      Lilly and Harry stared at each other.

      “I don’t believe it,” Lilly said.

      “I wonder who did it. The suspect list must be a mile long. She was such a horrible woman.” Harry shook his head. “They’ll never run out of people to question.”

      Their conversation was interrupted when Lilly’s phone rang. It was Angie.

      "Hi, Lilly. The court has set the hearing date for the motion filed by Leith's grandparents. It's five weeks from today, first thing in the morning." She gave Lilly the exact date and time. Lilly knew she wouldn’t be able to breathe freely for the next five weeks.

      It was mid-afternoon when the door jingled and two police officers, Olga Perez and Jim Nutley, entered. They were the ones who had suspected her of murdering two of her Thanksgiving guests just three months previously. They often worked together, but not always. Her heart almost stopped beating at the sight of them, fearing something had happened to Hassan or one of the kids. "Is there anything wrong? Is everyone okay?"

      It occurred to her that if anything terrible had happened at home, Bill would be the most likely one to contact her.

      Officer Nutley raised one eyebrow and grinned smugly for a split-second while Lilly recalled to mind images of him scratching in his notebook like a mad scribe.

      "Everyone’s okay as far as I know, with the exception of Judith Griffin, of course. You know she was killed very early this morning." It was not a question. Perez’s stare was like a laser.

      “Yes. Why?”

      Perez didn’t respond, but gave her a pointed look.

      Wait. Did they think she had something to do with it? Is that why they were in the shop? Lilly’s stomach fell.

      “How did you hear about her death?” Perez asked.

      “Harry told me when I got here this morning. I didn’t put on the radio or look at my phone until I got here.” As Lilly spoke she nodded her head toward Harry, who was watching the conversation with a grave look on his face. He nodded.

      "And you didn't know about it until then." Again, not a question.

      "No. I had a headache."

      “Convenient.” Perez raised her eyebrows, her eyes not leaving Lilly's face.

      Lilly's phone buzzed with a text. She didn't look at it. She had a feeling she knew who it was: Bill, no doubt letting her know Perez and Nutley would be paying her a visit. She clenched her jaw. Nice timing. Thanks a lot, Bill.

      "Mind if we go back to your office, Mrs. Ashraf?" Perez asked.
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      Lilly beckoned them to follow her. She sat down at her desk and motioned for them to sit across from her. Predictably, Nutley pulled out his ever-present notebook.

      Perez spoke as soon as the notebook made its appearance.

      "Tell me how you know Judith Griffin."

      "Her son is a client of mine."

      "A client how?"

      "I'm designing pieces of jewelry that Todd Griffin and his fiancée, Emma Parker, are planning to give to members of their wedding party and their parents."

      "What kind of jewelry?"

      "Pins for the women and ID tags for the men."

      "ID tags? What do you mean by that?"

      "You know, like dog tags they have in the military."

      Nutley kept on scribbling.

      Perez's eyes widened. "They hired you to design dog tags? Do they know they can get those at any Army/Navy supply store?"

      Lilly resisted the urge to scowl at the officer. "These will be really nice dog tags. They won't have pieces like this in an Army/Navy store."

      Perez shifted in her chair. "All right. Where were you last night?"

      "After work I went home."

      "Did you make any stops?"

      "No."

      "What did you do after you got home?"

      "I had dinner, watched a movie, and went to bed."

      "Nothing else?"

      "No."

      "If I ask your husband, he'll tell me you were home all night?"

      "Yes. Oh, wait. No. I did go out in the middle of the night." Lilly could practically see jackpot signs spinning in Perez's eyes. Nutley looked up, shock showing on his features. The man really needed to work on his poker face.

      "And where did you go in the middle of the night?"

      "I just drove around. The baby couldn't sleep, so that's how we calm him down sometimes in the night."

      "You have a baby?" Perez gave Lilly a skeptical look.

      Lilly resisted the urge to say, “I’m not that old.” Instead she said, "My husband and I are trying to adopt him. Right now we're his foster parents."

      Nutley made a note of it.

      "No one else went with you?"

      "No one but the baby. I didn't want to wake up Hassan or my daughter. Driving around is really a one-person job."

      "Too bad for you," Perez said.

      Lilly didn't rise to the bait. She was going to remain calm if it killed her.

      "Can you tell me the route you took?"

      "I don't remember exactly, but I stayed right in town. What time did Judith die?"

      Perez ignored the question. "Tell me about you and Judith."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean, tell me about you and Judith. Are you friends? Do you hate each other?"

      "We're not friends, but I don't hate her. She might hate me. I don't know."

      "But you didn't get along."

      "Not really."

      "Why?"

      "Because after her son and his fiancée hired me, she came in here a couple times demanding to see the designs I had made."

      "And did you show her?"

      "No."

      "Why not? That seems like a simple request to me."

      "I didn't show her because she's not my client. I have an obligation to show the designs to my clients before anyone else."

      "Even though Judith Griffin was the one paying for them?" Obviously, Perez had done her homework.

      "Yes."

      "I understand you and she had an argument right here in this store just yesterday. Care to tell me about that?"

      How does she know about that already?

      "She came in here, butted ahead of customers who had gotten here first and whom I was already waiting on, to insist that I show her the designs and tell her how much they were going to cost."

      "And what did you do?"

      Lilly wished she had handled the encounter with Judith better. "I told her off and asked her to leave."

      "You told her off."

      "Yes."

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I told her I was not going to show her my designs. And I don’t even have a total yet, so there’s no way I could have given her that information. She threatened to sic her lawyer on me and I told her to go ahead and do it. It was just a testy exchange, that’s all.”

      "Did you threaten her?"

      "Of course not!"

      "Did you kill her?"

      The suddenness of the question caught Lilly off-guard. "What? No!"
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      Perez remained still, watching Lilly with an unreadable expression on her face. "All I know is, this is the second time in recent months I've had to question you about the murder of someone you know. That's pretty coincidental, don't you think?"

      "I would say so, yes."

      "I don't believe in coincidences, Mrs. Ashraf. I also don't care that your brother works for the department. That doesn't let you off the hook."

      "I didn't say anything about my brother."

      "But you were thinking it, and if you weren't, you soon would. Am I right?"

      "Maybe."

      "I'm right."

      Lilly wanted to swipe that smug look right off Perez's face. "What about all the other people who hate Judith?" she blurted out.

      "What do you mean, 'other' people?" Perez seized on Lilly's use of the word. "Are you implying that you hated her, too?"

      "No. I told you I didn't hate her. What I meant was, there must be plenty of people who couldn’t stand Judith. Like her daughter-in-law-to-be. Like her employees. Have you talked to all of them?" Lilly hated to sell Emma down the river like that, but she wasn't about to take the blame for Judith's death.

      "We know how to do our jobs, but thanks just the same, Mrs. Ashraf."

      If Lilly ever talked to Perez again, it would be too soon.

      Perez nodded at Nutley and they rose to leave. Perez handed Lilly a business card. "That's my direct line. Call me if you think of anything. And don't leave Juniper Junction. I have a strong feeling we're going to be talking to you again."

      "Can I just ask why you think I had something to do with Judith's murder?"

      "Because when we asked for the public's help in locating Mrs. Griffin's killer, not one, but two people called into the station to say they had witnessed you arguing with Judith."

      Lilly silently cursed those customers.

      She did not walk the officers to the front of the shop. When they left, she stayed back in the office, her legs trembling and her hands sweating. How could anyone think she had had something to do with Judith's death? She sat down and tried some deep, slow breathing until she felt a little better. Then she checked her texts. Sure enough, Bill had tried to give her a heads-up before Perez and Nutley arrived. Well, at least he had tried.

      She called him before going back into the shop. "Perez and Nutley were just here. I see Perez hasn't mellowed at all since the last time I dealt with her. Bill, do they seriously think I had anything to do with Judith Griffin's death? Why would I do that? Why would I kill anyone, ever? And especially now, when I'm trying to adopt a baby?"

      "All right, Lil. Slow down. You know Perez, so you know she takes every lead seriously. And let's face it, you've been on her radar before. We're not fans of repeat customers around here."

      "I know that, but I was cleared of killing anyone at Thanksgiving time. She has to know I didn't kill Judith. And by the way, who called in with the tip that they saw me arguing with her? Honestly, if I was going to kill anyone, it would be them."

      "Not funny, Lil. You know I can’t give you their names. And maybe it would be best not to say stuff like that right now."

      "Are they stupid? Couldn't they see Judith is an overbearing, egotistical, entitled..." Lilly spluttered, trying to think of more words to describe Judith.

      "Most people who call into the tipline are just trying to be good citizens, Lil. They don't know you, they don't know Judith. All they know is that they heard and saw you arguing with the woman whose photo was on television this morning and who was killed last night."

      "I suggested that Perez investigate Judith's son's fiancée. I shouldn't have. She's the nicest young woman. But she's more likely to have killed Judith than I am, for sure."

      Bill laughed dryly. "No doubt Perez appreciated your input."

      Lilly had to chuckle. "I don't think so. But I was beginning to freak out and I felt I needed to point their attention in some other direction."

      "They're professionals, Lilly. Just because you offer them something shiny doesn't mean they're going to forget about you."

      Lilly's phone beeped. She glanced at it and saw it was Hassan calling. "Bill, it's Hassan. I've got to go. I'll talk to you later."

      She hung up and pressed the button to connect Hassan's call. "Hi."

      "Hi. What's happening? The police were just here and wanted to know where you were in the middle of the night. Why did they want to know that?"

      "What did you tell them?"

      "I told them you were here, sleeping."

      "I took Leith for a ride. He wouldn't stop fussing."

      "You did? I had no idea. I'll call them and tell them I was wrong.”

      “Whatever you do, don’t do that. It’ll look bad. I’ll just explain it to them."

      "What is this all about?"

      "Well, two helpful and upstanding citizens called the police tipline to tell them they were present in the shop when Judith and I had a confrontation. I would hardly call it 'a confrontation." I simply said I couldn't help her and told her to leave because she was becoming very pushy. I was trying to wait on other people."

      "So the police are just following up on a lead. Good. Hopefully they'll leave you alone now."

      "Don't count on it. Perez is practically euphoric that she's on my case again. I can tell just by looking at her. She's still mad that I didn't kill anyone at Thanksgiving."

      "I don't know how you do it, love, but you are a master at attracting trouble."
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      Lilly laughed mirthlessly, then slapped her forehead. "Oh, rats. I told Mirren I'd get dinner with her tonight. I'll call her and cancel."

      "Don’t cancel. Go out with Mirren and take your mind off everything that’s going on. I'll take care of the baby."

      "I don't like to miss my time with you and Leith."

      "We'll have all day Sunday to spend together."

      "Okay. Thanks. I won't be late."

      As soon as the jewelry had been put in the vault that evening, Harry left. Lilly had a few minutes before she met Mirren, so she dialed Nancy at Larkspur Manor. When Nancy came on the phone, she sounded frazzled.

      "Hi, Mrs. Ashraf. Can I help you with something?"

      "I've got some ideas for the spring tea and I would like to run them by you, just to make sure I'm on the right track."

      "If you can make it quick. I'm busy right now."

      Lilly frowned. Was that how to treat a volunteer?

      "What are your ideas?"

      "I thought we could have someone come in to teach the residents how to press flowers. At first I thought it would be nice for the women, but the more I thought about it, the more I thought the men would like it, too."

      "Okay. Anything else?"

      "Yes. How about they decorate their own cookies or cupcakes?"

      Nancy sounded doubtful. "I'm not sure about that. Quite a few of them have trouble with their motor skills. We don't want them trying to do something that’ll only upset them."

      Lilly hadn't even thought of that. "You're right. Okay, how about some kind of live music?"

      Nancy didn't answer for a moment. "I don't think we have enough money in the budget for that."

      "If I could find someone willing to do it for little or no money?"

      "Free is always good. If they want to get paid, it really depends on how much."

      "If I can find someone and they want to get paid, I'll run it by you first."

      "Okay. Anything else?"

      "How about painting?"

      "Painting? Like pictures?"

      "Yes. I can go to a hobby store to pick up some watercolor paper and a watercolor palette for each resident. We can let them paint whatever they want."

      "But if they want to wear nice clothes to the tea, do you think they'll want to paint?"

      Lilly shrugged. "We can tell them it's not going to be fancy. Then they can just wear their normal clothes. Plus, I can round up some old shirts to use as smocks. In fact, maybe we shouldn't call it a 'tea.' Maybe we should come up with another name for it. How about 'spring fling'?"

      "Okay. I think that sounds good. I'll get my secretary to hang some flyers around."

      "Well, I was thinking it would be nice to mail each resident a personal invitation."

      Nancy sighed. "I'd love to be able to do that, but this isn't Buckingham Palace. We don't have the resources to be doing that."

      Lilly wanted to point out that she hadn’t suggested sending out invitations printed on gold leaf. Instead she said, "No problem. Get me a list of residents' names and I'll do it myself."

      "Sorry, I can't do that. Privacy rules. You design an invitation and we'll print them out on plain old printer paper and deliver one to each patient."

      "All right."

      "So we have flower pressing and watercoloring and possibly live music. What else?" Nancy asked.

      "Food and beverages. If I can get enough of the residents' family members on board, we can handle the food ourselves. Can the dining room furnish the beverages?"

      "We can provide coffee and tea and water, but that’s it. That's all most of them drink, anyway. Some of the residents, those who have trouble with liquids, get a thickener for their beverages. We'll make sure there's thickener for those who need it."

      Lilly was impressed. Larkspur Manor may be a little underwhelming in the programming department, but Nancy was very good about making sure the residents would be doing ability-appropriate activities and would have everything in place to meet the needs of each resident.

      “How about donations? If families want to contribute money, can they do it online?” Lilly asked.

      “Unfortunately, we’re not set up for that. We’ll need donations, of course, but families are either going to have to mail in checks or you can pick them up and deliver them here. We’ll have to keep track of the money that comes in so I can email receipts to everyone.”

      Great, I’ll have to pick up checks. It’s a good thing I have nothing else to do, Lilly thought.
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      When Lilly arrived at The Randy Hare, an Irish pub on Juniper Junction's Main Street, Mirren was already there waiting for her. They slid into a booth and each ordered a glass of wine.

      When the server had left with their drink orders, Lilly leaned back and smiled.

      "It’s good to finally get a chance to talk when one of us isn’t running in or out of Larkspur. What's new?"

      A flicker of something—uncertainty?—crossed Mirren's face. "Let’s talk about you first. How's the baby?"

      Lilly smiled at the thought of Leith. "He's perfect. Hassan and I are sleep-deprived, of course, but I wouldn't trade it for anything. I've gotten another chance at motherhood and I intend to enjoy every minute of it."

      "You are just glowing," Mirren said. "I don't often wish I'd had kids, but when I see you so happy, I almost wish I were a mom, too."

      Lilly's smile faded as she thought about Cyrus's parents. The server brought the wine and took the women’s orders. When he left, Lilly told Mirren about the new curveball in the adoption process. Mirren was horrified.

      "If there's anything I can do, please let me know. I hate to think of you and Hassan losing that little boy."

      Lilly swallowed hard and couldn't say anything for a moment. Mirren covered Lilly's hand with her own. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that."

      "No, it's okay. Obviously, I hate to think of it, too."

      "Then let's talk about something else. How's work going?"

      Also, not the topic Lilly wanted to discuss. But she explained what had been going on. “A young couple came in and gave me the biggest commission I’ve ever had. I’ve been sketching and designing in every spare minute.”

      “That sounds amazing," Mirren said. "Congratulations! Can I see the designs?"

      "I left my sketchbook in the car. I can show them to you sometime. Hold on, though, because my story doesn’t end there.”

      “Uh-oh. That doesn’t sound good.”

      “You heard Judith Griffin was murdered?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “Judith is the groom’s mother.”

      “Oh, no. That’s terrible. Do you know what happened?”

      "I have no idea. All I know is that she was apparently killed sometime during the night. Unfortunately, she came into my shop just yesterday demanding information about the jewelry I'm supposed to be creating and made a stink in front of customers. I told her off and the police came in today to question me."

      "You're kidding. How did the police know you two had words?"

      "The customers who witnessed it called the tipline with the information. I swear, if I knew them, I'd give them such a piece of my mind. I mean, I get why they did it, of course. They’re just trying to help, doing their civic duty. But honestly, I wish they hadn’t said a word because when the police focus on me, they’re focusing away from the person who really killed Judith."

      "I’m sure everything will work out. Let the customers say whatever they want. As soon as the police catch the killer, they'll realize you had nothing to do with it."

      "I know you're right, but I’m still nervous. And mad. Besides that, I don’t know how Judith’s death is going to affect the wedding plans. I was supposed to talk to the bride-to-be today, but she didn’t call. For obvious reasons, I’m sure."

      “I’m sorry you’re having such a rough time of it.”

      “I’ll survive. How’s your dad?”

      “Still sick. Still in isolation.” Mirren shook her head.

      “Have you heard anything about the quarantine? How long’s it going to last?”

      “I have no idea.”

      "I've spoken to Nancy about the spring tea, which we're now calling a 'spring fling,' and she thinks the quarantine will be lifted in time to hold it in mid-April."

      "I don't know." Mirren shook her head. "From what I've read, it sounds like it's getting worse, not better."

      "Nancy seems confident."

      Mirren shrugged. "Okay. What can I do to help?"

      "We're going to teach the residents how to press flowers and we'll have watercolor painting for them. We'll have food and drinks and," Lilly held up her crossed fingers, "free live music."

      "That sounds great. Who’s providing the music?”

      "I don't know yet. I have to ask around. You don’t know any musicians, by chance, do you?"

      "I used to work with a guy who plays banjo. Want me to talk to him?"

      "Sure. Let's start there and see what he says. Banjo music might be a lot of fun for the residents. Can he play requests?"

      "I don't know. I'll ask him."

      The server brought their meals, an Irish stew pie for Lilly and bangers and mash for Mirren.

      "Let’s talk about something happy,” Lilly said. “How's your job going?" Mirren was the buyer for a company that sold wine and spirits.

      Mirren didn't answer right away. She took a slow sip of wine and put the glass down. "Actually, I lost my job."
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      Lilly didn't know what to say. She sat there, speechless, until Mirren saved her from further embarrassment. "It happened a couple weeks ago. I'm looking around for something else."

      "I'm so sorry to hear it. Why didn't you say something earlier?"

      Mirren scoffed. "It's not the type of thing you just blurt out in passing, you know? Besides, I’m still reeling from it. It’s so embarrassing. I haven’t wanted to tell anyone."

      "There's nothing to be embarrassed about. People lose their jobs all the time."

      "I know, but that doesn't stop me from being ashamed of myself."

      Lilly tilted her head and gave Mirren an affectionate look. "I wish you had said something. I could have lent a sympathetic ear."

      "Thanks."

      "Have you gotten any leads on a new job?"

      "I have a few. Actually, I had an idea and I wanted to run it by you."

      "That's intriguing. What's your idea?"

      Mirren twisted a ring on her right middle finger as she spoke. "You know I was in wine and spirit distribution."

      "Yes."

      "Well, I was thinking it might be cool to start a mixology class. Something I could do online, where people would subscribe and I would teach them, either live or on replay, how to make proper cocktails. You know, with all the garnishes and everything. I learned a lot in my job and I'd love to use that knowledge to try something new."

      Lilly grinned. "I love that idea."

      "Really? You're not just saying that?"

      Lilly shook her head. "No way. I think that's fabulous. I would sign up for a class like that."

      Mirren's eyes brightened just a bit. "I've looked into it. I would need high-quality video, some sound equipment, and decent lighting, but if I can dip into my savings for those things, I might be able to make my money back. The trouble is, obviously, that I need my savings right now for house payments." Mirren had recently purchased Bev's old home, the place where Bev had lived for decades and where Lilly and Bill had grown up. Lilly hoped Mirren would be able to keep up with the mortgage payments because it would be a shame if she had to sell the house.

      "How would you get the word out?"

      "Social media. I guess I would have to pay for advertising." A worried look crossed her face. "I hadn't actually given that too much thought yet. I’ve just been focused on the mechanics of producing videos."

      "I'll be happy to share what I know about advertising. It'll take about ten seconds. But seriously, I do advertise and it works. You could probably get a great return on your investment if you threw some money into ads."

      Mirren nodded. "I need to start drawing up a business plan."

      She looked down at her hands and Lilly had a feeling Mirren had more to say.

      "Is there something else?" she asked.

      "Yes, actually there is. Now, tell me if what I'm going to say is too pushy or inappropriate."

      "Okay."

      "Do you think Bill's wife would be interested in a collaboration? Like, I would show people how to make cocktails and she could suggest food pairings?"

      Bill’s wife, Noley, was Lilly’s best friend. She was a superb cook, well-known cookbook author, and recipe developer. She worked for a food magazine and wrote a syndicated cooking column.

      Lilly sat back. "Huh. That sounds interesting. I don't think it's pushy at all, but Noley is already super busy with all her projects. All you can do is ask her. The worst she can do is say 'no,' right?"

      "Yeah. I think I'll get in touch with her."

      "I'll tell her to give you a call."

      Mirren breathed a sigh of relief. "That would be great. Thanks so much, Lilly. If I go ahead with this mixology subscription business and if she would be willing to work with me, it would give me credibility from the get-go."

      "And if Noley is too busy, maybe she can recommend somebody else who would be willing to partner with you," Lilly suggested. She didn't want to discourage Mirren, especially since the poor woman was in a financial spot, but she wanted to soften the blow a little bit if Noley wasn't able to spare the time to help her out.

      "Any assistance she could give me would be great." Mirren nodded. "Really great."

      Lilly thought she sounded a tad desperate and wondered briefly how much Mirren actually had in her savings account. Would she be able to keep the house? She hoped it wouldn't come down to Mirren asking Basil, her ex-husband, for a loan.

      When they parted ways outside The Randy Hare, Lilly promised to call Noley that evening and Mirren thanked her profusely.

      Lilly didn't want to take any more time away from Leith that evening, so she phoned Noley on her way home.
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      "Hi, stranger," Noley said when she answered the phone.

      Lilly chuckled. "It hasn't been that long."

      "I'm just teasing. But seriously, I miss talking to you more often."

      "So do I. I'll try harder, I promise."

      "The phone works in both directions. I'll try harder, too. I've been crazy busy. What’s up? How’s that beautiful baby?"

      “He’s great.” Lilly couldn’t bring herself to discuss the adoption again. "I just had drinks with Mirren Balfour. You know, Finley’s daughter."

      "Yeah, I know her."

      "Unfortunately, she lost her job."

      "That stinks. I'm sorry to hear it."

      "She's got an idea for a new business, though. She wants to teach online mixology classes on a subscription basis."

      "That sounds interesting. There are subscription plans for all kinds of things now."

      "I know. I thought it was a good idea, especially because I have a feeling she's running low on savings—I don't know how, because she and her ex-husband have no kids and she’s worked for years at a good job."

      Noley made a sympathetic noise.

      "Anyway, she asked me if I thought you might be interested in partnering up with her to provide food pairings for her cocktails." Lilly waited. She was pretty sure she knew how Noley would react.

      Noley was silent for several moments, then finally she spoke the words Lilly had been expecting. "I don't know, Lil. I'm so busy I can barely keep up with all my own work. I think if I agreed to something with Mirren right now, I'd only end up disappointing her."

      "I figured you'd feel that way. I sort of prepared her for it."

      "I'm really sorry."

      "That's okay. If I give you her number, could you take a few minutes to talk to her? She said if you weren't able to help her out, maybe you'd know of someone who could."

      "I'd be happy to talk to her. As for someone else who could partner up with her, I would have to check around. But off the top of my head I can think of a couple people who might be interested in something like that. Great cooks, both of them."

      "That would be terrific. I think she's eager to get something off the ground as soon as possible."

      "All right. Text me her number and I'll give her a call."

      "Thanks, Nol. You're the best."

      Lilly was home by the time she rang off the call. She hurried inside to find Leith and Hassan in the living room. Leith was screaming and Hassan was trying to comfort him. As Lilly walked into the room, Laurel appeared at the bottom of the stairs with a frazzled look on her face. Lilly laughed at the sight.

      "Remember how awesome you thought it would be to have a baby brother?"

      "I didn't count on the screaming when I'm trying to watch tv." Laurel scowled.

      "I'm glad you're home, love. I kept him up because I wanted you to see him before he went to sleep, but he's overtired. I should have just put him down." Hassan kissed the baby's forehead and handed him to Lilly with a grateful sigh.

      "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have gone out with Mirren."

      "I'm glad you did. But maybe you can get him to sleep."

      "Definitely." Lilly took Leith upstairs and settled down in the rocking chair. She stroked his face until his sobbing and hiccups stopped and he was sound asleep. When she put him in his crib, he didn't stir. She stared at his perfect little face until tears blurred her vision, then left the room. She changed into pajamas and met Hassan downstairs. He was sipping a glass of wine and had poured one for her. They sat next to each other on the sofa.

      "What a day, huh? What did you learn about Judith Griffin’s death?"

      Lilly told him everything she knew, which wasn't much. She concluded her story by saying, "I can’t believe I'm on the hook. Again.” She leaned back and sighed. She was on the verge of tears. “I cannot deal with this on top of the adoption. And the spring fling at Larkspur Manor."

      "Let's take one day at a time. That's the best we can do. And I’m sure no one seriously thinks you killed Judith Griffin, no matter how tenacious Officer Perez is." Hassan put his hand on her thigh and squeezed.

      “I know you’re right, but I’ll worry about it until the real killer is caught.” She took a sip of wine. “Since the adoption hearing is over a month away, I need to deal with the spring fling first. Anything I can do to keep my mind off the hearing is a good thing."

      "Amen to that." Hassan leaned over and kissed Lilly's temple.

      "Do you realize St. Patrick's Day is only two days away? We should do something to celebrate," she said.

      "Like green beer?"

      "Why does everyone immediately think of green beer when anyone mentions St. Patrick's Day?" Lilly laughed.

      Hassan shrugged. "I don't know. I've never even had green beer."

      "Maybe we can dress Leith up like a leprechaun.”

      "You would actually do that to him?" Hassan effected a shudder.

      Lilly laughed. "Well, maybe not that. But we have to do something."

      "How about corned beef sandwiches for dinner?"

      "That’s a given. I think even Leith would prefer corned beef over a leprechaun suit."
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      As soon as Lilly arrived at work the next day, she received a text from Emma Parker.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi, Lilly. Sorry I didn’t get in touch yesterday. I'm afraid we're going to have to put those pieces of jewelry on hold. We can't go forward with the wedding until Judith's death is cleared up. This is only a postponement, not a cancellation. Is that ok?

      

      

      

      

      

      Lilly's heart sank. She wondered how long the wedding would have to be postponed. It was bad enough that she appeared to be a suspect in Judith's death. Now she was losing a chunk of her income because of Judith, too? She hoped it wouldn't be postponed until the following year—she wanted Harry to get that bonus she had practically promised him. It didn't seem fair.

      
        
          
            
              
        That's fine. Just let me know when you're ready to order the pieces.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thanks.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lilly was in a bad mood by the time Harry got to work.

      "Hey, boss. How are you doing? Any news about who killed Judith?"

      Lilly shook her head. "I wish. I haven't heard a word, not even from Bill. You know, maybe I should give him a call, see if there's anything he can tell me."

      But when she called him, he told her there had been no progress on the case. "Perez is working around the clock on this one. Because of Judith's status in this part of the state, the mayor is breathing down the chief's neck and he's breathing down Perez’s neck to get this thing solved. It's all hands on deck."

      "And all the deck hands haven't been able to find anything?" Lilly couldn't keep the disappointment out of her voice.

      "They found damage to one of the doors of the house, so it could have been a break-in gone bad. The house is surrounded by security cameras, but they didn't catch the perp. He must have studied them before the murder because he knew they sweep the property, so he timed his approach to coincide with each camera pointing in a different direction. They're combing neighbors’ security cameras that might have caught something, but so far no luck. The houses out where the Griffins live are all so far back from the road that most of the cameras are useless."

      "I assume they live far away from any riffraff?"

      "Definitely. Perez's crew is still canvassing the area and checking with the neighbors.”

      "In other words, I'm not off the hook."

      "As far as I'm concerned, you were never on the hook. But Perez ... she's just doing her job and she doesn't care that you're my sister. In terms of the big picture, that's a good thing, Lil. We know that she's not going to be swayed or intimidated by anyone."

      "Oh, for sure. In the grand scheme of things, this is delightful. I hadn't realized how lucky I am to be a suspect so Perez can prove to the community that she's an equal-opportunity bit—."

      Bill cut her off, laughing. "You know what I meant, Lilly."

      "Go ahead and laugh. You won't be laughing when I'm in prison."

      "Take it easy. You're not going to prison. Perez always gets her man, so to speak."

      "That’s sexist."

      "All right, all right. I've got to go. Three people have knocked on my door since we've been on the phone."

      "Goodbye," Lilly grumbled.

      As the day wore on, the more Lilly thought about her predicament, the more she wanted to know about Judith. Where did she actually work? She had to have an office somewhere. And where, exactly, did she live? Lilly wondered if a fresh pair of eyes might be just what Perez needed to find the real killer. The police were so wrapped up in this that they might miss something totally obvious.

      At least, that's what she told herself—it definitely wasn’t sheer nosiness—when she typed an address she had found online into her GPS navigator and drove to Judith's house as soon as she left work that evening.

      Judith's house—no, compound—was about thirty minutes outside Juniper Junction on a rural road swathed in evergreen trees and driveways guarded by wrought iron gates hung between stone or brick pillars. She knew which house belonged to the Griffin family even before noting the yellow crime scene tape strung across the driveway.

      Two police cars sat on the road outside the gate. The lights on one of the cruisers were flashing. Lilly wondered wryly how many other police cars must be up at the house, swarming the grounds to find the killer of such an important woman. Weren't there other cases these officers should be working on, too? Was Judith Griffin more important than any other victim of a crime that wasn't being solved because it took place around the same time as her death? Lilly shook her head in disgust.

      She slowed reflexively as she passed the house, craning her neck to see beyond the curve in the driveway. The property was located on a steep hill, so she got a glimpse of the main house and a couple other smaller buildings on the property as she drove by. Of course, they weren't fully visible from the road, but there was enough to see that any passers-by would know the owners were filthy rich.

      She sped up as she drove away, lost in thought. She didn't notice the flashing lights of the police car behind her until she had crested a hill up the road and gone down the other side.
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      Lilly groaned as she pulled over to the side of the road. She had definitely not been speeding. Her heart sank when she saw Perez getting out of the cruiser and walking toward her. She rolled her window down and waited for Perez to speak first.

      "Good evening, Mrs. Ashraf."

      "Good evening."

      "Do you mind telling me what you're doing out here, driving slowly past Judith Griffin's house?"

      "No particular reason. I was just thinking about her."

      "Just thinking about her."

      "Yes."

      "Thinking what, in particular?"

      "I was just wondering how anyone could have gotten onto her property to kill her. I figured it would be well-guarded."

      "The police department is capable of solving murders, Mrs. Ashraf, as you well know. We do not need or want your help. And frankly, if I were you I'd stay as far away from the Griffin household as possible, given your relationship with Mrs. Griffin and given that you have no solid alibi for the time she was killed." Perez's stare could have sliced steel.

      Lilly could feel her face redden. She didn't say anything else, but stared back at Perez in an attempt to show the officer she wasn't afraid. She was pretty sure Perez could sense her heart beating practically out of her chest. What a stupid idea it had been to come out here.

      "We'll be in touch when we need further information from you, Mrs. Ashraf." Perez nodded pointedly down the road. Lilly didn't need further prompting. She intended to get the heck out of there. At a reasonable speed, of course. She didn't need Perez nailing her for speeding.

      When she got home she pasted on a wide smile as she cooed at Leith, but Hassan could tell something was amiss. "Everything all right, love?"

      She nodded and leaned against the kitchen counter, holding Leith against her shoulder. She could feel his warm baby breath on her neck. "I drove out to Judith Griffin's house. Just to see what it was like. The place is a fortress."

      "Why did you do that?" She could hear more than a hint of exasperation in his voice.

      "I started wondering how someone could have gotten onto her property to kill her. That place is tighter than Fort Knox."

      "Lilly, I know you want to clear your name, but hanging out at a crime scene is not the best way to do it. You're got a newborn. You can't be pulling stunts like that."

      The words stung, but she knew he was right. She looked at him pleadingly. "I know that. I'm sorry. But I just can't have this hanging over my head or I'll go mad."

      He put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close. "What would Leith and Laurel and I do if something were to happen to you?"

      "Nothing's going to happen to me."

      "It won't if you stay safe and let the police take care of this. It's their job, not yours."

      "That's easy for you to say. You're not the one suspected of murder."

      "I know that, but you forget I've been in your shoes.” He referred to the time he had been accused of killing his next-door neighbor. “And more importantly, you're my wife, so we carry each other's worries."

      Lilly couldn't believe how lucky she was to be married to such a man. She smiled tremulously. "I'm sorry. I won't go out to Judith's again."

      Hassan looked at her, squinting his eyes just a bit. Lilly knew what was going through his mind. He was trying to decide if he should make her cross her heart and hope to die—not literally, of course. He didn’t say anything, though.

      She wouldn’t go out to Judith’s again.

      But she didn’t promise to stay out of the case.
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      Lilly was up early on St. Patrick's Day, having spent most of the night tossing and turning as she fretted about Judith Griffin's murder investigation. She figured she might as well head to the shop as long as she was awake.

      She set out the displays, fiddling with the gold tissue paper in the little black kettles. She hung out a green flag with shamrocks and a rainbow. Harry got there shortly before nine o'clock bearing two cups of coffee from the fancy coffee bar near his house, and she accepted hers gratefully.

      "Thanks, Harry. This will hit the spot."

      At nine o'clock Harry unlocked the front door. He walked behind the counter and stood next to Lilly, who had removed the back of a watch and was examining the workings inside. A customer had left it the previous day for a repair. She took up a sharp pencil from the counter and used the tip to point out to Harry where the problem was. He opened his mouth to ask a question when she jerked her head up suddenly, having seen a rapid movement out of the corner of her eye.

      She barely registered Harry's shout as time slowed and a huge black SUV barreled through the front of the shop, shattering the windows and flinging the door off its hinges.

      Glass and metal and cast-iron kettles flew in every direction as Lilly heard herself scream and felt Harry pull her to the floor behind the splintering counter. Her cry echoed in her ears.

      From where she lay on the floor, stunned and helpless, she could see around what remained of the counter in front of her. She recoiled in horror when she saw a person dressed as a leprechaun leap from the car. The leprechaun wore a green coat with shiny gold buttons, a green top hat over a head of curly red hair, and boots. Worst of all, the person wore a mask with a grotesque grin and long red beard.

      The leprechaun scooped up all the jewelry within reach. It only took a few seconds for the person to scramble back into the car, jerk it into gear, and careen out of the store.

      A moment later she heard more screaming, but this time it wasn’t her. These screams were coming from outside the shop.

      "Are you all right?" she heard Harry yell. But she didn't register his question as being directed at her. She looked at him in confusion, her mind and body in shock. He was lying on the floor behind her, about four feet away. She could only stare at his bloodied face, wondering dimly somewhere in her own mind if she was covered in blood, too.

      "Are you all right?" he repeated. "Can you move? Lilly, we have to call the police!"

      The whole episode had taken less than a minute, but it felt to Lilly as if it had lasted for hours. Harry groaned and finally something inside her brain clicked.

      "The panic button! Hit the panic button!" She was referring to the button under the counter that would connect the shop directly to the police station in the event of a hold-up or other emergency. There had been no time to hit it when the car came hurtling into the shop.

      Harry was able to reach it. He pushed the button, then slumped to the floor as neighboring shopkeepers began to run into the store, shouting for Lilly and Harry.

      "Lilly! Harry! Are you all right? We've called 9-1-1."

      "Where are you?"

      "What happened?"

      "Is everyone okay?"

      Someone reached for Harry’s arms, helping him to sit up. The blood running down his face and arms finally fully registered with Lilly. "You're hurt."

      "So are you, Lilly. Can you stand up?"

      She looked down at her arms. The blood seeping through her sleeves contrasted sharply with the white fabric. Her pantlegs were streaked red, too, and the streaks were slowly growing. For the first time, she realized she was in pain. A lot of pain. She closed her eyes, wishing she could just go to sleep. Other shop owners had dashed into the store and were trying to pick through the glass to get to her and Harry.

      Lilly looked up as sirens sounded from each direction on Main Street. Thank God, she thought. Through the smashed glass and chaos, Lilly heard them screech to a halt on either side of her shop. Officers jumped out of vehicles and took control immediately, ordering the well-meaning neighbors out of the store and directing onlookers to safe places across the street. She wondered vaguely if Bill would come.

      Suddenly an officer was crouching next to her. "Are you all right? Can you walk?"

      “I don’t know,” she mumbled. She put her hands on the floor to push herself to a sitting position, but a shard of glass sliced into her palm. She gasped.

      "All right, you stay where you are. We’ll get you out as soon as the paramedics get here.”

      She looked around wildly for Harry and felt a huge wave of relief wash over her as she noticed another officer helping him to the sidewalk outside the front of the shop.

      Because the entire front of the shop was missing, she could see an ambulance pull up behind the police cars. A second one came to a halt right behind the first. The paramedics jumped out and one ran inside to check on Lilly while the other hurried over to Harry.

      “We’ll get you out of here,” the paramedic said in a soothing voice. He motioned to someone and a minute later Lilly heard the sound of crunching glass as a stretcher loomed into view. The paramedics lifted her onto the stretcher and headed toward the closer ambulance. As they approached it, Lilly lifted her head in time to see Harry strapped to another stretcher, being whisked to the further ambulance for the quick ride to the Juniper Junction hospital.

      "Wait!" Lilly protested. "Is my brother here? Bill Merriweather?" She watched as officers yelled back and forth and looked around. Finally one pointed up the block and Lilly saw her brother running toward the scene.
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      "Where's Lilly?" she heard him call out. Someone pointed toward the ambulance where she was being lifted into the back and he ran toward her.

      "Are you all right? What happened?" His face was drawn and grim.

      "A smash and grab." She spoke between clenched teeth. Her mind had cleared a bit and she was feeling the stirring of fury in addition to the pain.

      "How many?" he asked. She knew he was referring to the number of perpetrators.

      "Just one that I saw. But everything happened so fast that I could have missed other people."

      Bill nodded. "Has anyone called Hassan?"

      "I don't think so. Would you mind?"

      "Of course I don't mind. I'll call Noley, too. She can watch the baby while Hassan and Laurel get over to the hospital."

      "I don't need anyone with me. I just want them to know I'm okay."

      "Let them decide, huh?"

      "Okay. Could you also call Alice, Harry's wife, if he hasn't called her already? You can get the number from him."

      “Will do. As soon as I make the calls I’ll make sure the inventory is secure, too.” Bill leaned down to kiss her cheek, then hurried over to the other ambulance, where the back doors were just being closed.

      “Wait up!” he called.

      He and Harry talked for just a moment and Lilly saw Bill writing something on the back of his hand. Thank God for Bill. She was grateful for the thousandth time that he was a member of the police force. He pulled out his phone and dialed. The last thing she saw before her ambulance doors closed was a police officer picking her St. Patrick’s Day flag up off the ground.

      Lilly hadn't been in the emergency room ten minutes before she heard a nurse mention that the husband and daughter of one of the jewelry store victims were in the waiting room. Lilly hoped Bill had made it clear that she was okay. She didn't want Hassan and Laurel beside themselves with worry while they waited to see her.

      She was hooked up to an IV with pain medication flowing by the time Hassan and Laurel were allowed to come back to see her. She glimpsed Alice behind them, holding a tissue to her eyes.

      Hassan's face was tight and haggard, while Laurel's face was blotchy and red. She glanced at Hassan as soon as they came into the curtained-off "room" where Lilly lay, as if asking silent permission to approach Lilly first. He inclined his head toward her and she flung her arms around Lilly.

      "I'm so glad you're okay," she sobbed. She stood back and took a long look at Lilly. "You could have been killed!" She stepped aside so Hassan could get closer.

      "How are you doing?" He took a deep breath and his dark eyes bored into hers as if he could discern the answer that way.

      "I'm okay." She smiled as best she could and he leaned forward to kiss her lips. Laurel had dragged another chair up to the bed and motioned toward it. Hassan sat down and held Lilly's hand while Laurel kept her hand on Lilly's other arm—the one without the IV hookup.

      “Where’s Leith?”

      “We dropped him off with Noley.”

      "How's Harry?" Lilly mumbled. The painkiller was making her drowsy.

      "I'll go check. I think he's a few beds down," Hassan said.

      "No, Hassan. You stay with Mom. I'll go," Laurel offered.

      Hassan thanked her and she disappeared around the curtain. He squeezed Lilly's hand, the one she had sliced on the glass. She inhaled sharply and he loosened his fingers. "I’m sorry, love. Are you really all right? We were scared to death when Bill called. I had this awful feeling as soon as I saw his number come up on my phone."

      "I'm glad he was there. It was a leprechaun," she mumbled.

      “Bill’s a leprechaun? That must be some good medicine you’re getting.” He grinned.

      “No. The person who did it was dressed like a leprechaun.”

      Hassan sobered immediately. “That’s horrible. Somehow that’s more alarming than if it was a guy in a ski mask.”

      “I know.”

      Laurel came back into the room. "I saw Harry and talked to Alice. He looks about the same as you, Mom. He's sleepy, too. You guys must be getting the same medication. Alice said he's going to be okay and that she'll come in to see you soon."

      Lilly nodded and closed her eyes. Something inside her mind relaxed when she heard Harry was going to be okay, and she finally allowed herself to rest.
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      She woke up some time later to find a doctor standing over her, consulting an electronic tablet. "How are you feeling?" the doctor asked.

      "I'm okay," Lilly said. Her mouth felt dry. Hassan must have noticed, because he stood and reached for a Styrofoam cup of water on the bedside table. He handed it to her and she sipped it gratefully.

      Hassan and Laurel stepped into the hallway while the doctor performed a quick physical examination and ran through the concussion protocol. "I don't know how you did it," she said, "but you seem to have avoided hitting your head very hard."

      "So I don't have a concussion?"

      "I don't think so. Once we finish getting you bandaged up, I'll sign your discharge papers."

      Lilly managed a smile. "Thank you."

      "You'll feel much better recuperating at home, I'm sure. Take care of yourself. The nurse will talk to you about what to expect for the next few days." With that, the doctor departed and Hassan and Laurel returned.

      "Can you come home?" Laurel asked.

      "Yes. We're just waiting for more bandages and the discharge papers. How about Harry?" Lilly asked.

      "We just talked to Alice. He's going home, too."

      Hassan's phone rang. It was Bill.

      "Hi, Bill."

      "Yes, she'll be okay. We can take her home soon."

      He listened to Bill for a moment.

      "Okay. I'll text you when we get there."

      “I’m not sure about that. I’ll have to ask her how she feels.”

      Lilly frowned. She didn't know what they were talking about, but she didn't like the sound of it.

      "Yes."

      He hung up the phone. Lilly and Laurel looked at him expectantly.

      "Bill says there are two officers waiting to question you and Harry about what happened this morning."

      Lilly groaned. "Already?"

      "I'm afraid so, love. He was asking if someone could come over here or if they should wait until we get home. You heard me tell him to wait. We won't tell them to come until you're settled and comfortable at home."

      "Okay. I can't believe this is happening."

      "Lilly?"

      It was Alice's voice. She was standing in the hallway on the other side of the curtain surrounding Lilly's bed in the emergency room.

      "Come on in," Hassan said.

      Alice drew the curtain aside and stepped into the cubicle. Her eyes widened when she saw Lilly. "How are you doing? You and Harry look a lot alike."

      "I'm okay," Lilly murmured. "How's Harry?"

      "They're going to let him go home. We're waiting for the discharge papers now."

      "So are we," Hassan said.

      "I'm so sorry this happened," Lilly told Alice, her eyes filling with tears.

      Alice hurried over and put her hand on Lilly's arm. "Don't be sorry," she said in a soothing voice. "How could you have known this would happen?"

      Lilly shook her head. "There's no way I could have known, but I still feel terrible about it."

      "Harry said he'll give you a call tomorrow," Alice said.

      "Thanks, Alice. Tell him I'll open the shop again as soon as possible. I have a lot of work to do before that can happen, though. My business insurance will take care of his paychecks, though, so don't worry about that."

      "We're not worried about that. We're worried about you and the toll this will take on you," Alice said. Her gentle smile brought tears to Lilly's eyes again.
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      It was another two hours before Lilly limped into the house on Hassan's arm. Laurel kept the dogs, Barney and Fred, at bay while Lilly made her way to the sofa in the living room. The stiffness and bruising had started to set in as the medicine wore off, and every step was agony.

      Gingerly, she lowered herself onto the sofa and lay her head back, exhausted. "I need to call my insurance agent."

      Hassan bent close to her, helping her scooch back. He fixed his eyes on her. "You are not calling anyone right now. You are going to rest, then you can call later."

      "What time is it?"

      Hassan checked his watch. "About four o'clock."

      "It's been hours since it happened. I need to call him."

      "How about I call him and tell him what happened?"

      Lilly thought for a moment. "I guess that would be okay. I just want him to know as soon as possible because the sooner he knows, the sooner I can get back into the shop."

      "Where's his number?"

      "I keep his card in my wallet." She paused as a wave of panic washed over her. "Where is my purse?"

      "Laurel brought it back from the hospital. It's in the kitchen."

      Lilly closed her eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. Hassan got up and retrieved the purse, then returned to the sofa. "I'll call him now so you can hear everything I'm saying. That way if I miss something, you can remind me."

      "Okay."

      Hassan found the agent's card, dialed the number, and waited several moments before being connected with someone.

      "Hello, yes, is this Thomas McKnight?"

      "This is Hassan Ashraf. Lilly Ashraf—I mean, she was Lilly Carlsen—is my wife. She owns Juniper Junction Jewels."

      "That's correct. Unfortunately, Lilly can't talk right now. There was an incident at the jewelry shop this morning and she's been in the emergency room. We're home now, but I told her I'd call you because I'm making her rest." Hassan smiled at Lilly.

      "She'll be okay, thank you for asking. This morning an SUV crashed through the front of the shop, destroying everything in its path. We know the driver made off with some of the jewelry."

      Hassan listened for a moment.

      "No, we don't know what's missing. The police have cordoned off the shop and will be keeping watch over the property tonight."

      "Yes. I can call someone right now to have them board up the store. Is there someone you can recommend?"

      Hassan grabbed a pen and a magazine from the coffee table and scrawled the information the agent was sharing. "That's great. Thank you, Mister McKnight. I will call this gentleman right away and see if he can get over there first thing in the morning to board everything up."

      "Yes, the police are there right now. Lilly was told the inventory would be secured."

      Hassan listened again. "Okay. Do you want me to meet you there?"

      "All right. I can be there in ten minutes."

      He hung up the phone. "I have to go meet Thomas McKnight at the shop, love," he said. He cocked his head and gave her a sympathetic look. "He and I will take care of everything. I want you to rest."

      "I really should go," Lilly said.

      "No. You've had a shock, you're hurt, and you're exhausted. The last thing you need is to return to the crime scene today and risk upsetting yourself more. As a matter of fact, I'm going to text Bill and tell him the police questions are going to have to wait until tomorrow."

      "He's not going to like that," Lilly warned.

      "I'm in charge here," Hassan said with a grin. "If he has a problem, he can discuss it with me."

      Lilly leaned back again. She had mixed feelings. On the one hand, Hassan was right—she really was too tired and upset to be trusted to make rational decisions. On the other hand, Juniper Junction Jewels was her shop. She had a responsibility to be present when something went wrong.

      On the third hand, she was comforted by the idea that she and Hassan were a team, for better or worse. It was a warm, secure feeling knowing he was taking control of the situation in order to let her rest.

      "I'll call Bill," Hassan was saying. Lilly shook herself out of her thoughts.

      "I don't mind talking to the police," she said. "If they’re willing to come here, there’s no reason to postpone it."

      Hassan thought for a moment. "If you insist. Are you sure you're up to it?"

      "I need to get it over with. The sooner I give them a statement, the fresher my memory will be. And the sooner they can catch who did it."

      "All right, love. We'll get this sorted out. Don’t worry about a thing."

      Famous last words.
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      Hassan called Bill, who promised to send an officer over to the house to question Lilly as soon as possible. He also said that if Hassan could open the vault at the shop, the police would log and take custody of all the remaining jewelry. They had already logged and secured all the jewelry from the front of the store. When Juniper Junction Jewels was again ready for business, Lilly could retrieve the entire inventory at the police station.

      After Hassan left, Laurel put herself in charge of making Lilly comfortable. She brought pillows, tea, pain reliever, ice packs, and a heating pad to the living room and put everything within Lilly's reach.

      "Thanks, Laur. Have you talked to Noley? Is Leith okay?"

      "He's fine. Noley texted me to say she'd bring him home whenever we want, but that I'd need to drop off his car seat first. I told her I'll pick him up."

      "Thank you."

      "I'll leave now if you'd like."

      "The only thing is, I can't do much with him. You'd have to watch him until Hassan gets home."

      Laurel grinned. "Not a problem. I'll go get him now."

      "Thanks."

      Laurel left and only a short time later the doorbell rang. Barney and Fred raced each other to the door to greet whoever was there. It took Lilly much longer to get there, but when she opened the door she found two police officers standing on the front porch.

      "Mrs. Ashraf? I'm Officer May and this is Officer Chen. Can we come in? We're here to talk about the robbery."

      "Of course. Come on in." Lilly stepped back to let the officers in. She hobbled back to the sofa and sat, leaning her head back. The two men sat in chairs opposite her.

      "I'm sorry we have to do this, Mrs. Ashraf," said Officer May. "But as I'm sure you're aware, the sooner we get this over with, the quicker we can catch the person or persons responsible."

      Lilly nodded. "I'll help however I can."

      The officers started out by asking easy questions, such as her full name, the address of the shop, and the approximate time the heist occurred. Then they began asking the bigger questions.

      "Do you know what was taken?"

      "Unfortunately, no. My husband and the insurance agent are over there now. When they and the police have an inventory of everything that wasn’t stolen, I'll be able to compare that with my inventory list. That's the only way I'm going to know everything that was taken. I know I saw the driver of the car take several things from the broken display cases, but I could only give you a general idea of what was in those cases. There was the ring and bracelet case, the watch case, and the pendant case. So I assume he took a variety of things."

      "Tell us everything you can remember about the car."

      "It was a big black SUV, but I don't know the make or model. It came into the store from the left side, so it must have been traveling north along Main Street."

      Officer May told Officer Chen to make sure he got security footage from the shops along the entire length of Main Street.

      He turned back to Lilly. "Did you happen to see whether the car had any damage after it came through the front windows?"

      Lilly shook her head. "No. I was so shocked by everything that had happened that I didn't notice anything about the front of the car when it backed out of the shop."

      "Did you or your employee hit the panic button?"

      "He hit it. I told him to. It's the only thing I remember saying."

      "Okay. Now I want you to try to remember everything you can about the driver of the car. Was it a man or a woman? What was the person wearing? How tall was he? Thin? Fat? Any distinguishing marks? Did the person say anything?"

      Lilly closed her eyes and tried to remember everything that had happened from the moment she noticed a flash of motion out of the corner of her eye.

      "I don't know if it was a man or a woman. The person didn't say a word that I recall, so I didn't hear whether it was a male or female voice. The person was dressed like a leprechaun. He—”

      “A leprechaun?” Officer May’s eyes bulged. Chen shook his head and continued writing.

      “Yes. Whoever it was wore a green top hat, a green coat with shiny buttons, and boots. There was curly red hair, but I think it must have been a wig. There was also a horrible leering leprechaun mask with a long red beard attached to it.”

      “It takes all kinds.” Officer May grunted.

      "I would say whoever it was wasn't very short or tall—I guess medium height—and I didn't see any distinguishing marks." She shook her head. "I'm sorry I can't help you more."

      "That's all right," Officer May said. "Every little piece of information helps when you’re looking for a leprechaun. Now, the next question is probably the hardest: do you know anyone who has a grudge against you? Anyone you've argued with?"

      Lilly closed her eyes again to think. When she opened them, the officers were staring at her, waiting for an answer. "The only person I've argued with recently is Judith Griffin, and she's dead."

      “The woman who was murdered a couple days ago?”

      Lilly nodded.

      "Okay. What did you argue about?

      “Long story short, she wanted information about her son’s purchases from me and I refused to give it to her.”

      “Perez is working that case, right?”

      Lilly and Officer Chen both nodded.

      “Okay. I’ll talk to her. Can you think of anyone else? Anyone from your past?"

      I don't think you're ready for this conversation, Lilly thought.
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      "My husband says I attract trouble,” Lilly began. “And it's true that I've met some pretty bad people over the years, but they're all dead or in prison. I don't think it could have been any of them."

      "Can you provide us with a list of all those people? We can cross-check those on the list with records from State Corrections to see if any of them have recently been released. We can also contact their family members. Family members can become very bitter when their loved one is in prison and have been known to take it out on anyone involved in the incident that put their family member in prison in the first place."

      It took quite some time for Lilly to come up with the names of all the people she had angered over the past several years.

      Chen dutifully wrote down every name. Lilly could imagine the thoughts going through the officers’ heads: what have we gotten ourselves into and how can one unassuming middle-aged mom attract so many miscreants?

      The next query was one that threw Lilly for a loop.

      "Do you know anyone who might be short of cash?" Officer May asked.

      Mirren. Her name was the first thought that zoomed into Lilly's mind and pinged around in there for several seconds. Mirren had as much as told Lilly she was very short of funds.

      But it couldn't be Mirren. Could it? Lilly had to admit she didn't know her very well, even though they were now stepsisters. She looked up to see both officers staring at her, waiting for a response to the question.

      "Yes?" Officer May prodded.

      "I can't think of anyone off the top of my head," Lilly said. She couldn't subject Mirren to the penetrating gazes and uncomfortable questions the police would surely inflict upon her—at least, not until she knew more about Mirren's financial situation. She had her mother and Finley to worry about, too. How would it look if the daughter of one of them turned the daughter of the other over to the police for something she probably didn't do?

      The two officers exchanged looks, and Lilly got the distinct feeling her fib hadn't fooled either of them. They knew she was trying to hide something.

      Officer May handed Lilly a business card. Lilly looked at it for a moment and returned her gaze to the officers.

      "I want you to give me a call if you think of anything you might have forgotten," Officer May said. "Anything at all. Even if it doesn't seem significant."

      Lilly nodded. "I will."

      Everyone looked up when the back door opened. "Mom?" called Laurel.

      "In here."

      A moment later Laurel came into the living room holding Leith over her shoulder. "Here's Mommy," she said. She handed him to Lilly, who held him tight against her, breathing in his sweet baby scent and feeling her tension unwind almost immediately.

      The officers grinned at the sight of Leith. "Is he yours?" Officer Chen asked Lilly, a note of surprise evident in his voice.

      Lilly grinned. "We hope so. My husband and I are his foster parents right now, but we're trying to adopt him."

      "Good luck," Officer May said with a smile.

      "Thank you." Her breath caught for a moment as her thoughts veered toward the uncertainty of the adoption, but she forced herself to push them to the back of her mind.

      "We'll be in touch," Officer May said.

      When they had left, Lilly turned to Laurel. "Thanks for picking up Leith. How was he for Noley?"

      "She said he was perfect. As if he would be anything else." Laurel grinned. "How did it go with the police? Do they know who did it?"

      "They don't know anything yet." Lilly held Leith for a short while, but eventually had to admit that the pain and fatigue were getting the better of her. Laurel took him up to her room to watch him so Lilly could get some rest.

      When she awoke, she was disoriented and confused. Hassan was sitting in the chair across from her, reading a book. She squeezed her eyes shut until she could recall everything that had happened since getting home from the emergency room, then opened them again to find Hassan smiling at her. He came to sit next to her on the sofa and put his hand on her leg.

      "How are you feeling, love?"

      "I've been better. How did it go at the shop?"

      "As well as can be expected, I suppose. I wasn't prepared for the extent of the damage. Tom McKnight was very helpful, though. Between him and the police and your laptop, I think we were able to put together an exhaustive list of everything that's missing."

      Lilly had been dreading those words. Her shoulders sank. "It's a lot?"

      "I'm afraid so. I can't recall the exact numbers, but Tom promised he'd email the full list to you. I know there were at least a couple dozen bracelets, a lot of watches, and quite a few rings and pendants."

      Lilly groaned and leaned her head back. "What did Tom have to say about it?"

      "He was very professional, but I think even he was surprised by the number of pieces that had been taken. Whoever's responsible didn't waste any time."

      "I don't believe this."

      "The good news is that the guy I called to board up the shop is there already. The police gave him permission to get to work."

      "Thank you. That's a relief."

      "Tell me how it went with the police here."

      Over bowls of cereal, a far cry from the corned beef sandwiches she had dreamed of, Lilly told him everything she had discussed with the police, ending with her concern that she didn't tell them about Mirren. "Do you think I should have said something?" she asked.

      "I'm sure it wasn't Mirren, but it might be a good idea to mention her name to the police if they ask again. Like you said, we really don't know her very well."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 33

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      With her mind in turmoil and her body hurting, Lilly didn't sleep well and was awake before the sun rose. Hassan was snoring softly beside her, so she slipped out of bed and went downstairs to make coffee. She winced with every step, but she was determined to do something for herself so Hassan wouldn't have to keep playing nursemaid to her.

      While she waited for the coffee to brew she opened her laptop to check her email. Sure enough, there was one from Tom McKnight, and it contained an attachment. She heaved a sigh, not looking forward to what the attachment might contain.

      She clicked on the email and read through it carefully. It was a formal acknowledgment of the incident at the jewelry store and a notification that she should file a claim with the insurance company through Tom McKnight's office. She groaned at the thought of all the information and paperwork she would have to provide the insurance company before they would agree to pay the full amount of the claim, no matter how much it turned out to be.

      She closed her eyes in dismay when she opened the email attachment and saw the complete list of everything the driver of the SUV had stolen from the shop the previous day. The value of the pieces reached into the tens of thousands of dollars. And that didn’t take into account the amount of damage the shop had suffered.

      She closed the email and poured herself a large mug of coffee before sending a text to Bill.

      
        
          
            
              
        Any word on my shop? I can't believe how much the driver made off with.

      

      

      

      

      

      He replied only a few minutes later:

      
        
          
            
              
        I haven't heard anything. Still early stages. Hope you slept last night and are feeling better. Noley and I worried about you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Slept, but not well. Feeling sore but ready to get back to work. No need to worry—I'm fine.

      

      

      

      

      

      Bill responded with a thumbs-up.

      Lilly heard a tiny squawk coming from the baby monitor, so she hurried up the stairs as best she could and reached for Leith in his crib. Her heart melted when he looked up at her and smiled. She hugged him to her and took him downstairs.

      She fed him and cleaned him up, then played with him on the living room floor until Hassan came downstairs, rubbing sleep out of his eyes. He grinned when he saw Lilly and Leith on the floor, and joined them as soon as he had poured himself a mug of coffee.

      "How do you feel this morning?" he asked. "I hope I didn't wake you when I got up with the baby in the night."

      "I must have slept better than I thought. I didn't even know you got up with him. Thanks."

      Hassan waved her thanks aside. He turned to Leith, who was smiling. "And how are you, young man? I hope you've been easy on Mommy this morning."

      "He's been wonderful," Lilly said. She felt a prickling in her eyes.

      "Don't cry, love. Everything's going to work out and we're going to be his parents forever. I can just feel it."

      She managed a smile. "I hope you're right."

      "I'm right. You'll see."

      When nine o'clock came Lilly wasted no time calling Tom McKnight to get the complete list of everything she would need to file her claim with the insurance company.

      "I don't know if you've seen the paper yet this morning, Lilly, but the story about the smash-and-grab is in there."

      "I haven't seen the paper. What are they saying?"

      "The police are investigating, blah, blah, blah. Nothing that sheds any light on who might have done this. You've talked to them, I assume?"

      "The newspaper or the police?"

      "I meant the police, but have you talked to any reporters?"

      "I've talked to the police, but no reporters."

      "Do you have any idea who might have done it?"

      "None whatsoever. It's probably no one I know. Jewelry stores are always a target of thieves. And they're easier to rob than banks."

      "You're very lucky you and your assistant weren't hurt more."

      "I know. I haven't talked to him today. I need to call him to see how he's feeling. Any idea when I might be able to get back into the shop?"

      "I'm sure your husband told you he hired my guy to board the place up before it even got dark yesterday, so at least it isn’t open to the elements. I've already been over there this morning and there are a couple cops combing through the debris. We'll do what we can to get your inventory replaced and your shop open again as soon as possible.”

      “Okay. I’m going to start calling contractors today to get repair estimates.”

      “That’s fine. I'll also email you a list of some local guys I do a lot of work with. They'll have the shop up and running again in no time. You'll just have to call your alarm company."

      "Thanks, Tom. I appreciate all your help."

      Tom hesitated a moment before speaking, so much so that Lilly thought he had hung up on her.

      "Tom? You still there?"

      "I'm here. I, uh, I have to ask this, Lilly. Is it possible your assistant knows anything about the smash-and-grab?"
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      Lilly's stomach lurched. "Are you suggesting Harry has something to do with this?"

      Tom answered quickly in what he probably thought was a reassuring tone. "No, no. I don't think anything. I don’t even know the guy. But I have to ask."

      "I consider Harry trustworthy and above reproach." She hoped the hard edge of her words put an end to any further discussion of the matter.

      "Okay, Lilly. I believe you. Let's talk soon."

      "Goodbye." Lilly ended the call. She could feel her body temperature rising, or maybe it was just her face. She was fuming. How dare he suggest it was an inside job?

      But Tom's words were now hanging in the air, ripe and heavy. Lilly wanted to curse herself for even entertaining the thought, but she couldn't help the direction her thoughts took. Did Harry know anything about the incident? She doubted it very much, but was it possible he had some nugget of knowledge he didn't even know he had? She couldn't come right out and ask him—it would insult him deeply.

      There was one person she could ask. She called Bill. When he answered, she launched into hurried speech, repeating what Tom McKnight had asked.

      "Whoa, whoa. Hold on, Lil. I have no idea what you're talking about. Slow down and start from the beginning."

      She took a deep breath. "I just got off the phone with my insurance agent. Long story short, he asked me if I think Harry knows anything about the smash-and-grab."

      "Okay. So? Does he?"

      "I'm sure he doesn't. I trust him completely. But it's got me thinking that maybe he knows something about the incident and doesn't even realize it."

      "Like what?"

      "Like, maybe he knows someone who's in debt. Or someone who can't make ends meet. And maybe they know he works in a jewelry shop. What I'm trying to say is, maybe Harry knows who did it, but doesn't realize that he knows. Does that make any sense?"

      "Yeah, that makes sense."

      "So have the police talked to him? Did they ask him if he knows anyone who might be in debt?"

      "I'm sure someone has talked to him, and I'm sure whoever it was asked him those same questions. I don't know what his answer was, though."

      "Is there any way you can find out?"

      "I’ll tell you what. If I hear anything, I'll give you a call."

      "Thanks."

      Lilly looked at her watch and wondered if it was too early to call Harry. She decided to send him a text instead, in case he was trying to rest.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi, Harry. How are you feeling?

      

      

      

      

      

      She scrolled through electronic invoices on her laptop while she waited for a reply. She received one about twenty minutes later.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pretty sore, but glad to be home. How about you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Same. The pain really set in overnight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Have you been to the shop?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No. Hassan went over last night. Hired a guy to board it up. Inventory is secured at police station now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Good. Any idea when you can open up again?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Don't know yet. Waiting for contractors and alarm company.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I can help whenever you need me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thanks. I'll let you know.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lilly sat back in her chair with a wince and a sigh. She didn't have the heart to ask him if he knew anyone in debt. She couldn't imagine how guilty he would feel if he knew the person responsible for the crime at the shop.

      She played with Leith until it was time for his nap, relishing the unexpected time with him. When he was asleep, she opened her email. Tom had already sent her the list of his trusted contractors.

      She would call them if her own contractors were too expensive, but there were people she liked dealing with and she called them first. She made arrangements to meet them so they could provide her with estimates to get the shop back to normal.
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      It was just after lunch when the doorbell rang. The dogs went wild, causing Leith to wake up and start crying. Lilly was bouncing him in her arm and shooing the dogs away when she opened the front door to find two people, a man and a woman, standing on the porch in front of her. They were about her age.

      She smiled at them. "Can I help you?"

      The woman couldn't tear her eyes from Leith. Lilly held him a little tighter to her chest. The man stood there, mute.

      Lilly's smile vanished as a tiny frisson of fear prickled her arms. "Can I help you?" she repeated.

      It was the man who answered her, nodding toward Leith. "We're his grandparents."

      Adrenaline flooded Lilly’s bloodstream in an instant. She clutched Leith even tighter. "What are you doing here?" she demanded.

      "We wanted to see him," the woman said. She eyed the baby hungrily.

      "You are not welcome here," Lilly said, turning her body so the woman couldn't see Leith. "Hassan!" she yelled.

      He must have heard the panic in her voice, because he came racing down the stairs just a moment later. "What's going on?" He looked from Lilly to the two visitors who were still standing on the porch.

      "These are Cyrus's parents," Lilly explained in clipped tones. "They came to see the baby."

      Lilly saw the muscles clench in Hassan's cheeks. He turned to the couple in the doorway. "You need to leave right now. And don't come back."

      "Or what?" the man demanded.

      "Or I'll call the police and have you arrested for harassment." Hassan shut the door firmly in their faces.

      "We have a right to see him! He's our grandson!" The man's voice was clear through the closed door. He rang the bell several times and pounded on the door. Leith burst into tears again.

      Lilly sat down on the sofa, her entire body trembling with indignation and fear. Hassan joined her and put his arm around her shoulders, squeezing her tightly while Leith wailed.

      "I’m calling Bill." Hassan’s lips were a thin white line. The doorbell continued to ring. The dogs were losing their minds. Between the barking and the ringing and the onset of what would surely turn into an anxiety attack, Lilly thought she might lose her mind, too.

      He had Bill on the phone in a matter of seconds. He explained what was going on and Bill said he would be there as quickly as he could.

      The doorbell stopped ringing suddenly, leaving an echo of bells in the quivering air. "Did they leave?" Lilly asked.

      Hassan rose from the sofa and went to the window. He turned back to her. "Not yet. They're going back to their car, though."

      "Good. The sooner they get out of here, the better."

      Hassan pulled the curtain back a tiny bit to look outside. "They're in the car now," he said. He looked again and frowned as he continued to watch them. "But they're not leaving."

      "I can't believe this," Lilly said.

      "Maybe it's not such a bad thing if they stay out there in the car," Hassan said. "That way Bill can talk to them." Lilly nodded wordlessly.

      Hassan sat down next to her and Leith again. "It's okay, love. If anything, this makes our case against them stronger. It's not going to look good to the judge if they're here harassing us."

      "I know. But just the same, I wish they had never come here."

      "They're from New Mexico, aren’t they? They must have driven for hours to get here," Hassan mused. "It was pretty foolish of them." He rose and stood by the window again, watching. Several minutes passed in silence, with the exception of Leith's fussing. "Bill’s here already."

      "Good."

      Hassan watched at the window while Lilly sat with Leith, bouncing him in her arms and cooing to him. "He feels our stress," Lilly said.

      "The stress level in this room is pretty high," Hassan said with a half-smile. He turned toward her and helped her stand with the baby in her arms. He held them to his chest and kissed the top of Lilly's head.

      Presently there was a knock at the door. Lilly's body tensed and she swallowed hard. Hassan held her and Leith away from him gently and looked out the front window again. "It's Bill. The car's gone."

      He opened the door and Bill strode in.

      "What happened out there?" Lilly asked.

      "I asked them what they're doing here, and the husband told me they have a perfect right to see their grandson." Bill's voice was grim.

      "And what did you say?" Lilly asked.

      "I told them I would charge them with harassment if they didn’t leave. Then I told them not to bother you again."

      "Do they know you're my brother?"

      "No."

      "Thanks, Bill," Hassan said. "We appreciate you coming to the rescue."

      "No problem," Bill said. "Call me if they come back."

      "We will. Thanks." Lilly kissed his cheek. Hassan held the door for him and Bill left with a wave.

      Lilly followed Hassan into the kitchen. "Do you think they'll be back?"

      "I doubt it. I'm going to call Angie and have her contact their lawyer, who probably didn't know about this visit. No lawyer in their right mind would advise a client to do something like that."

      "I never want to see them again."

      "At least, not until the hearing." Hassan blew out a long breath. "What do you say I take this afternoon off? If you feel up to it, I think we could use a little time away from the house."

      "I need to meet this afternoon with a couple of the contractors I’ve called for estimates, but I shouldn't be long."

      "Why don't I come with you? We can put Leith in the pram and get some fresh air while you're meeting with the contractors."

      "Sounds good."
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      Lilly purposely took the scenic route to the back of the shop, avoiding Main Street because she wasn't quite ready to see the damage up close.

      She parked in the alley behind the shop, where everything was in its place and looked as if nothing had happened. Cars were parked in a neat row behind all the neighboring shops; garbage cans and recycling bins were tidily in their places waiting for the next pick-up day. The only thing that didn’t belong was a police car parked a few doors down.

      She slid into her parking spot and turned off the car. She needed to steel herself for what lay ahead. She had a vague memory of the destruction in the front of the shop before she was taken to the hospital, but she couldn't remember everything exactly. She looked at Hassan, who took her hand.

      "Are you sure you have to do this today?"

      She nodded. "I told the contractors I'd be here and I need those estimates as soon as possible."

      "All right. Call me if you need me. You only left the emergency room yesterday afternoon and I don’t want you overdoing it."

      “I won’t. I’ll rest as soon as I get home.” Lilly popped the trunk and Hassan pulled out the stroller. He strapped Leith into it and kissed Lilly.

      "Ready, my boy?" he asked. They set off down the alley with a wave.

      Lilly squared her shoulders before unlocking the back door and going inside.

      The office was quiet and a dusty scent lingered in the stale air. Lilly wrinkled her nose to avoid sneezing.

      "Hello?" she called out. "It's Lilly, the owner. Is anyone out there?"

      Almost immediately she heard footsteps coming closer. She told herself not to panic. The door to the front of the shop slid open and a burly police officer stood in the doorway. She could see portable police spotlights shining behind him.

      "You're the owner?" he asked gruffly.

      "Yes. I'm Lilly Ashraf."

      "Can I see some ID?"

      "Sure." Lilly fumbled through her purse until she found her driver's license. She handed it to the officer, who glanced at it, nodded, and handed it back to her. She was glad she had ordered a license with her new last name on it.

      "This your first time back?" he asked.

      She nodded. "Is it bad up front?"

      He grimaced. "It's not pretty. But you get a cleanup crew in here and it'll be back to normal in no time." He smiled at her and she felt herself relax just a little.

      "Are you going to stay here?" she asked.

      "I'm done for now. Do you need me to stay?"

      "I'll be okay. I have a few workmen coming in, then my husband will be here."

      "Then I'll head out." The officer touched the brim of his hat, nodded, and left.

      His movements had stirred up more dust, which settled after he was gone. It was quiet. Lilly shivered.

      "I don't like this," she said. The sound of her own voice brought a tiny bit of comfort. "But I can't postpone it any longer."

      She walked gingerly, grimacing with every painful step, to the door leading to the front of the shop. The officer had left it partially open. She peered into the front of Juniper Junction Jewels and gasped as she took in the scope of the wreckage the driver had wrought on her beautiful shop.

      It was worse than she had thought. Images of broken glass, smashed cabinets, ruined display cases, and the dark corners where the spotlights didn't reach crowded her field of vision. Her phone buzzed and she answered it as if she were on automatic pilot. She didn't even look to see who was calling.

      "Hey, boss. You busy?"

      "Hi, Harry. I'm at the shop, actually. It's terrible."

      "Want me to come down there?"

      "No, it's okay. I'm meeting with some contractors in a little while. Hassan is taking the baby for a walk and he'll be here pretty soon. I may try to do some cleaning while I wait for him."

      "You're not doing that alone. I'm coming down," Harry said.

      "That's okay, Har—"

      "I'm coming down there. No arguments. You shouldn't have to do this yourself.” Lilly heard him take a deep breath. “I need to talk to you about something, anyway …”" His voice trailed off.

      Lilly gripped her cell phone harder. "About what?"

      "I need to tell you face-to-face. I'll be there in a jiffy." He disconnected the call.

      Now what?
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      Hassan texted her to ask if he and Leith should return to the shop.

      
        
          
            
              
        No, still waiting for contractors. Harry's coming by, too.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        We'll keep walking, then.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lilly worked in the front of the shop, making a pile of glass and smaller pieces of debris, fretting and stewing, until there was a loud knock at the back door. She stood next to the door and called out. "Who is it?"

      "It's me. Harry."

      Lilly opened the door to admit him. His face was pale and wan and it didn't help that he was covered in bandages and gauze from his injuries.

      "Harry, you don't look so good. You should have stayed home. Come on, sit down." She gestured him to the chair behind the desk and he sat heavily.

      "Why did you insist on coming down here? I told you I could handle everything," she scolded.

      "I had to talk to you."

      "Okay, talk. Then I want you to go home and rest." She hoped her bluntness hid her anxiety about whatever it was he wanted to say.

      Harry looked down at his hands before answering. "I have this neighbor. He owns the house next door to me. Young guy, maybe mid-twenties. His name is Chuck. He was asking me all about my job the other day." He paused and Lilly waited, assuming there was more.

      "The thing is, he drives a little hatchback, not a black SUV, but he hasn't been around in a couple days."

      "That sounds pretty coincidental to me, Harry. I'm sure there's nothing to it."

      "There's more."

      "Oh?" Lilly's heart sank just a little.

      "I didn't realize he's been talking to Alice, too. She never mentioned it until this morning, when I said I wonder where Chuck went. He hadn't mentioned going away or taking a trip or anything.

      "She said maybe Chuck's found a job. I told her I didn’t know he was looking for one. We got talking and she said he's been out of work for weeks now. I had no idea. She said Chuck told her he's had to get food from the food bank and that he's flat broke. She thought he was looking for a handout, but it isn't like we have a lot of money to spare with mortgage and car payments and all that. She offered to buy a few groceries for him, but he said no, that he would find a way out of the hole he was in. He said he was behind on his mortgage payments and didn't know how long the bank was going to let him stay in his house."

      "I'm sorry to hear that. But still, Harry, I think it's just coincidence."

      "But when you take all that information and add it to the fact that he was asking me all about my job and the jewelry store, I don't think it can be ignored."

      "What did he want to know about the jewelry shop?"

      "He asked where it was, when it’s open, what kind of stuff we sell here, things like that."

      "And you gave him all those answers?"

      Harry's eyes held a worried look. "Yeah. I'm sorry, Lilly. I didn't even think about it at the time."

      "You couldn't have known what might come of those questions. Maybe he was just curious. But to be on the safe side, we should probably let the police know about Chuck and the questions he was asking and his behavior. Have you told them?"

      "Yeah. I don't know where Chuck is, like I said, so I don't know if they're going to be able to find him. He always seemed like a pretty nice guy."

      "I'm sure he is, Harry. I have a feeling this is all just a coincidence, but it won't hurt to have the police question him. If they can find him, that is."

      "I'm really sorry, Lilly."

      "It's not your fault, Harry. It could have been Chuck, it could have been any one of a million other people. We just don't know yet. But even if it was Chuck, this wasn't your fault and I would never blame you for it. Now, I want you to go home and rest. You look terrible."

      Harry managed a grin. "I will. Thanks for being so understanding, Lilly. You look terrible, too, by the way. I hope you're also going home to get some rest."

      "I'll go home as soon as I talk to the contractors." She looked at her watch. "They should be here any minute. The sooner I deal with them and with everyone else whose help I need to get the shop open again, the sooner we can get back to work. Tell Alice to take good care of you."

      "Thanks, Lilly." Harry left and within fifteen minutes, several of the contractors had arrived. Lilly had asked them all to get there at the same time so she wouldn’t have to keep running over to the shop. They made quick work of getting the measurements they needed, discussing materials, schedules, and labor costs with Lilly. Each promised to provide her with an estimate for the insurance company as soon as possible. By the time they left, Lilly was feeling a bit better. Things were in motion.

      She texted Hassan to say she was ready to go home. He and Leith arrived fifteen minutes later.

      Hassan took one look at her face and placed his hands on her shoulders. "How are you holding up?"

      "Okay, I guess. I can't believe how bad it is."

      "I wanted to prepare you somehow, but I knew if I did you wouldn't stop fretting about it.”

      "I'm glad you didn't say anything. If I had thought that it would be this bad, I would have gone mad."

      "I ran into Tom McKnight out front while I was talking to the lady next door. He said to say hello." Hassan said. Lilly smiled. The lady next door was Cleo, the owner of a toy shop. Cleo had been planning to retire for years, but enjoyed working too much.

      "She said to tell you she can't wait for you to open up again. She misses you."

      "She's a sweetheart."

      "I told her all about our trying to adopt Leith. She wished us luck and promised to send over a special toy to celebrate the adoption."

      Lilly hoped she'd be able to collect on that promise.
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      That afternoon she called her mom. She wished they could talk face-to-face, even though Bev didn't know who she was. It would certainly be better than talking on the phone.

      "How are you doing?" she asked.

      "Fine."

      "And how's Finley?"

      "Fine."

      "Where is he?"

      "Finley is not here."

      Lilly was reminded to call Mirren to ask how he was doing. She thought it best not to ask Bev any more questions about Finley. "I'm planning the spring fling for the people at Larkspur Manor."

      "What's a spring fling?"

      "It's a party. We're going to have fun things to do and good food and maybe even some music."

      "My Daniel and I used to have such nice parties," Bev said wistfully.

      Lilly knew she was lost in memories of long ago when her children were young and she had hosted dinner parties often. Thinking of her and Bill as kids reminded Lilly of Leith. Bev hadn't met Leith yet. The pediatrician had suggested that Lilly's mom and Finley not meet Leith right away because of the bacteria and viruses floating around Larkspur Manor that Leith could easily catch. And now that he had grown a little and had passed his two-month checkup with flying colors, the doctor had given her blessing to take him to visit his grandmother.

      Now that would have to wait because of the quarantine. Lilly wondered again how long the quarantine would last. She hoped the spring fling could go ahead on schedule.

      She tried telling Bev a little more about the spring fling, but Bev hung up while Lilly was still talking.

      Afterward Lilly called Mirren.

      "Hey, I haven't talked to you in a few days. How’s your dad?”

      Mirren sighed. “That virus is kicking his butt. But he’s hanging in there. Listen, I’m so sorry I didn’t call you yesterday, but I figured the fewer people bothering you, the better. I heard about the robbery. Are you and Harry okay?”

      “We’re okay. Sore and pretty beat up, but okay. And how are you doing? Any luck with the job search? Any luck with the banjo guy?"

      "The job search is not going well, to tell you the truth."

      "I'm sorry to hear that."

      "Thanks. But it's not all bad news. Noley gave me the name of someone she knows who might be interested in doing an online mixology class with me and I contacted him. He's great, or at least he seems great on the phone. We're going to get together later this week to talk about the possibility of working together. His name is Yannick."

      "That's great! Does he work in the food industry?"

      "Yeah. He’s a chef. I'll know more about him after we meet in person. I've been brainstorming to come up with ideas for classes, and I think I've got some good stuff. We'll also be talking about raising capital and purchasing or renting equipment to start off."

      "All ideas are good until money gets involved, huh?"

      Mirren laughed. "You know it."

      "Have you made any headway finding a musician who might play at the spring fling for free?"

      "I almost forgot. Bob, the banjo player, said he'd be delighted to play. He even does requests. But he does charge a hundred bucks. Is that too much?"

      "Believe it or not, it might be. I'll ask Nancy."

      "All right. I'll talk to Bob and see if we can work out a deal."

      "Thanks. I'll talk to you soon. Let me know how your meeting with Yannick goes."

      "Thanks, Lilly. Will do."

      Lilly rang off and leaned back against the sofa cushions. Laurel came racing down the stairs.

      "Where are you going?" Lilly asked with a chuckle.

      "I'm late. I'm supposed to meet Fiona at the school. She needs help studying for a test and I promised I'd help her."

      “Didn’t you just do that the other day?” Lilly pushed herself up and limped into the kitchen.

      “Yeah, but she couldn’t make it. I didn’t mind because I had enough of my own work to do, so I did it at the school library.”

      "It’s nice of you to help her out."

      "I'm not doing it to be nice. I'm doing it because I want a good grade at the end of the semester."

      "You get graded on being a mentor?"

      "Yes. It's for one of the higher-level classes. They think it's important to be available to help people. You know, 'giving back' and all that." Laurel used her fingers for air quotes.

      "I suppose I agree with that, but really? A grade? What if the mentee just doesn't like the mentor?"

      Laurel shrugged. "I don't think anyone fails, and if there's a big problem I'm sure you could go to the instructor and ask to be switched or just explain the situation. What I've heard is that the grade for being a mentor is designed to help your GPA, not hurt it."

      "That's good.”

      Laurel chugged a glass of water and placed it in the dishwasher. "I gotta go, Mom. I'll see you tonight."

      Lilly kissed her cheek. "Bye. Drive carefully."

      "I will." Laurel sped out the door.

      Lilly went in search of Hassan and Leith. She found them in the nursery, where Hassan was changing Leith's diaper and making "yuck" noises while Leith smiled and gurgled. He was always smiling now.

      Hassan lifted Leith and handed him to Lilly. She accepted him with open arms.

      "You ready for dinner? Whatever Laurel had, she left us some in the fridge."

      They went downstairs and found the meal Laurel had made—chicken with asparagus over polenta with glazed carrots. While they ate, Lilly's thoughts turned to her shop.

      "I'm nervous about reopening the shop. What if it happens again? The police haven't caught the person who did it, so I'll be like a sitting duck when I reopen."

      "I can understand how you feel. But I can't imagine whoever did it would try anything like that again. They'll turn their attention to a different kind of shop, maybe even in a different part of the state."

      "That's worse. Then the police will never catch them."

      "I don't think you need to worry about it, Lil. The police are doing their best and you're going to be just fine."

      She sighed. "I hope you're right."
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      The next day Lilly was at her computer early. The guys who had come to the shop the previous day had already provided her with their estimates. She forwarded their emails to Tom so he could attach them to her insurance claim. Hassan and Leith were still asleep in the next room. There was a knock at the office door.

      “Come in.”

      “Hi, Mom.”

      Lilly turned in her chair to face Laurel. "Hi, honey. No school this morning?"

      "No." Laurel sat in the other chair in the office. "Can I ask you something?"

      "Sure. You sound serious. Is everything okay?"

      Laurel shrugged. "I guess. It's Fiona. The more I talk to her, the more I don't like her."

      "What don't you like about her?"

      "She’s just slimy. I tried to help her study last night, but all she wanted to talk about was drinking and smoking weed and cheating on her tests. I just don't feel comfortable around her. And I don't want my teachers to think I'm anything like her. I’ll need their help to get a good job and the last thing I need is for them to think I'm a stoner."

      "I'm sure no one thinks that. You've been an A student since you started in the program, so they have no reason to think you're anything like Fiona."

      "Do you think I could ask for a different mentee?"

      Lilly sat back in her chair and thought for a moment. "I don’t know. Part of being a leader is being able to deal with things that crop up and personalities that clash with yours. If your teachers know her reputation, they'll know she's very different from you. I think it might be wise to see Fiona through the rest of the semester and be done with her. You don't have to spend too much time with her, do you?"

      "I'm supposed to meet with her at least once every two weeks and answer her questions." Laurel scowled. "I feel like this is something they're making us do so the teachers don't have to do it themselves."

      Lilly chuckled. "You’re probably right, but look at it this way: you're learning how to deal with difficult people and that's a skill you'll need for the rest of your life. You know that woman, Judith, who bothered me so much until she was murdered?"

      Laurel nodded.

      "This is obviously an extreme example, but look at how I handled it. Or rather, how I didn't handle it. I lost my temper when I shouldn't have, she was killed, and now there are people who think I might have killed her because they saw me lose my temper with her. It would have been much better for me if I hadn't gotten angry."

      Laurel shrugged. "I know what you mean, but that's definitely an extreme example. I doubt Fiona is going to end up dead."

      "That's not the point. The point is that things can go downhill fast when you don't deal with people the right way."

      "I know that." Laurel was getting testy. "I just don't like her, that's all."

      "I'm sorry, Laur. You have to do what you think is best, but my advice is to stick it out."

      Laurel grumbled something and went downstairs. Leith made a noise in the bedroom, so Lilly went to get him up. She took him downstairs, poured herself some coffee, and took it into the living room to play with him on the floor. When Hassan came downstairs, he took charge of Leith while Lilly went up to take a shower. There were a couple more contractors who were going to meet her at the shop in an hour.

      Thankfully, they were on time. Lilly showed them around and left them alone while they gathered the information they needed to come up with material and labor costs to perform all the necessary repairs. Lilly sat at her desk and sighed. This was going to cost a fortune. Thank God for insurance.

      She had the estimates by email that evening. She forwarded them to Tom. Ten minutes later her phone rang.

      "Hi, Tom. You’ve seen the estimates? I was pleased they all came in so quickly. And they were mostly lower than I thought they’d be, so that’s good."

      "Yeah, I saw them." Something in his voice set off an alarm bell in Lilly's head. "That’s what I’m calling about. I'm wondering if you and I could meet privately. There are a few things I'd like to discuss with you."

      Lilly frowned. She didn't like the sound of that. "What's the matter? Is there something wrong with my claim?"

      "If you're free for lunch tomorrow, we can meet then. My treat."

      Something is not right, Lilly thought. She couldn’t imagine what it was, though. She feared there might be some kind of serious trouble with her insurance policy. She knew she had paid all the premiums on time. She could feel the first pricks of unease slither around the base of her skull.

      "All right. I can meet you for lunch tomorrow. Are you sure there isn't anything wrong with my paperwork?"

      "Whoop, I've got to run, Lilly. There's someone on the other line. I'll see you later. Armand's at noon?"

      "All right," Lilly said. The line went dead.
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      "Do you want me to go with you?" Hassan asked the next morning. Lilly was getting ready to meet Tom McKnight.

      "I'll be fine. I can certainly handle Tom McKnight. I can’t imagine what the problem is.”

      "All right. Call me if you need me."

      "Don't worry about me. I'll see you in a little while." She kissed him and Leith and left the house.

      Armand's Bistro was busy, as it always was at lunchtime. In his few years in Juniper Junction, Armand had made quite a name for himself. Lilly slid into a chair at a small table for two in the front of the bistro, next to the line that snaked past Armand's display case, full of delectable sandwiches, cheeses, and desserts.

      Tom arrived not long after Lilly. He looked around as if he were trying to get his bearings, then walked over to where Lilly sat.

      "Hi, Lilly. Do you mind if we meet toward the back? It's pretty noisy up here."

      The bistro wasn't huge. Wherever they sat, they were going to hear the steady hum of voices. But Lilly picked up her handbag and gestured for Tom to lead the way. He found a table in the back, not far from the swinging door to the kitchen.

      "What's this all about, Tom?" Lilly started speaking before he even had a chance to take off his jacket and sit down.

      "Don't worry, Lilly. We're going to get everything sorted out."

      That didn't sound good and it was most certainly not what Lilly wanted to hear.

      "Get what sorted out? I thought everything was fine. I thought I had submitted everything I needed to."

      He folded his hands and leaned toward her. "The thing is, I’ve looked through your paperwork and it seems to me you've shortchanged yourself in several places."

      "What do you mean?"

      Tom fixed her with an unnerving stare, then spoke in a low voice. "I mean, I think some of your estimates could use adjusting.”

      Lilly gave him a questioning look. "I don't get it. I have invoices and receipts for everything I lost, plus the repair estimates which, I might add, are very reasonable."

      "Yes. You’re very organized and keep good records. I'm talking specifically about the repair estimates. I actually took the liberty of calling the contractors on the list I emailed you and they’ve provided me with their estimates. I figured it couldn’t hurt to have more than one quote for everything that’ll need to be done." He paused. Lilly must have looked confused, because he exhaled loudly through his nose. "Lilly, you know how insurance companies work. They'll pay what they need to pay in order to settle the claim so that you can get back to business. If they cover all the claims you submit, you'll stay with them and continue to pay their premiums. If they don't pay up, you're likely to find another insurer."

      "I know how insurance works, Tom. I don't think I understand what you're getting at."

      Tom glanced around at the crowd, which had gotten slightly smaller while they talked. "If you go with the guys I suggested, whose estimates are a little higher, the insurance company won't give it a thought. They'll just pay the amounts on the receipts and close the file."

      Suddenly the haze lifted. Lilly frowned at Tom and looked around, lowering her voice. "Are you suggesting I commit insurance fraud?"

      Tom gave her a look that suggested he was taken aback by her words, but his reaction was delayed a half second too long. "Of course not. I just want to make sure you’re compensated appropriately for the crime committed at your store."

      Lilly was standing up as he spoke, but turned to face him after she pulled her jacket on. "I've heard enough, Tom. I'm going to pretend this conversation never took place. I'm going home and I advise you to go back to your office and submit that claim exactly as I filled it out."

      Tom stood, his eyes flashing. He spoke in a low voice. "Think about it, Lilly. The insurance company is still making money on you, even if they pay every cent of this claim. Besides, I’ve already okayed my guys to get started. They’re at work in your shop as we speak. I have a feeling you’ll come around. I hold the trump card."

      Lilly turned on her heel and strode through the dwindling crowd as best she could with a painful limp. Armand saw her and waved, but she didn't even wave back. She could feel her face getting hot and her head sweating. She knew it was from the blood boiling through her system.

      She slid into the driver's seat of her car a little too aggressively and whacked her knee on the gear shift.

      "Dammit!" she yelled. She saw a few people on the street turn toward her and stare, but she ignored them. She slammed the door, wrenched her car into Drive, and sped away from the curb. She drove past her shop on the way, where there were indeed several men working.

      Of course he holds the trump card—the crews are already at work and there’s no turning back now. What a jerk.

      By the time she got home, she had worked herself into such a lather she was crying. She sat in the driveway with her head against the steering wheel, not seeing Hassan and Leith until they were alongside her outside the car. Hassan was pushing Leith's stroller and the baby was sleeping. Hassan tapped on the car window and Lilly jerked her head up with a startled shriek. She opened the door and climbed out, trying to avoid the shocked look on Hassan's face.

      "What happened? Why are you crying, love?"

      Lilly closed her eyes and tried to compose herself before allowing words to flow from her mouth. She took a deep breath. "Tom McKnight is a crook and a very bad guy."

      Hassan's eyes widened. "What did he do? Did he hurt you?"

      "No, no. Nothing like that. Do you know why he wanted to meet with me?" It was a rhetorical question and she didn't wait for him to respond. "He wants me to pad my bills so I get more money from the insurance company. That's gotta be a felony. Do you believe it?"

      "What for? Does he want to split the extra money with you?"

      "I didn't stick around long enough to find out. I'm sure that's what he wants. I'll bet he thinks because I'm a woman I couldn't find my way out of a paper bag. I'm sure he thought I would just go along with whatever he suggested and not even realize it's insurance fraud. Aargh! That man!"

      Leith stirred in his stroller and let out a cry.

      Lilly's shoulders sagged with exhaustion. "I'm sorry I woke him up."

      "That's all right, love. Let's go inside."

      Lilly lifted Leith out of the stroller and held him against her shoulder as they went into the kitchen. She placed her handbag on the counter and saw the answering machine light blinking.

      If that's Tom, she thought, I'll kill him.

      She pressed the button and Hassan came to stand next to her as they listened to the message together. It was Angie, their lawyer.

      "Hi, Lilly and Hassan. Just a quick update. Judge McKnight’s clerk called. The judge wants to move up the date of the hearing by one week. I said it was fine with you. The grandparents’ attorney also agreed. I'll call you later to give you the details. Bye."

      Lilly and Hassan looked at each other. Lilly spoke first. "The judge's name is McKnight? That has to be some terrible coincidence, right?"

      "I don't know. I hope so."

      So the crews at the shop weren’t Tom’s trump card. Leith was the trump card.
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      Lilly took her cell phone from her back pocket. A moment later she was looking at images of Tom McKnight from various fundraisers and events he had attended in the past couple years. A woman, presumably his wife, was in many of the photos. Lilly clicked on one of the photos and another page popped up. It was a slightly enlarged photo of Tom and the woman, this time with a caption. Lilly read it aloud, her mind spinning.

      "This says, 'Tom McKnight and his wife, Surrogate Court Judge Tammi McKnight, were on hand at the ribbon cutting...' blah, blah, blah." She set the phone down and hung her head. "He's married to the woman who's going to decide if we keep Leith. I can't believe it."

      "Did he say anything about Leith when you were with him? Has he ever asked you about him?" Hassan’s eyes were flooded with worry.

      Lilly shook her head, lost in thought. "No. But what if he knows all about the adoption proceeding? Maybe he's doing this because he has leverage over me that I didn't know he had."

      "This is not good news, love."

      Lilly could feel sweat beading along her hairline. Bile rose in her throat. "What if he makes up something bad about me and tells his wife? What if she decides to give Leith to Cyrus's parents?" Her voice was getting thinner and higher. Hassan reached out an arm and put it around her shoulder to steady her. She turned her face to his chest and let out a sob.

      "What are we going to do? I'll have to go along with Tom and commit insurance fraud in order to keep Leith."

      "We're jumping to a lot of conclusions. Let's sit down and think this through. There has to be some misunderstanding."

      "I have a bad feeling about the whole thing," Lilly said.

      She nestled Leith in his infant seat on the floor next to the kitchen table. She and Hassan sat down.

      "Okay. Let's start at the beginning," Hassan said. Lilly was only half listening, concentrating instead on how sweet the baby looked in the seat that was decorated with little yellow ducklings. His eyes were just beginning to close. "Hey," Hassan said gently, reaching for Lilly's hands. She turned back to face him.

      "Sorry. I just can't seem to focus. What did you say?"

      "Let's start at the beginning. Did you talk to Tom McKnight at any time recently, before the incident at the shop?"

      "No." Lilly shook her head for emphasis.

      "Okay. Did you say anything to him about Leith while you were talking to him about the damage at the shop?"

      "No. It was strictly business. I didn't feel well and I wasn't in the mood for chitchat."

      Hassan steepled his fingers and narrowed his eyes in concentration. "Was he around when you were cleaning up?"

      "I don't think so."

      "Wait a minute." He put his head in his hands.

      "What?" Lilly hadn't meant the word to come out with such force.

      "It's my fault.”

      “What? How is that possible?”

      "Cleo. The toy shop lady. Tom was there when I was telling her about the adoption process. He was writing in a notebook and I assumed he was jotting things down for your insurance claim. But I'll bet he was taking notes on what I was saying."

      Hassan put his face in his hands so his voice was muffled. "I'm so sorry. This is all my fault. If I hadn't been so careless about talking about the adoption in public, Tom wouldn't have heard and he wouldn't have done this to you. And to us."
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      Lilly leaned forward and pulled his hands gently away from his face. "This is not your fault. We have no idea that's how he found out about Leith. It's entirely possible his wife said something about the case at the dinner table and his ears perked up. The question is whether she knows what he's doing."

      Hassan gaped at her. "You don't think the judge is in on this, do you?"

      "I don't know. But I think we have to consider all the possibilities. If Tom is doing this with other clients, he could be racking up a tidy sum."

      "You're right. So let's assume Tom is not new to this scheme and that he's making decent money from it. If he didn't make much, I'm sure he wouldn't risk it."

      "He wouldn't be the first person to risk everything for a few bucks."

      "I know, but I can't believe he'd be that stupid. So let's assume he's making good money from this side hustle."

      "Okay.” Lilly thought for a moment. "Do you suppose he's spending that money? Do you suppose his wife knows about it? How would he hide it?"

      "I imagine he's spending at least some of the money. Maybe he and his wife have separate bank accounts."

      "Maybe. I wonder if Tom has purchased anything beyond his means recently, like a fancy car or a boat or a luxury vacation. If so, his wife would have to know about it. Which would mean she's probably in on it."

      "I'd hate to think that," Hassan said.

      "Of course, if they have bought or done something expensive, it could be they just saved up for it so the wife wouldn't think anything is amiss. Whatever the case is, I think we have to assume it's a possibility. If she's in on it, then we're even less likely to get Leith if I don't go along with what Tom wants." Lilly's bottom lip started to quiver.

      "Should we talk to Bill?" Hassan asked.

      "I don't know. Is insurance fraud something the police deal with?"

      "They must. Who else would deal with it?"

      "All right. Maybe we should call him. But not yet. I want to know more about the judge first," Lilly said. "Like, is she a mom? What does Angie think of her? What do other adoptive parents think of her? Stuff like that."

      "Good idea."

      Lilly took a deep breath and dialed Angie's number. She expected to have to leave a message, so she was surprised and relieved when the receptionist told her Angie was in. Lilly was only on hold a minute or two before Angie picked up the phone.

      "Hi, Lilly. What can I do for you?"

      "Hi, Angie. I just have a couple questions about Judge McKnight."

      "Uh, okay. I'll tell you what I can." Angie's voice sounded puzzled.

      "I want to know what kind of person she is. For example, does she have kids? Do you like her? Do your other clients like her?"

      "I think I recall hearing that she doesn't have kids, but that was a while back. She may have a child now. As for how I feel about her, I have no major complaints. I've disagreed on occasion with a ruling, but that's true with every lawyer and every judge on the planet. And I suppose my other clients like her. To be honest, I've never asked any of them. Frankly, it doesn't really matter whether they like her or not. She's the judge and we have to deal with it. May I ask why you want to know?"

      Lilly bit her bottom lip, wondering for a brief moment if she should take Angie into her confidence, but decided against it. Not yet.

      "No reason, really. I was just trying to get a sense of her as a person. If she's a mom, she would know how horrible it would feel to lose your child."

      "Don't worry, Lilly. We're going to fight as hard as we can to keep the dad's parents from getting Leith. Leave it to me and try not to lose a lot of sleep over it."

      "Easier said than done," Lilly said ruefully.

      "I know. But I've been doing this a long time, and I think your case is solid. Now go spend some time with that baby of yours."

      By the time Lilly had hung up the phone, Leith was starting to make noise. She lifted him out of his baby seat and nuzzled his face with her cheek. The thought of losing this perfect little boy ... well, it was too much to bear.

      "What did she say?" Hassan asked.

      "I didn't get very far with her. She doesn't think the judge has any kids, but she's not sure. She also doesn't have much of a problem with her, and she assumes her clients feel the same way. It was a waste of time to call her."

      They turned when the back door opened. Laurel came in and sighed, then looked up and seemed surprised to see Lilly and Hassan sitting there.

      "Is everything okay?" Laurel asked in a wary voice. "You both look upset."

      "Everything is fine." Lilly used the cheeriest voice she could muster, hoping Laurel would drop the subject.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yup. Just under a lot of stress with everything going on, that’s all.”

      Laurel opened her mouth to speak, but the doorbell rang, interrupting her. Lilly could feel her fight-or-flight response kick in, dreading the sight of Cyrus's parents on the porch.

      Hassan went to answer the door, tripping over the dogs as they raced to greet the visitor. Leith stirred, but didn't wake.

      A moment later Hassan poked his head into the kitchen. "Officers Perez and Nutley are here."
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      Lilly's stomach fell. What did Perez want now? She followed Hassan into the living room. "Hello, Officers."

      Perez started right in. "Mrs. Ashraf, I need to ask you a few more questions about the Judith Griffin murder."

      Lilly's senses were immediately on alert. "Why?" she blurted out.

      The tiniest smile lifted one corner of Perez's mouth. "Because I have more questions."

      Unhelpful, bordering on rude, Lilly thought.

      "Okay. Can Hassan stay?"

      "How about just the three of us?" Perez smirked, gesturing toward Nutley.

      The two women stared at each other in a nonverbal spar for a moment, but the winner was never in question. Lilly took a deep breath and turned to Hassan. "Can you take the baby upstairs?"

      Hassan left. Laurel followed him upstairs. Lilly didn't say anything, but waited for Perez to speak. She knew enough to realize Nutley kept his mouth shut until Perez spoke to him. Perez was no doubt used to situations in which she was unwelcome, so sitting in silence did not seem to bother her. Unfortunately, it bothered Lilly to no end. She fidgeted, examined her fingernails, and gazed around the living room while Perez waited. Finally she could bear it no longer.

      "What do you need to talk to me about?"

      Perez leaned back and took out a notebook. "I want to double-check some information with you, then I have other questions I need you to answer."

      "Okay."

      "The day I saw you driving past Judith Griffin's house, you told me that was the only time you had ever been out there. You'd never been to her house." It wasn't a question, but Perez obviously wasn't restating the information for her own amusement.

      "That's correct."

      "You've never been out to her house?"

      "No."

      "Have you ever been out that way for any reason?"

      "Probably. It's a local road, so I'm sure I have. But I don't remember when the last time would have been. I mean, before the time you saw me out there."

      "Did anyone else witness the altercation between you and Mrs. Griffin at your store?"

      "Besides my assistant and the two customers? No."

      These questions were ridiculous, Lilly thought. What was Perez hoping to gain from gathering the same information twice? She had a suspicion Perez was just asking some throwaway questions to warm Lilly up. But warm her up for what?

      Perez leveled a stare at Lilly. "Tell me everything you know about Emma Parker."

      Emma? The police couldn't possibly suspect Emma of killing Judith. She was such a sweetheart. Lilly realized she was staring at Perez with her mouth open. She clamped her lips shut.

      "I barely know Emma," she began.

      "But she is a client of yours, correct?"

      "Yes. I've told you that."

      "How did you meet her?"

      "She works at Ruby Red's and I met her there."

      "How did she know you design jewelry, not just sell it?"

      "Word of mouth, I guess. Or maybe I mentioned it to her at some point. It's public information."

      "And what did she want from you?"

      “I told you after Judith died that I was hired to design pins and ID tags.”

      “Humor me and tell me what the pieces look like.”

      “I haven’t made any yet. I only have the drawings.” Lilly went on to explain the pieces she was designing and creating.

      "And who are the pieces for?"

      "The wedding party and a few extra people, as far as I know. I think Judith was going to get one."

      "How did Emma feel about Judith?"

      "I don't know for sure."

      "You don't know for sure?" Perez gave Lilly a doubtful look. "You don’t have any idea how she might have felt about Judith?"

      The last thing Lilly wanted was to throw Emma under the bus. It could do irreparable damage to Emma’s reputation, not to mention her own reputation if people thought she was talking to the police about her clients.

      But she couldn't lie to Perez, either. For one thing, Perez would see right through it. For another, she could get in serious trouble. She wondered if Emma really could have killed Judith. Was it possible that mild-mannered young woman had the soul of a murderer? She hated to think about it.

      "Mrs. Ashraf? Hello?"

      "I'm thinking." Lilly paused for several more seconds, but finally she had no choice but to answer Perez's question truthfully. She couched it as delicately as she could, though. "I think Emma found Judith to be a little overbearing."

      "A little overbearing. Is that all? Take all day to think if you need to. I can wait."

      Lilly almost scowled at her, but stopped herself in time.

      "I recall her saying Judith’s presence was upsetting to Todd. And she might have called Judith a ‘witch.’ I remember wishing Emma and Todd could just elope.” Lilly looked at Nutley, who was writing as if his pencil were on fire.

      "What made you wish that?"

      Lilly took a deep breath. "I just got the feeling Judith was using her money as a way to control the choices Emma and Todd made for their wedding."

      "Did Emma say anything else about Judith?"

      Lilly squinted, trying to remember. "I don't think so."

      I mean, “bossy,” “entitled,” and “mean” fall under the purview of “witch,” right? No need to make Emma sound like a shrew.

      The officers rose to leave. Perez handed her card to Lilly, as if Lilly didn't have a dozen Perez cards already. "Call me immediately if you think of anything Emma may have said about her mother-in-law-to-be."
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      Perez and Nutley let themselves out. Not too many minutes later, Hassan came into the room, where Lilly sat thinking. "I heard them leave. How did it go?"

      Lilly scoffed. "Perez is a bully."

      "What did she want to know?"

      "You won't believe this. She asked me all kinds of questions about Emma Parker. The one who's marrying Judith's son? She must think Emma had something to do with the murder."

      "Wow."

      "My thoughts exactly. Emma is the nicest, sweetest young woman. I would be shocked if she had anything to do with Judith's death."

      "We've been wrong about people before," Hassan said.

      "I know, but Emma? I just can't picture it."

      The next morning Lilly was playing with Leith on the living room floor, wishing she’d never met Tom McKnight, when her phone rang. It was Mirren.

      "How are you doing?" Mirren asked. "I've been thinking about you."

      "I'm okay. Just spending time with the baby until I can get back to work."

      "Are you worried about going back to the shop? I mean, are you afraid it might happen again?"

      "Yup. But it's not like I have any choice. Besides, what are the chances I'd get robbed again? Don't answer that."

      Mirren chuckled. "How long do you think you'll be closed?"

      "At least another week. What's up with you?" Lilly was tiring of talking about the robbery and the shop and she wanted Mirren to get to the point.

      "I've talked to Yannick. He's great. I think you'll like him. We've been working on ideas for the mixology course. I was hoping we could get together so I could bounce some ideas off you."

      "Sure. How about this afternoon?" Lilly didn't want to leave the house until Leith was napping. "We can meet at the tea shop just off Main Street. My treat," she added.

      "That would be great. Thank you. Once Yannick and I start turning a profit, we’ll do it again and it’ll be my treat."

      "That's fine, but you know you don't need to do that. Is four o’clock good?"

      "That’s fine. See you then."

      Lilly hung up and went back to playing with Leith, who was tiring already. She put him down for his nap and went into Hassan's office. "I'm going to tea with Mirren this afternoon. She wants to talk about her mixology business."

      "Sounds like fun, I guess."

      Lilly smiled. "I don't know the first thing about mixology, but I'm interested to hear what her plans are.”

      "Is her new business partner going to be there?"

      "I didn't ask, but I don't think so. Too bad, because I'm keen to meet him."

      "If Noley recommends him, he must be a decent sort."

      Lilly's phone buzzed with a text from Emma Parker.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi, Lilly. The police said they talked to you about me. Is that true?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes. They came to my house and wanted to know how you felt about Judith and what you said about her.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I can't believe they think I'm involved. You told them I like Judith, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Not exactly. I told them I got the feeling Judith was trying to control you and Todd. I think I told them you found Judith overbearing.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Why did you tell them that????

      

      

      

      

      

      Lilly figured it would be best to leave out the part where she told Perez Emma called Judith a “witch.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Because it's true and because it's not a big deal. Trust me, if I told them you liked Judith, that would be a red flag. No one liked her. They would know I was lying.

      

      

      

      

      

      There was a pause. Lilly frowned, wondering what Emma would say next. She wouldn't lose Emma and Todd’s business because of this, would she?

      Emma finally replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        I see what you mean. This is a nightmare.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Don't worry. Perez is a bully, but she'll get to the bottom of it. Everything will be fine.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lilly set her phone down and started fixing an early lunch for her and Hassan. She made sandwiches, her movements automatic. Her mind was free to think about other things. As she spread peanut butter and jelly on bread, her thoughts began to drift toward Judith and eventually circled back to Emma.

      Was it possible Emma had killed Todd’s mother? Could she have become so fed up with Judith's bossy, interfering ways that she snapped? It would have been the most direct way of getting Judith out of her life for good. If Judith had lived and the wedding had gone forward as planned, Emma would likely have had decades of browbeating ahead of her. Even with Todd's support, that kind of negativity had a way of wearing one down. Lilly had to admit to herself that if she were Emma, the thought of killing Judith would probably have crossed her mind, too.

      "Ooh, I love peanut butter and jelly."

      Hassan's voice broke into Lilly's thoughts and she jumped, then laughed. "You scared me. I was thinking about Emma and Judith."

      Hassan pulled out a frying pan and set it on the stove. "What, specifically?"

      As Hassan melted a pat of butter in the pan, Lilly thought about her response. "Emma is so sweet. At least, she seems sweet. I don't know her well, of course. But whether she’s sweet or not, Judith was nasty to her—I saw it firsthand. What if Emma got thinking about spending her whole life listening to Judith and she just couldn't take it?" While she spoke, Lilly placed the sandwiches in the frying pan and they started to sizzle.

      Hassan poured two tall glasses of iced tea, saying nothing, then looked at her skeptically. "Killing someone seems a little drastic, don't you think?"

      "Not if she thought Judith might eventually come between her and Todd. I got the distinct impression she and Todd would do anything for each other." She flipped the sandwiches.

      Hassan put plates and napkins on the table and brought over the tea as Lilly plated the hot PB and J sandwiches. Warm peanut butter oozed from the sides.

      "Maybe Todd did it," he said.
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      Lilly stared at him. "Do you think?" She thought for a moment as the possibility raced around her brain. "Do you think he did it for Emma? Or maybe he just couldn't stand his mother, either."

      Hassan chuckled. "I don't think we need to figure out his motive for murder right now. I was just offering another alternative. I suppose if the police thought Todd did it, they would have asked you questions about him, not about Emma."

      "I'm calling Bill after lunch. I’d like to know what Perez and her team are saying about Judith's murderer. The sooner they find the killer, the sooner they’ll stop questioning me."

      Leith woke up as they ate. Lilly ran upstairs to get him and brought him down to join them. "You'll get peanut butter sandwiches before you know it," she told him. She loved the feeling of his warm little body against hers.

      After lunch she called Bill. "Hi. Are you home?"

      "Yeah. Why?"

      "I'm calling because I want to know if you've heard anything about Judith Griffin's murder."

      "Actually, I do have a little bit of news for you. I've heard some talk."

      Lilly's heart quickened. "What have you heard?"

      "Perez is pretty sure it was someone who knew Judith well, not some random stranger or a robbery gone bad. But she's still waiting on analysis of some of the evidence from the scene."

      "She was here asking me about Judith's soon-to-be daughter-in-law, so I figured she was heading in that direction. Who else might be a suspect?"

      "Anyone living in the house or anyone who was very close to someone in the house."

      "Does that mean I'm off the hook?"

      "I don't know. Like I said, Perez is waiting for lab results on some of the evidence. I do think at this point she might give me a heads-up if she was going to arrest you. Not a long lead time, of course—not long enough for you to get out of town—but I think she would tell me. She likes me. But I can’t imagine you’re going to be arrested for anything."

      "She doesn't like me," Lilly muttered.

      "If you would stop getting involved in every murder that visits Juniper Junction, she might like you more." Bill let his point sink in while Lilly fumed.

      "All right. Enough of that," she said. "Have you heard anything else?"

      "I think Judith's husband is coming under heavy scrutiny."

      "The husband is almost always the killer when a wife dies. I can't imagine anyone wanting to marry her. How could any man want to share his name with a woman like that?" Lilly was talking more to herself than to Bill.

      "She doesn't share his name."

      "Oh. What's his name?"

      "His name is Byrne. She was born a Griffin. He’s wealthy, but not like her. Her family has most of the money and all the connections, not his. I'm surprised he didn't take her name when they got married."

      "He seems a likely suspect if Perez thinks it was someone who knew Judith well. If she were my spouse, I’d probably want to kill her."

      Bill ignored the last remark. "I've also learned his first wife died under suspicious circumstances."

      "Really?" Lilly's eyes widened.

      "Yeah, but you didn't hear it from me. It's common knowledge, but not in this area. He's not from Colorado. I guess he moved here after his first wife's death."

      Lilly was suddenly suspicious. "Why are you telling me all this? Normally you're on my case about staying out of anything that involves the police. Or murder."

      "I don't know. Maybe you've finally worn me down. Seriously, though, this is not secret information. Anyone who knows Mister Byrne could tell you he's being investigated very closely. And like I said, it's common knowledge that people think he had something to do with his first wife's death."

      "Okay, as long as you're being so forthcoming, what do you know about the smash-and-grab at my shop?"

      "Unfortunately, nothing. I wish I had good news for you, but this Griffin murder is taking resources away from other cases at the moment."

      "I could get really mad at that, but I guess there's not much point, is there?"

      "No point at all. As soon as the Griffin case is solved, the department will have more people to devote to tracking down the person or persons responsible for the robbery at your store. And speaking of the store, when can you open again?"

      "Hopefully in another week or so." She paused. "Bill, I—" She stopped abruptly. She had been on the verge of asking him about investigating insurance fraud, but decided not to discuss her problem with him just yet.

      "What?"

      "Nothing."

      "It wasn't nothing. What did you want to say?"

      "Nothing." Her reply was a little on the testy side.

      "Fine. All right. Is there anything else you need?"

      "Don't be mad."

      "I'm not mad. I'm just busy."

      "Okay. Thanks for answering my questions."

      "No problem."
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      Mirren was already at the tea shop when Lilly arrived. As usual, she looked chic with her platinum bob and her tailored jacket and jeans. Lilly slid into the seat across from her. "You always look so nice," she said with a laugh. "Since I've been home I've been living in yoga pants and tee shirts."

      "Thank you. I was on a video conference call earlier with Yannick and one of our potential investors. I had no choice but to get a little dressed up." Mirren smiled. A server came by and took their orders.

      "So tell me all about the mixology program and how it's going." Lilly leaned forward.

      "We've come up with some great ideas," Mirren began. "Our plan is to start with the basics. You know, like the classic cocktails every bartender learns first. Then we’ll branch out into more complicated, chichi ones."

      A question was forming on Lilly's lips when she looked up to see a man in mauve suede pants coming toward them. A ruffled pirate-style shirt complemented the trousers. He wore high-heeled black patent leather boots. He stopped at her table, grinning.

      Mirren beamed. "Lilly, I'd like you to meet Yannick."

      The man bowed. "Bonjour."

      Lilly held out her hand. Yannick took it in his and kissed it with a flourish. Mirren pointed to an empty chair next to her. "Have a seat," she told him.

      "Mirren has told me all about you." Yannick had an enchanting French accent. "You design and sell jewelry, non?"

      "That's right." Lilly couldn't help smiling at the charming young man.

      "A true artiste."

      Mirren cut in. "Yannick, I thought we could share with Lilly a little bit about our plans for the mixology and food pairing courses."

      Yannick's eyes widened as he spoke to Lilly. "I am so glad Noley introduced me to Meer." He threw Mirren an affectionate look and she grinned. He continued. "I think this idea of hers is going to be a big hit."

      "I'm excited to know more about it," Lilly said truthfully. She was happy for her friend-slash-stepsister and hoped this new venture would bring her fame and fortune.

      "We don't have a name for the business yet," Mirren began. "We're still in the brainstorming phase, though my favorite of the ones we've come up with so far is 'High Spirits.' But we've got so many plans. We're going to start with just the cocktail classes and suggested food pairings, then hopefully within six months we'll be able to expand to include actual cooking classes. That's where Yannick will shine." She gave him a broad smile. From the way the table was jiggling, Lilly figured he was bouncing his legs. She could hear his feet tapping quickly under the table. This man was a bundle of energy.

      "Who knows? Maybe within a couple years we'll expand to include wine and beer, as well, and then food pairings for those types of alcoholic drinks," Yannick said. "Though my heart will always be with spirits and the foods that go with them."

      "I agree," Mirren said. "But we'll wait and see how the cocktail classes go. If they’re successful, we'll reevaluate and go from there. The important thing is to have plans that can kick in no matter which way the mixology classes go. And I’m feeling confident we're going to be successful." Then she frowned. "We’ve got a lot of administrative work to do first, though. We’ve got corporate set-up fees to worry about, as well as the lawyers' fees that go hand-in-hand with them. We're actively courting a number of big investors. We haven't signed anyone yet, but I feel like we're getting close."

      "Oh, ma chère, we're getting close," Yannick said. His confidence was both reassuring and beguiling, and Lilly couldn't help but feel the passion these two had for their plans.

      "What about your job?" Lilly asked Yannick. "Mirren told me you’re in the food industry?"

      "That's right," he said. "I am a chef. I work on this project on my hours off. Note, I don't say 'days off' because I don't get any full days off." Here he let out a high-pitched laugh. "But no one ever got rich by sitting around, did they? Besides, I'm eager to try my hand at something new, and online courses seem to be all the rage. It's the best way to ensure relevancy and continued income even if the world shuts down for some reason. Like a pandemic. Anyhow, maybe if this really takes off I won't even stay at my current gig. I mean, if the mixology idea is a hit, we're riding a rocket ship, bébé!" His enthusiasm was infectious.

      Mirren leaned forward. "Lilly, would you mind doing something for us? It’ll be easy.”

      “Sure, unless I have to know something about cocktails.”

      “The less you know, the more you’ll be able to help us, so that’s perfect. We need you to pretend you’re a potential customer. You don’t know anything about cocktails and you want to learn. Tell us where you’d want us to start. We’re too close to this, so we need someone who can give us fresh input." Mirren took out her phone and opened the notes app.

      “Okay. Where do I start?”

      “Say you’ve signed up for the first class, the Old Fashioned. What do you want to know? Do you have questions about the alcohol, mixers, garnishes, ice, et cetera?”

      “Yes. All of it. But I suppose if you’re looking for something more specific, how about garnishes? Whenever I make a cocktail, which is hardly ever, I don’t even bother with garnishes.”

      “That’s perfect. An excellent point. Garnishes really elevate a drink. What else?”

      “What kind of alcohol goes into an Old Fashioned? Are expensive spirits better than cheaper ones?”

      “Another excellent point.” Mirren typed into her note.

      “What’s the difference between whisky and rye and bourbon?”

      Lilly came up with several other questions. Mirren and Yannick seemed pleased with her queries and suggestions.

      They had talked for another twenty minutes when Yannick looked up at the clock on the wall, gasped, and stood. “I’ll be late for work if I don’t leave now. Lilly, it was wonderful to meet you, chérie.” He took both her hands in his and squeezed. He kissed Mirren on both cheeks, then was gone in a flurry of ruffles and mauve.

      They watched him leave. When they saw him fold himself into a vintage Mercedes and drive off, Mirren turned to Lilly. “Isn’t he fun?” Lilly had to agree.
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      On her way home, Lilly used her hands-free to call Nancy. When the administrative assistant answered, Lilly explained that she was calling to discuss the spring fling with Nancy.

      "Nancy has asked that spring fling questions be routed to Greg Philips. Can you hold a moment? I'll connect you to him."

      Lilly shook her head. This whole team needed to get its act together for the spring fling.

      Greg answered after a long hold. "Hi, Mrs. Ashraf. What can I do for you?"

      "Hi, Greg. I called to talk to Nancy. I didn't know you were the point person for the spring fling now."

      "I’m not. Nancy is still the point person, but she’s out today. What do you need?"

      "Mirren found someone who can provide entertainment. It wasn't easy because we couldn't give the guy much notice, but he does want a nominal fee of a hundred dollars for his appearance."

      "I'll see if Nancy can cut a check."

      "Thanks. I’ve sent emails to the families asking for donations and volunteers. Have you or Nancy delivered invitations to the residents? I sent Nancy the template."

      "I don’t think that’s been done yet. I’ll check on it. Anything else?"

      "That's it for now. I'll reach out if there's anything I need."

      "Sounds good." Greg lowered his voice. "I think Nancy's having kind of a hard time, so hopefully between you and me and the families of the residents, we can lighten her load." His voice went even lower. "I don't know exactly what's going on, but I've caught her crying in her office twice and she's left in the middle of the day several times. The stress of running this place must be getting to her."

      "That’s too bad. It can’t be easy with the virus still uncontrolled."

      "Yeah. So you can see why I'm trying to make things a little easier for her if I can."

      "Absolutely. Thanks for letting me know, Greg."

      No sooner had Lilly walked into the house than Officer May called.

      He identified himself, then asked, "Can you come down to the station? We've been able to get some security camera photos of the car and driver from the day of the smash-and-grab."

      "Sure. When do you want me to come down?"

      "Now. Are you busy?"

      "No. I can be there in a little bit."

      “Good.” May hung up.

      He really needs work on his people skills, Lilly thought. She went upstairs, where she found Leith on the floor of Hassan's office. Hassan was on the phone and Leith was gurgling softly and smiling. Hassan put one finger up while Lilly sat down on the floor next to the baby. She and Leith played peek-a-boo until Hassan got off the phone.

      "Sorry, love. How's Mirren?"

      Lilly shrugged. "Fine, I guess. I met her new business partner. He's a hoot. They've got big plans.

      “Officer May wants me to go down to the police station to look at some security camera footage they've pulled from the day of the robbery. He wants me to see if I recognize the car or the person. I shouldn't be long."

      She left and drove to the station, where she only waited a short time before being ushered into a small room. Officer May arrived almost immediately, carrying a folder in his hand. He set the folder on the table and sat across from Lilly.

      "I need you to tell me if you recognize the SUV or the person driving it from the photos in this folder. We've been able to get some very grainy footage from a few cameras on Main Street. I gotta tell you, we're not seeing much that can help us in these photos. It'll be great if you can identify the car. The driver’s going to be harder because of the leprechaun costume, but maybe you’ll notice something that’ll help."

      "Okay." Lilly's hands were sweating. This shouldn't be making her nervous, but suddenly she realized she was afraid to know who might have committed such a violent crime against her and Harry and the jewelry shop.

      The officer opened the folder and took out the first photo. He turned it so Lilly could see it and pushed it across the table so it was right in front of her.

      She leaned down to peer closely at the photo of a grainy black SUV. She recognized one of the Main Street shops in the background of the photo. That shop was a few blocks up from Juniper Junction Jewels. She could barely make out the silhouette of the driver, despite knowing the person was dressed as a big supernatural Irish sprite. She turned her attention to the car itself. She looked at it until the image began to swim before her eyes, then pushed it back toward May.

      "I don't recognize the car and I can hardly see the driver."

      May nodded and pushed a second photograph toward her. Again, Lilly recognized shops in the background of the photo. These were a little closer to her jewelry shop. The SUV was a bit easier to see, but she didn't recognize it as belonging to anyone that she knew. The driver was still hazy.

      May passed photo after photo over to Lilly until the folder was empty. The last photo was the only one in which Lilly could actually make out the form of the driver. She could easily discern the top hat and the beard, but those gave no clues as to the identity of the person wearing them. She stared at the photo intently. Finally she looked up at May.

      "I don't recognize the SUV. I'm wracking my brain to think of anyone I know who drives a car like that, but no one is coming to mind."

      "And the driver?"

      "I can't even tell if the driver is a man or a woman. All I can see is the hat and the beard. There's something, though ..." Lilly paused.

      "Something you recognize?" May asked with barely restrained energy.

      Lilly sighed through her nose. "I don’t think so. I feel like there's something familiar about the driver, but I can't think what it is. It’s not something I can see in the photo."

      "But there is something you remember about the driver?"

      "I think so."

      "Take another look." May jabbed his forefinger on the photo.

      Lilly obeyed the order and stared at the picture again. Whatever it was that she recalled about the driver, it remained firmly in a part of her mind she couldn’t yet reach. Finally she shook her head and pushed the photo back toward May.

      "I'm sorry. I just can't think of what it might be."

      May frowned. "All right. Maybe you just need a little time. Go home and try not to focus on it too much tonight. I've found that things come to people when they're not actively trying to recall them. If you figure out what it is you recognize, call me as soon as possible. If I don’t hear from you by tomorrow morning, I’ll call you." He fished around in his pocket for a business card and handed it to Lilly.

      "I already have one."

      "That's all right. I don't want you to have to go looking for one when you need it."

      Lilly took the card, looking forward to the day when she could throw out her collection of police business cards.
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      That evening after Leith was asleep, the dinner dishes had been cleared away, and Laurel was upstairs in her room, Lilly and Hassan sat down to watch a movie. The photo of the SUV driver who had robbed Juniper Junction Jewels was never far from Lilly's mind, though she tried to concentrate on the film.

      "You're thinking about the driver, aren't you?" Hassan asked. He put his arm around her shoulder.

      "Yes. I feel like I should know who it is, but it's just beyond my reach."

      "Do you know if it's a man or a woman?"

      Lilly shook her head and grimaced. "I don't even know that."

      "Do you know what it is, specifically, that you feel you should recognize?"

      "No." Lilly ran her fingers through her hair and down her face. "I'm driving myself nuts. May told me to try not to think about it. I don't know of a better way to get someone to think about something nonstop."

      Hassan smiled. "Happens every time." Then he paused the movie. "Listen, I got an email while you were at the police station. I didn't tell you when you got home because Laurel was here and we had to eat dinner and put the baby to sleep and everything."

      The tone of Hassan’s voice put Lilly on guard immediately.

      “Who was it from? What did they say?”

      “It was from an email address I didn’t recognize, but the subject line said ‘Leith Daniel Ashraf.’”

      Alarm bells started ringing in Lilly’s head. “And what did it say?”

      “Nothing. It was just a photo of the baby.”

      Her blood ran cold. “Was it from the court?”

      “I’m sure it wasn’t. It would have come from an official email.”

      “What did the photo look like?”

      “It was the one we submitted with his initial adoption papers.”

      “You’re scaring me. Who do you think sent it?”

      “It had to have been Tom.”

      “And you think he got hold of our file from his wife somehow and scanned it?”

      Hassan’s mouth was a thin white line. “That’s what I think.”

      “Why do you think he sent it? That is a sick thing to do.”

      “I’m sure he sent it as a reminder that he has access to our personal information and the family photos we submitted to the court. It’s his way of accentuating the hold he has over us.”

      Lilly hated to put her next thought into words. "Do you think I should go ahead and do what Tom wants? I'll pad the bills and submit the claim and he can have all the money. I don't want any of it."

      Hassan stared at her. "No offense, love, but that's probably one of the worst ideas you've ever had."

      Lilly couldn't help smiling at his remark. "Tell me what you really think."

      Hassan returned her smile. "Assuming we're going to get custody of Leith, I don't want you to go to prison. Let's think of something else."

      "I can't think. I've got too much in my head to concentrate on any one thing right now."

      "Then let's just watch the movie. I would suggest going upstairs, you know, but I don't think either one of us is in the mood."

      "Certainly not while Tom is on my mind."
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      True to his word, May phoned the next morning. "I'm calling to see if you were able to remember anything about the driver of the SUV that crashed into your store."

      "Unfortunately, no. I watched a movie last night to let my subconscious mull it over, but it didn't work. If I think of it, I'll let you know."

      May let out a sigh. "All right. We're still trying to get information on the SUV. The plates were altered so the license number was a series of block-lettered 8s. We're working out possible combinations, and there are thousands." He paused. "One more thing, Mrs. Ashraf. I'm assuming everything in your store was insured? And that you carry business insurance for the building?"

      "Of course. Why do you ask?"

      "No reason. Just confirming some information."

      Lilly froze. Did May know about Tom McKnight's plan to defraud the insurance company? Did he think Lilly had anything to do with the scheme? Did he think Lilly was going to go along with it because she hadn't said anything about it to the police?

      "Oh. Okay."

      "I'll be in touch, Mrs. Ashraf."

      It was a common way to end a call, but the way May said it was unsettling. Lilly’s heart started to beat a little faster.

      She hung up just as Hassan was coming into the room from the shower. "Who was that?" he asked.

      "It was Officer May. He asked if I carry business insurance for the store and if all the contents were insured."

      "Why did he ask that?"

      "He said he was just confirming some information. It stopped me cold, though."

      "I should think so."

      "What if he knows about Tom? What if he thinks I'm going along with it?"

      "That's a possibility, of course, but my concern is that he thinks you somehow have something to do with the robbery. Or even that you orchestrated it and you're getting something out of it."

      Lilly gaped at Hassan. "I didn't even consider that. What if he thinks I'm behind the whole thing?" Her voice had risen to a strangled squawk while she spoke.

      "Don't lose hold of yourself, love." Hassan sat next to her on the bed. "Could you ask Bill? I'm sure he would have said something if he knew May suspected you of anything, but he may have no idea. He might be able to ask some questions and find out what's going on."

      "That's a good idea. I'll call him now." She was still holding her phone. She punched Bill's number.

      "Hi. I have a favor to ask of you."

      "Okay. But before I agree to anything, let me just say this: you'll never be able to repay me all the favors I do for you."

      Lilly rolled her eyes. "I have one word for you: Noley. I introduced you two. Without me, you wouldn't be married to her. You wouldn’t even know her. So you're welcome. We're even. Wait. No, in fact, we're not even. You'll never be able to repay me for that one favor."

      "Okay, okay. Point taken. What do you need me to do?"

      "Find out if May thinks I had anything to do with the robbery of my shop."

      Bill was silent.

      "Bill? Can you do that without getting in trouble?"

      "I can, but I'll tell you right now that I would expect him to suspect you. That's only natural and he has to consider all the possibilities. Just like Perez, he's doing his job."

      “Even though I got hurt?”

      “Even though you got hurt.”

      "Fine. But can you find out if he actually believes I had anything to do with it?"

      "I can try. Perez has told him you're my sister, though, so he'll be keeping things close to the vest. I may not be able to find out much without arousing suspicion. And getting in trouble for it, I might add."

      "But he must have some feeling about it. He can't seriously believe I had anything to do with it."

      "You know that and I know that, but as far as he's concerned, you are basically a stranger who crops up in a crazy number of cases. He has every reason to be suspicious. Every cop is familiar with certain people whose names they hear all the time, and not for a good reason."

      "Okay, okay. I get it. But can you just try? Please?"

      "I'll try. If I see him today maybe I can get some answers for you."

      "Thanks."

      "How's that little nephew of mine?"

      "Good. Just waiting on pins and needles for the hearing to be over.” For just a second, she had the urge to tell him about the strange email Hassan had received, but she decided against it. She wanted that can of worms to stay closed for the time being.

      "Hang in there. I’ll talk to you later."

      "Thanks. Bye."

      She ended the call and looked up at Hassan, who was holding Leith. "He'll do what he can."

      "That's all we can ask."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 50

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Over the next week the workers toiled at the jewelry shop from morning until night. Lilly spent many hours on site, answering their questions, watching them work, and preparing to reopen. The noise of the power tools used to take out the damaged walls and floor, the plywood and drywall going up, and the new display cases, walls, windows, floor, and door being installed was deafening, but Lilly was excited. Everything was finally coming together and Juniper Junction Jewels was getting a makeover. An unscheduled makeover, but a makeover nonetheless.

      When she wasn’t at the shop, she was emailing Larkspur families and collecting spring fling donations from them. People were happy to open their wallets. More than once she collected hundred-dollar bills from sympathetic children, nieces, and nephews. Lilly figured one of those crisp bills could pay for the banjo player. Each day she delivered the cash and checks to Larkspur Manor, where it was Nancy’s job to email receipts to all the donors. Several families offered to provide cake and ice cream for the fling, and one woman even offered to provide two roses for each resident to press. Lilly’s donation, besides the time and the miles on her car, would be art supplies. She picked them up one afternoon and stored them in a corner of her living room.

      As each crew wound down their work over the course of the week, they would give Lilly an invoice for their services. She reviewed and photocopied each bill and scanned the originals to Tom. Each time she did that, tendrils of worry crept into her mind. She knew those invoices had been padded, and generously. She was in over her head. The time would come when she would have to sign the claim, attesting that all the amounts and bills included were true. She needed to talk to someone who knew something about insurance fraud, but it couldn't be Bill because he would ask too many questions and she couldn't put the adoption process at risk. No matter what, she wasn't about to let Cyrus's parents get Leith.

      At the end of the week, the store was almost done. Lilly went home that evening, exhausted and pleased with the progress that had been made during the week. The shop looked great. She still needed the painters to come in and the alarm company to rewire the shop, then she'd be back in business.

      Officer May called early the next morning.

      "Apologies for not getting back to you sooner. We've narrowed down the license plate possibilities, but we’re still working those. We've gone to every chop shop in a fifty-mile radius asking about a black SUV. No luck there. We’ve hit costume shops to ask about leprechaun suits, but come up with nothing. We’ve got guys following leads at pawn shops, but nothing yet.  Have you been able to come up with anything from the photos I showed you?"

      "No. Sorry."

      "All right. I guess we don’t have any choice but to wait for you to remember. I'll be in touch." He hung up.

      Lilly spent the day at the shop, first with the man from the alarm company, then with the painter. She cleaned her desk and the rest of the office, too. Midway through the afternoon, she called Harry.

      "Good news, Harry—we'll be able to reopen the shop next Wednesday."

      "That's great. Alice and I were just talking about it, wondering when the work would be finished. How's the shop look?"

      "Like new. And I've just spent half the day cleaning the office, so that looks practically new, too."

      "I can't wait to get back to work. Believe it or not, it's actually been pretty boring staying here at home. I thought a forced vacation would be relaxing, but it turns out I'm really jumpy and depressed when I have nothing to do."

      Lilly laughed. "I know the feeling. If it weren't for Leith, I would have been bored to tears at home waiting for Hassan to finish working every day." She paused. "Before I hang up, um..."

      "Yeah?"

      "Remember you told me about your neighbor, the one who needed money?"

      "Yes. Chuck."

      "Anything new with him?”

      “Yes, actually. He got a job. He came over and told us the other day. I don’t think he was your guy, Lilly. He said he went to stay with his parents for a while so he wouldn’t have to buy food. If he had stolen thousands of dollars’ worth of jewelry, selling any of it would have paid for groceries. He said the police found him and paid him a visit.”

      “Then they must have ruled him out as a suspect. I’m happy for him. I’m disappointed we don’t know who robbed the store, but I’m glad it wasn’t him. I wish you knew other people who were short of cash.” Lilly chuckled.

      "It’s funny. Sometimes the ones who need money would surprise you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, they don’t always look the way you’d expect them to look. I heard a guy at a pickup basketball game the other day complaining about how broke he is. And he wears expensive clothes, even to play basketball. His sneakers alone must be three hundred bucks.”

      "Wow. Maybe he should sell those sneakers.”

      “That’s what I thought. He seems too smart to be broke, but looks can be deceiving.”

      Lilly chuckled. “I wonder if he drives a big black SUV.”

      "Nope. This guy, Tom McKnight, drives a BMW."
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      Lilly almost dropped the phone. "Tom McKnight?"

      "Yeah. Do you know him?"

      "He's my insurance agent."

      "You're kidding! I’ve never actually talked to him, but he and I have been on opposite sides of pickup games. I heard someone mention his name. And you know, now that I think about it, I did hear him say that he was in insurance."

      "Wow." It was all Lilly could think to say.

      Harry was silent for a moment. When he spoke, his voice sounded almost sheepish. "Don't tell him I said he was short on cash, huh? I would hate for him to think I'm talking about him behind his back."

      "Don't worry, Harry. I won't say a word to him."

      How can I? He holds my family’s future in his hands.

      When Lilly got home late that afternoon, she was still lost in thought.

      "What's wrong, love?" Hassan asked. He was sitting on the sofa with Leith, playing with him, when Lilly wandered aimlessly into the living room.

      "Guess what I found out today."

      "What?"

      "Harry plays basketball with a certain man who is short of money. A certain Tom McKnight."

      Hassan's eyes widened to saucers. "Your Tom McKnight?"

      "It has to be. How many Tom McKnights can there be who live around here and work in the insurance business?"

      "It makes sense, really, when you think about it. He needs money, so he scams insurance companies to get it.”

      A thought hit Lilly like a thunderbolt. “Do you think it’s possible he was the one who robbed my store?”

      “I doubt it. He's probably too smart to pull a stunt like that to get the money he needs. He would go about it in a much more subtle way, as we’ve seen. I wonder why he needs money. His wife must be raking it in with her job."

      "I wonder about that, too. And now the question is, do I go to Bill or Officer May with the information? Or keep it to myself until the adoption hearing is over?"

      Hassan looked down at Leith and smiled ruefully. “I want us to do the right thing, but can we risk telling the police anything about Tom before we’re sure of keeping Leith?"

      Lilly sat down on the sofa on the other side of the baby. "We can't."

      They stared at each other for a long moment.

      "Can we get in trouble for not saying anything?" Lilly asked.

      "I don't know. I wouldn't think so. I mean, we don't seriously believe Tom McKnight drove into your shop to grab jewelry by the fistful and sell it, right? So why would we suggest that to the police? And as for his scheme to defraud your insurance company, we could always tell the police we thought it was a joke, right?"

      "We could, except there’s email proof that I asked a different set of contractors for estimates and then went with the more expensive crews Tom found. And they’re quite a bit more expensive. I feel very uncomfortable about this."

      “So do I.”

      The next morning Lilly awoke to an unwelcome text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi, Lilly. This is Todd Griffin. Emma was arrested last night for my mother’s murder. I don’t know what’s going to happen. We’ll pay you for the pieces you’ve designed, but it doesn’t look like the wedding will happen, after all. My life has fallen apart.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m sorry to hear it. Thanks for letting me know.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lilly sat on the bed, staring dumbly at her phone until Hassan woke up.

      "What are you doing, Lil? Is everything all right?"

      "Emma Parker has been arrested for Judith Griffin's murder. I can't believe it. Oh, and half the commission for the custom jewelry is just a memory. I know I shouldn't make this all about me, but I really could have used that money. I wanted to give Harry a bonus."

      Hassan got up and came around to her side of the bed. He sat down and put his arm around her. "I'm so sorry, love. What a disaster this month has been. Don't worry, though—there will be more big projects. I'm absolutely sure of that."

      "That makes one of us," Lilly said morosely.
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      Laurel had already left for school. Lilly made coffee and scrambled eggs and sat down at the kitchen table while she waited for Hassan to come downstairs. While she waited, she opened the local newspaper app on her phone and looked for any mention of Emma Parker. She supposed she should be relieved she was no longer a suspect in Judith's murder, but she felt somehow betrayed when she faced the likelihood that Emma was the killer. She had been so sure Emma would never have committed a crime like that. What Lilly needed were some good, strong lessons in how to read people.

      The story was on the front page. It said police had been suspicious from the beginning that the murderer had been someone known to Judith. They believed the scratches on the lock had been an attempt by the suspect to redirect suspicion. Judith's husband, whose first wife had died under mysterious circumstances, had been ruled out because he had been in Washington, D.C., for work on the night of the murder. The article made mincemeat of Emma, portraying her as a jealous fiancée who couldn't wait to get her husband out from under his mother's thumb.

      Lilly rolled her eyes as she rather aggressively pressed the "x" to close the app. Judith had been awful. The last thing Todd or Emma needed was to be excoriated by reporters who'd never met them. She wondered if any of Judith's companies advertised with the newspaper. That might explain the coverage that seemed unbalanced in its treatment of Emma.

      Hassan came into the room as her cell phone rang. She took it from her back pocket and glanced at the screen. “I don’t believe this,” she groaned. "It's Tom. What do I do?"

      Hassan looked at her helplessly. "I don't know. Should you answer it?"

      Lilly groaned as she locked eyes with Hassan, then pressed the button to talk.

      "Hello?"

      "Hello, Lilly. It's me, Tom McKnight."

      "I know. What do you want?"

      "I just called because I'm wondering if you'd had a chance to think over what we discussed the other day."

      "Um, not really." She shot a pleading glance at Hassan, but he couldn't help her now. She had to handle this herself. "It's been pretty crazy around here."

      "The thing is, I think my wife found a couple abnormalities in your adoption papers," Tom said.

      Lilly was amazed at how smooth and controlled his voice sounded. Like he wasn't committing a crime as they spoke. "There were no abnormalities in our papers," she said.

      "From what I hear, paperwork is often fraught with issues."

      "Oh, really?"

      "Yes. I mean, that's what my wife tells me. I have no firsthand knowledge, of course."

      "Does your wife know that you're talking to me right now?" Lilly asked.

      "No." He continued. "She just happened to mention that a wonderful couple trying to adopt a baby were facing some problems with their adoption paperwork. She mentioned that the baby is adorable—she's seen photos, of course, as part of the home inspection—the product of a white mother and an Arabic father. Naturally I wondered if it was the baby you and your good husband are trying to adopt."

      “That is interesting because I haven’t heard a word about it and her office would be required to tell us if there was a problem.”

      “I’m just giving you a heads-up. I am not responsible for her office staff.”

      “Did you send that email to Hassan?”

      “What email?” Tom’s voice dripped with innocence.

      "What do you want, Tom?"

      "I think it's time for us to have a conversation, Lilly. Would you care to meet at my office or your shop?"

      "Neither. I'll meet you in a public place." Lilly glanced at Hassan, who nodded his agreement.

      "That's fine. How about the park two blocks east of your shop?"

      "No. We are not the CIA, Tom. I'll meet you at the coffee shop. Beans on Main." Lilly hoped her voice didn't quake with the fear coursing through her body. She wasn't about to put herself in a situation where she was alone with Tom.

      "Have it your way. See you there in thirty minutes?"

      "All right. And I'm bringing Hassan." She glanced at him to make sure he was okay with that, not that it mattered since she had already committed him to going. He nodded enthusiastically and she breathed a sigh of relief.

      "Fine." Tom sounded testy now. He hung up the phone.

      Lilly slumped back against the sofa cushions. "I'm terrified."

      "We're going to solve this, love. Don't worry. Should we take Leith with us?"

      Lilly bolted upright. "Absolutely not. Laurel can stay with him. And if she can't, Noley can. Or Bill. Whoever. But if Tom sees this baby ever again, it'll be over my dead body."

      She went to the doorway and called to Laurel. "Can you stay with Leith for a little while? Hassan and I have to go out."

      "Sure. Where are you going?"

      "We have to run downtown. I’m sure Leith would be more comfortable staying here with you."

      Laurel seemed to buy Lilly's reasoning and asked no more questions. "Okay."

      A few minutes later Laurel was reading to Leith in the living room. Lilly and Hassan drove off toward Main Street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 53

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Tom hadn't arrived at Beans on Main when Lilly and Hassan got there. "Let's sit over there." Lilly pointed to a table against the far wall. "I want him facing the room so people can see him and possibly even hear what he has to say."

      "Good thinking," Hassan agreed. "Can I get you some coffee?"

      "How about hot chocolate? I don't need anything that's going to make me more jittery."

      "I'll get the same thing. When I get back, keep an eye on me," Hassan said. "I'm liable to punch this guy right in the mouth and I'm counting on you to prevent that. The last thing we need is for me to be arrested."

      Hassan left to place their order. While he was standing at the counter, Tom sauntered through the front door as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He scanned the coffee shop and his lips curled up slightly when he saw Lilly, who was turning around in her seat to watch the door. Tom walked over to her and sat down next to her.

      "Hassan couldn't come, huh?"

      "That's where Hassan is sitting. You'll have to sit over there." She nodded toward the other side of the table and Tom scowled.

      Hassan returned to the table a couple minutes later holding two mugs of hot chocolate. He set them down and slid into his seat, glaring at Tom. Tom avoided looking at him, and Lilly suspected he was a bit discomfited by Hassan's dark stare.

      They all sat in silence. Lilly and Hassan had agreed in the car that they wouldn't speak until Tom did. Let him sweat it out, they figured. If Perez could do it, so could they.

      The plan seemed to be working. Tom looked around the coffee shop, checked his phone, coughed several times, and looked at his watch more than once. Lilly and Hassan drank their hot chocolate with placid faces, waiting him out. Lilly's heart was beating so hard she was sure Tom could hear it, and she suspected Hassan was feeling the same way. They were doing a remarkably good job at hiding their stress, she thought.

      Finally Tom spoke. "Well? What have you decided?"

      Lilly wanted more than anything to let Hassan do the talking (or the punching) but they had decided it would be better if she spoke to Tom. She avoided looking at Hassan as she answered.

      "We don’t really have much of a choice, do we? Either I sign that claim or …” Her voice trailed off. Or I could lose my baby.

      “That’s right.”

      Lilly couldn’t sit there all afternoon without giving him some answer. She took a deep breath, praying she would find a way to work everything out. “All right. We’ll go ahead with it.”

      Tom couldn't hide his surprise. His eyes widened and the faintest hint of a smile crept over his ratlike features. "That's very wise of you."

      Lilly stole a glance at Hassan and could see his fists rolled up into white-knuckled balls. His jaw clenched and unclenched. She spoke quickly to prevent him from doing anything he might regret. "Whatever. What do I have to do next?" Lilly asked.

      "Nothing except sign a few papers. I've taken care of everything."

      Lilly wanted to gouge the man's eyes out. She swallowed her anger and glared at Tom. "I'm sure you have."

      Tom gave her a reptilian grin. "Shall we go over to my office now? I've got everything ready for you there."

      "We can't do it today," Lilly said. "The baby is with a sitter and we've already been away too long."

      "Tomorrow, then."

      "Nope," Lilly said. She intended to maintain as much control over the situation as possible. She would go to his office when she was ready. She looked at her phone for effect. "I can be there Sunday afternoon."

      Tom grimaced and exhaled through his nose, his nostrils flaring. "Fine. I'll expect you Sunday at one. Don't be late." He stood abruptly, knocking his chair into the wall with a loud thud. All eyes in the coffee shop turned toward him for a moment. He ignored them and strode out the door.

      Lilly and Hassan sat in silence for several moments. Hassan laid his hand over hers. "That was brilliant, love. I'm so proud of you."

      Lilly took a shaky breath. "I hate that man."

      "He's a snake,' Hassan agreed.

      They rode home in silence. When they got there Laurel insisted on making grilled cheese sandwiches for the three of them for an early dinner. "You guys could use some comfort food," she said.

      "What makes you think that?"

      Laurel smiled. "Because you both look even more stressed out than when you left here. Where did you go?"

      Lilly and Hassan exchanged glances. Lilly sighed. "We had to meet with the insurance agent who's handling my claims for the jewelry shop." Definitely the truth, but not the one Laurel would assume was true.

      "Then you really need grilled cheese sandwiches," Laurel said. "Don't worry, Mom. I'm sure it'll work out."

      Lilly smiled. Laurel had no idea how badly Lilly needed to believe that was true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 54

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      After dinner Hassan shooed Laurel upstairs and cleaned up the kitchen. Lilly put Leith to bed, then holed up in her office and called Bill.

      "What's up?" Bill asked.

      "I need to talk to you about something."

      "Is Mom okay?"

      "I'm not calling about Mom," she said quickly. "This is about something completely different."

      She told him all about Tom's plan, beginning with his first suggestion that Lilly join him in falsifying her claim to the insurance company and ending with her agreement to sign the necessary papers at Tom's office in a few days. She told him about Tom's relationship with the judge overseeing the adoption proceedings and his implication that he could sway her decision in the adoption. She told him about the email with Leith’s photo.

      Bill listened without interrupting. Lilly thought she could hear scribbling on the other end of the line. When she finished telling the story she let out a long breath. It felt good to unburden herself to her brother.

      Predictably, his first question was, "May I ask why you didn't tell me all this immediately after he asked you to falsify the claim?"

      "We didn't know what to do. We and Leith are essentially hostages. If we don't get to keep Leith, I don't know how we'll cope." Her voice broke as the lump in her throat grew more painful.

      Bill's voice softened. "It's all right, Lil. I get it and I don't blame you. I just wish I had known this before now. We could have lessened your stress."

      "So you think you can help?"

      "Oh, yes. We can definitely help. I'll have to get a few other people involved and you’ll need to come down to the station to swear out an affidavit about your contact with him. We need to formulate a plan of action before Sunday. We'll have someone coach you on exactly what to do. You'll have to be fitted with a wire before you go to his office."

      "A wire?"

      "We're going to need him on tape talking about the fraud. If it gets dangerous, we’ll have a signal—a code word—for you to use so we can get you out of there. You won’t sign the claim, obviously. We'll get in there and arrest him before you put pen to paper."

      "This is terrifying."

      "More terrifying than the alternative?"

      Lilly shuddered. "No. The alternative is much worse."

      "I thought so. If it turns out the judge is connected with this scheme, we'll get her, too. Maybe McKnight will implicate her, but let's assume he won't. We'll deal with her if necessary."

      "Okay." Lilly's mind was spinning. Who would have thought a smash-and-grab at her store would somehow lead to the possibility of Leith being taken away and given to Cyrus's parents?

      "I forgot to tell you that Harry—you know, my assistant—plays pickup basketball with Tom McKnight. Tom has mentioned being short of cash. You don't suppose he was behind the robbery at my shop, do you?"

      "I don't know, but it's certainly possible. I'm sure May'll be interested in this angle. I'll talk to him as soon as I get to the station."

      "Thanks. I don't know what we'd do without you."

      "You'd be lost." Lilly could hear the smile in Bill's voice and she felt a wave of serenity pass through her. It only lasted a moment, but it felt good.

      "While I have you on the phone, can you tell me anything about Judith Griffin's murder investigation? I haven’t heard anything since Emma Parker was arrested."

      "I can't tell you anything about it. Not only because I don't know anything, but because if there's been an arrest, we're working with the DA to build the case and I can't compromise that."

      "The killer has to be someone else."

      "Do you know how often we hear that in cases where the right person is in custody?"

      "I know, I know. But I'm sure of it."

      "Let's work on the case against Tom McKnight before we go all Perry Mason on the Judith Griffin case, shall we?"

      "Okay."

      "I'll be in touch once I get to the station."

      "Thanks, Bill."

      She went downstairs and found Hassan on the sofa, two mugs of herbal tea on the coffee table in front of him. "I figured you could do with a little relaxing," he said, patting the cushion next to him. She sank down and he put his arm around her shoulder. "What did Bill have to say?"

      She told him about the plan to have her wear a wire to her meeting with Tom on Sunday. He frowned. "Is that safe?"

      She shrugged. "As long as I can get him to admit to insurance fraud, they’ll come in and arrest him. If not and I feel like I’m in danger, I’ll have a code word to use."

      “And if he doesn’t admit it?”

      “We’ll have to think of something else. Now that the police are involved, I’m feeling more confident.”

      "I don't know about this, love. It sounds dangerous to me. I don't want you putting your life at risk to get Tom arrested. Maybe I should go with you."

      "I need to do this alone. Tom is expecting only me to show up, and if I bring you he might think something's going on."

      "All right. Will Bill be there, at least?"

      "I don't know. But if he isn't there, it's okay. As long as I know there are police listening over the wire and they're going to back me up, I feel good about it."

      "If you say so. I wish you'd let me go with you, though."

      "I'd rather you stay with Leith. I want one of us to be with him all the time until after the hearing."

      Hassan nodded and pulled her closer. "I'm glad you called Bill and told him the whole thing."

      "Me, too."
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      Only an hour later, Bill called from the station. He had already assembled a group of three officers—one to prepare Lilly for her meeting with Tom and two to wait outside his office in a car until they heard something that sounded like a confession. He asked Lilly to come down to the station before she went to work the next day.

      He met Lilly in the vestibule when she arrived at the station and led her to a room where a young woman in uniform sat behind a desk. Lilly suppressed a frown as Bill introduced her to Officer Terrell.

      Has she even had her prom yet? Lilly thought. She is way too young to be in charge of preparing me to commit a pretend felony.

      She tried using her eyes to telegraph her dismay to Bill, but he ignored her. He left the room and she sat down across from Officer Terrell.

      "I can see you're uncomfortable with me," the officer said. "Would you prefer someone else?"

      Was I that obvious? How embarrassing.

      Lilly figured she might as well come clean. It might even endear her to this youngster. "I expected someone older, that's all," she said with a self-deprecating laugh. "You must be very good at what you do."

      "I'm older than I look, believe me." Terrell smiled. The simple statement put Lilly at ease and she relaxed into her chair. "I've read the file," Terrell continued. "It looks like we need the target to admit to defrauding the insurance company."

      "That's what Bill told me, yes."

      Terrell spent the next forty-five minutes explaining to Lilly how the police needed her to verbally draw out Tom McKnight in order for him to say something about committing insurance fraud. The longer they talked, the sweatier Lilly's palms became. She was conscious of her own breathing, which only made matters worse.

      "Are you okay, Mrs. Ashraf?"

      "I'm just a little nervous, I guess."

      "Let me get you some water." Terrell left and returned a minute later with a plastic cup full of cold water. Lilly drank it gratefully. She set the cup down on Terrell's desk with shaking hands.

      "Mrs. Ashraf, you're going to be fine." Terrell leaned forward over her desk and fixed Lilly with earnest eyes. "I've done this a number of times in all kinds of circumstances and we've only had things go south once."

      Great. Only once.

      Terrell grinned. "I'm kidding. It's never failed and I'm not about to let it fail this time."

      Lilly's fists unclenched and her shoulder blades loosened just a bit. The woman had a twisted sense of humor.

      Terrell stood up and gestured toward the door. "I'll walk you to the lobby and then find the guys who are going to be with you on Sunday. I want you to meet them this morning so you can talk about any further concerns you might have."

      Good, because I've got plenty.

      As Terrell was coming around her desk, the phone rang. She held her hand up to Lilly. "Hold on. You can wait in the hall right outside the room and I'll be with you in a sec." She picked up the phone and spoke in a low voice.

      Lilly was straining to hear what the phone call might be about, purely out of curiosity, when she heard another voice she recognized, this one louder than Terrell's.

      "Yeah. Last name's Byrne. Judith Griffin kept her maiden name when they got married."

      It was Perez and her voice was coming from the room across the hall from Lilly. The door was partially closed so Lilly couldn't see Perez.

      "His alibi checked out.”

      “Yeah. Emma Parker.”

      A pause, then "I've got someone looking into the circumstances surrounding the death of Byrne's first wife. Something wasn't right about it, but he was never charged. And as for Emma—"

      "Ready?" It was Terrell. Lilly hadn't even heard her hang up the phone. She nodded and accompanied Terrell to the lobby.

      After several minutes of waiting, wondering what else Perez had found out about the death of Mister Byrne's first wife and what she had been about to say to the person on the other end of the line, Bill strode into the lobby. "Come with me." He nodded his head toward the door leading to a warren of offices.

      He held open a door for her and she ducked under his arm. "You guys have really done this a bunch of times and it works?"

      "Yep. Terrell's the best. As long as you stick to her instructions, everything will turn out fine."

      Just then the two officers who would be waiting in a car outside Tom McKnight's office arrived to talk to Lilly while Bill got back to work. Lilly left the police station less than half an hour later, dazed and worried, but looking forward to having the whole thing behind her.
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      Sunday afternoon arrived and Lilly was in a tizzy. Her heart was racing, her hands were sweating, and her stomach was upset. She spilled her coffee and snapped at Laurel for no reason.

      “Lilly, let’s call this off,” Hassan said. “You’re a mess.”

      "And risk losing Leith? No way." She took a shuddering breath. "No, the only way through this is through it. I have no choice."

      "We’ll find a way to keep Leith.”

      “I’m doing it.” Lilly shook her head.

      “I wish I could go instead of you."

      "Me, too. I need to get going."

      A few minutes later she lifted her hand in a half-hearted goodbye to Hassan and Leith, who stood on the back landing watching her go. Hassan waved back and held Leith's hand to make the little guy wave, too. Lilly drove to the police station as prearranged.

      Officer Terrell fitted Lilly with the wire and made sure it was invisible under her blouse before testing the earpieces the officers would wear out front of the building. When Terrell had satisfied herself all the equipment was in order, Lilly checked in with the other members of the team. They ran down her instructions quickly before following her in their car to Tom McKnight's office.

      Lilly got out of the car, smoothing her jacket and double-checking for her purse and her phone. She wished lightning would strike so she could avoid this whole thing. She took a deep breath, peeked out of the corner of her eye to make sure the police officers were parked two spots away from hers, and pushed open the door to Tom's office.

      It was quiet inside. It being Sunday, no receptionist was there to greet her. Lilly touched the top of a silver bell on the desk. Its chime was shrill and echoed down the hall. Lilly waited, then touched the bell again, a little more aggressively this time.

      She heard shooshing footsteps and looked up to see Tom walking toward her in the corridor. It was all she could do not to growl at him. She watched him silently.

      "Thank you for coming in, Lilly." He reached out to shake her hand, but she ignored it. His hand dropped to his side.

      "Come on back to my office." He gestured down the hall and waited for Lilly to precede him.

      "I'll follow you," she said. She wasn't taking any chances with this jerk.

      Tom smirked. "Whatever you say." He led the way to his office. There didn't seem to be anyone else around, but he closed the door as she sat in front of his desk. He went around the desk and sat opposite her, folding his hands in front of him.

      "So you're here to sign the claim." He reached for a sheaf of papers held together with paper clips. "I've got your paperwork right here. If you had come in sooner, we could have submitted this before now." He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. She glared at him.

      Could he see the pulse bulging in her neck? She felt like throwing up. But it was go time, and she was the only one who could propel this whole thing forward. She swallowed hard.

      "I'm really uncomfortable with this, Tom. If it weren't for Leith and the adoption, I wouldn't be doing it at all. It’s slimy and wrong." She glared at him, hoping he would make her job easy.

      "I don't know what you're talking about, Lilly."

      "You do, too. You implied that our adoption wouldn't go through if I didn't do this for you. If I didn't falsify these claims."

      "As far as I know, all the contractor invoices are genuine and customary." He waved the papers in the air. “As are all the bills of lading from the gem wholesalers.” He lifted one corner of his mouth in a sly grin.

      Lilly couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Had he forged bills of lading from suppliers, too? His greed knew no bounds.

      Not only that, but he appeared to be smarter than she was giving him credit for. He wasn’t admitting to anything. She was going to have to think harder if she was going to get him to slip up.

      "How did you even get these guys—these contractors—to help you out with this?"

      "I have a longstanding relationship with a bunch of local guys. I trust them. When I call, they show up. They’re very reliable.” Tom looked at her with seeming innocence.

      Lilly could hear the blood rushing in her ears. She needed to calm down, to think. Could she, perhaps, play the crying card? Not that it would be much of a stretch. She was on the verge of tears as it was. She thought back to an hour ago, when Laurel looked at her with a hurt expression because Lilly had said something in an unnecessarily harsh voice.

      Yeah, she was going to play the crying card. Officer Terrell had even said it was fine. “It might appeal to McKnight’s masculinity,” she had said with a sneer.

      Her eyes welled up with tears. "Do you have any idea how hard this has been for me? For my husband? And my daughter? She knows there's something going on because I haven't been myself." The tears spilled from the corners of her eyes and tracked slowly down her cheeks.

      Tom stared at her for several moments. Finally, his face softened. "I'm sorry you've been having such a hard time. What with the smash-and-grab and the adoption and all, you must be under a ton of stress."

      "But it's not just those things—it's the lying! Tom, how do you sleep at night? How do you keep it together at work?"

      "I sleep very well, Lilly. These things you're suggesting—the insurance companies build things like this into their pricing and premium structures."

      Lilly knew when she was being gaslit. "What do you mean, I'm suggesting? This whole scheme is yours! And to think our adoption is contingent on my swearing that these forms are true and correct ... I'm just sick about it!" She cried with abandon then, burying her face in her hands. She didn't care if the police officers outside were deafened by her sobs. They were real and she couldn't deny them any longer.

      Tom let her cry, but Lilly could tell his defenses were eroding. She felt her body tense a little bit, wondering if this was going to work. He finally stood up and crossed the room to a bookshelf. He picked up a tissue box and took it to her. He touched her lightly on the shoulder.

      "Don't cry, Lilly. Here, take a tissue. I'm sorry." He paused and pulled another chair close to her. He sat heavily and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. Lilly glanced at him and saw his eyes were bloodshot. For the first time she noticed how haggard he was. He needed a haircut and a shave. "I need this money, Lilly. It’s not for me, I swear. It's for my mother. She needs a treatment that’s experimental and her insurance company won’t pay for it. I know you have a sick mother, so you know how I'm feeling right now. I can't help her with her medical expenses because I can barely pay my own mortgage. As soon as I get the money I need to help her, I'm done with this."

      "What about your wife? She must make a lot of money." Lilly's tears slowed.

      Tom looked away for a moment, then turned his gaze back on Lilly. "I'll be honest with you, Lilly. My wife and I are getting a divorce. And she hates my mother."

      Lilly stopped crying abruptly, sat up straighter, and squinted at Tom. He had been bluffing about Leith. "Don't tell me you lied about influencing your wife to prevent our adoption of Leith if I didn't help you lie to the insurance company."

      Tom didn't respond.

      "You lied." She clenched her fists and a sob of relief escaped her throat. Her stomach was still in knots, but the hope that the judge wasn't going to prevent her and Hassan from adopting Leith was like a rush of cool water. She couldn’t control her anger, though. "Do you know the stress and anguish and heartbreak you caused me and my husband? The worrying, the sleepless nights? How could you do that to us? To anyone?"

      Again, Tom didn't speak.

      Lilly continued to rail at him. "If you had asked someone for help instead of hatching this scheme to defraud the insurance company, we could have held a community fundraiser or something. We could have collected donations. I would have written you a check myself." Then the enormity of what Tom had been doing struck her. This was bigger than just him.

      "What about the contractors and tradespeople who padded their bills at your request? Are they doing it to help your mother, too?"

      "They're doing it for themselves. They don't know my mom is sick." He paused and spread his hands out in a pleading gesture. "I never set out to defraud insurance companies, Lilly. I don't like doing it and I'm not proud of it. You have to believe that. I was desperate. Please help me."

      And there it was: the confession she had been waiting for. It didn’t matter if Tom was telling the truth about his mother, it didn’t matter if he never did this again, it didn’t matter if the whole scheme wasn’t for personal gain. He had confessed to it, and this part of her nightmare was coming to an end.

      She stared at him until there was a loud knock at the front door. Tom looked up with a start and opened his office door, then walked slowly down the hallway to the front desk. Lilly followed him.

      As soon as he saw the uniformed officers on the other side of the glass, he turned to look at Lilly, shock and hatred in his eyes.

      "You set me up." His voice was low and flat. The knocking intensified.

      Tom had no choice. He opened the door. The officers entered and one of them asked him, "Thomas McKnight?"
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      Back at home, Lilly sat in the car for several minutes before going inside. She stared straight ahead without really seeing anything. Her mind was an untidy mess of images—Tom's face and the silent rage he directed at Lilly, the way his head hung when he was escorted from his agency's office to the waiting police car, and the officer who stayed behind in Tom's office to wait for his colleagues before executing the search warrant he produced.

      Finally she plucked up her purse and went inside. She kicked off her shoes and she heard Hassan call to her in a loud whisper, "Leith is asleep. I'll be right down."

      A minute later she and Hassan were standing in the middle of the kitchen. Her head was against his chest as she wept tears of relief and sorrow—relief that this ordeal was over, relief that Tom could no longer hold their adoption proceedings hostage in his attempt to extort her and Hassan, and a little bit of sorrow that he had done all of that just to help his mom. That is, if he could be believed. Hassan stroked her hair and let her cry until she was ready to talk.

      They sat on the sofa and she told him everything from the moment she arrived at the police station until the moment she emerged from her car in their driveway. When she had finished her story, he leaned back with a sigh and closed his eyes. "It's over, love. We don't have to worry about Tom or his threats anymore. Our only job now is to show the judge that Leith should be ours. We can do that."

      "I know. I agree. I can't believe I’m saying this, but I can’t help feeling a tiny bit sorry for Tom. He only did this to help his mother. How would I feel if my kids did something like that?"

      "Your kids are smarter than that. And we don't even know if he was telling the truth. Frankly, I don’t trust anything he says. You did what you had to do today. Don't feel bad or guilty about that. He had us over a barrel, or so he led us to believe, and what he was doing was wrong. It doesn't matter what the reasons were. Even if his mother is sick, it's not your responsibility to commit a crime to help her."

      "I know. I just feel bad."

      "You feel bad because you're such a good person. Let's try to forget all about Tom for now, okay?"

      "Okay. I need to call Bill."

      He picked up on the first ring. "I hear it went well this morning."

      "He confessed. I was so nervous. Haven’t you heard anything since he was taken to the station?"

      "No. I've been busy with other stuff. I'll look into it later and see what's going on. I assume he's going to lawyer up."

      "I would think so. His wife is a judge, for heaven's sake. He should know enough to keep his mouth shut. Listen, while I have you on the phone, what do I have to do to get my inventory back from you guys? I'm just about ready to open the shop again."

      "Come in and sign for it. I'll arrange an escort back to the shop so you can get the jewelry inside safely."

      "Thanks."

      The next morning Lilly drove out to Larkspur Manor. She had stared at the watercolor supplies in the living room long enough. She wanted them out of her house, so she figured she could store them in one of the multi-purpose rooms at Larkspur.

      She was walking through the lobby when she saw Nancy talking to Mirren. Nancy, who was wearing a paper mask, looked like she had just gotten to work. She wore a magenta beret jammed over her ears and a long orange coat.

      "Hi," Lilly greeted them.

      Nancy gave a start and turned around. "Oh, hello, Lilly." Her eyes were tired-looking.

      "Everything okay, Nancy?" Lilly asked.

      "Yeah. It's just so stressful around here.”

      Lilly lifted the shopping bags she was holding. "Can I store these art supplies in one of the common rooms?"

      "Yes. Leave them there and I'll get someone to do it." Nancy gestured toward a spot next to the receptionist's desk.

      "Thanks."

      Nancy bid them goodbye and headed down the corridor toward her office. Lilly and Mirren made their way to the parking lot.

      "What are you doing here this morning?" Lilly asked.

      "Dad is still sick. I came over to play to Nancy's better angels and ask if she'd let me see him."

      "And?"

      "Nope. As long as he’s testing positive for the virus, they can't take any chances."

      "I'm sorry. I hope he's on the mend soon. He’s had that virus for a long time."

      "I know. He sounds terrible every time I try to talk to him on the phone."

      "How are the business plans coming along?"

      Mirren grinned. "Yannick and I have made good progress with purchasing recording equipment and getting business documents filed so we can hit the ground running as soon as we're ready."

      "When do you think that'll be?"

      "Within the next three months. We have to decide where we're going to film the classes. Yannick has approached the owner of the restaurant where he works, but we have to pay a usage fee if we want to film in their kitchen and we're trying to keep our costs low right now. There's my house, but it's not the ideal layout for video. We're still exploring options. Where does Noley shoot her videos?"

      "She uses her own kitchen because she's got a great setup. Sometimes she uses the kitchen at the magazine where she works, too. They don't charge her anything because she gives them credit in the video. It's like free advertising for them. Maybe you guys could do the same thing with the restaurant where Yannick works?"

      Mirren sighed. "We've tried that. We'll work something out. Luckily we've gotten the money to buy the recording equipment, so that's an investment we hope will earn us a good return. We have to watch the rest of our spending right now."

      The women parted ways and Lilly drove home. She passed the jewelry shop on her way, slowing down to admire the new front, new entrance, and window displays. The glass sparkled in the late afternoon sunshine. Lilly smiled. It would be good to get back to work. She knew Harry was looking forward to it, too.

      About a block past the shop, Lilly pulled over suddenly. She had a terrible thought. Where had Mirren gotten the money to buy the recording equipment? She had said it was expensive. She had also said earlier that she was broke.

      So where had the money come from?

      Investors? Maybe. Lilly wondered how many investors Mirren and Yannick had persuaded to buy into their venture. At the tea shop, they said they hadn't closed any deals yet. But they were close.

      Yannick? Maybe. He had enough money, apparently, to afford a Mercedes.

      Mirren's ex-husband, Basil? Not a chance. She had a feeling Mirren would rather die than borrow money from him.

      Could the money have come from a more nefarious source, like a robbery? A robbery of a jewelry shop?

      Lilly couldn't believe she was even considering Mirren as a possible suspect. Mirren was her stepsister, for heaven's sake. And she liked Mirren. She thought of her as a friend as well as a stepsister.

      Was it just a coincidence that Mirren had gotten a much-needed infusion of money shortly after Lilly's shop had been robbed?

      The thought was repulsive. And Mirren didn't drive a black SUV. She drove a sky blue sedan.

      Anyone could rent, or even borrow, a black SUV and alter the license number with permanent marker. Or a paint pen. But if Mirren had done that, could she have had any damage to the vehicle repaired without anyone realizing it had been used in a robbery? The police had checked the chop shops in the area for work that might have been done on a black SUV—surely they had asked the same questions at local body shops, too.

      She was back at square one. She hoped Officer May was making progress.
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      The next day Lilly presented herself at the police station to retrieve and sign for the inventory to take back to her shop. An officer escorted her to Juniper Junction Jewels and stood by the back door as Lilly stored all the jewelry and stones in the office vault. She thanked him and waved as he drove off, then hugged her arms around herself with a smile. It would be good to get back to work.

      She called Harry to tell him the shop was ready and she could hear the excitement in his voice. "I'll be there first thing in the morning, boss. I love Alice more than anything, but being together all the time is not good for us." He laughed. "I think I drive her nuts."

      Lilly spent her final day at home with Leith. She read to him, played with him, took him for a walk, and watched him nap. She couldn’t have asked for a better day. That evening Laurel joined them for dinner after Leith was asleep. Lilly hadn't wanted to use up any of her time with Leith by cooking, so they ordered a pizza—half Hawaiian, half veggie supreme. They all loved both, but they couldn't decide. Laurel volunteered to clean up the dinner dishes while Lilly and Hassan retired to the living room. Lilly was reaching for the remote to turn on the news when her phone rang. She checked the caller ID. Perez. She sighed.

      "Hello?"

      "Mrs. Ashraf, this is Perez."

      "How can I help you?"

      "I have a few more questions concerning Emma Parker."

      "Okay, go ahead."

      "Has she ever talked to you about her fiancee's stepsister?"

      "Yes.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “She asked for a special piece of jewelry for her because she’s not the pastel type and all the other women’s designs used pastel stones."

      "Anything else?"

      Lilly hesitated a fraction of a second too long and Perez jumped on it.

      "I need to know what else she said. Did she say how she feels about the stepsister?"

      Lilly suppressed a sigh. There was nothing to do now but tell the truth. "She said neither she nor Todd likes her."

      “Anything else?”

      “Not that I can think of.”

      "All right. I want you to call me if you think of anything Emma or Todd might have said about Fiona Byrne."

      Fiona?
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      "Did you say 'Fiona'?"

      "Yes. Why?"

      Lilly thought quickly. Could it be the same Fiona? Nah, just because Lilly knew someone else named Fiona didn’t mean it would interest Perez. "No reason. I just wanted to make sure I heard you right."

      Perez didn't say anything for a moment and Lilly could picture her: eyes narrowed in suspicion, her brain working to decide whether to press Lilly on the subject. Lilly held her breath until Perez spoke.

      "All right. Let me know if you hear anything."

      Lilly hung up and leaned back on the sofa. "Laurel!" she called.

      "What's up?" Hassan asked.

      "Emma said earlier that she and Todd both dislike his stepsister. Perez wants to know if I've heard anything about the stepsister, whose name, coincidentally, is Fiona."

      Hassan's eyes widened as Laurel came into the room.

      "Yeah?"

      "I'm curious—what is Fiona's last name?"

      "Byrne. Why?"

      "I was just wondering."

      "Mom, you're the worst liar. Why do you need to know Fiona's last name?"

      "Did you know she is Judith Griffin's stepdaughter?"

      Laurel stared. "The lady who was killed? Fiona is related to her?"

      "Seems that way, unless there's more than one Fiona Byrne walking around Juniper Junction."

      Laurel sank into an armchair. "I can't believe it. She didn't say anything about her stepmother being killed."

      "Maybe she didn’t want anyone to know Judith was her stepmother. If I were related to Judith, I wouldn’t tell anyone."

      "Maybe living with her stepmother made her the way she is," Laurel replied.

      “You might be right. Don't tell anyone what we've discussed, huh?"

      "Okay."

      When Laurel had gone to her room, Lilly turned to Hassan. "I wonder what Perez wants to know about Fiona. Do you think there could be two suspects in Judith's murder?"

      "Could be. Perez never says too much, so there's no way of knowing."

      "Unless I call Bill." Lilly's eyes twinkled. "If he knows, he'll tell me why Perez is asking about Fiona. You know, I didn't like that young woman from the moment I met her."

      "I didn't either. I feel sorry for her, though, having to live with Judith Griffin."

      "Me, too."

      Lilly took her phone from the coffee table and dialed Bill.

      "Hi. Do you have a minute?" she asked as soon as he answered.

      "You never call me for anything other than confidential information," he complained. "It's getting so I dread answering your calls."

      "That hurts. And you know it's not true." She paused and let out a chuckle. "Well, actually, it's true this time. Perez called earlier and asked about Judith Griffin's stepdaughter, Fiona Byrne."

      Bill was silent for a moment. "That name doesn't ring a bell."

      "Do you think you can find out why she’s asking?"

      "I can ask casually how the case is going, but unless you have a really good reason to know about Fiona, it would be weird if I just walked up to Perez and started asking questions about some random woman in her investigation."

      "Laurel is her mentor at school."

      "Really? Now that's something I could take to Perez. Does Laurel have any information about Fiona?"

      "Not that I know of. She doesn't like Fiona. Neither do I, actually. Neither does Hassan."

      "So you've met her?"

      "Laurel had her over here for dinner one night."

      "Perez is going to want to talk to Laurel about Fiona,” Bill said. Lilly could hear the distinctive sound of paper being ripped out of a spiral-bound notebook.

      "I'll give her a heads-up."

      "Thanks, Lil."

      "Before you go, I just want to point out that this call started out as an attempt to get answers, but it ended up helping you more than it did me."

      "All right, all right. I'm sorry for every mean thing I ever said."

      "That's better."

      They hung up. Rather than risk waking Leith by calling for Laurel, Lilly went up to her room and knocked softly on the door.

      "Come on in." Laurel turned around from her desk to look at Lilly. "What's up?"

      "I just got off the phone with Uncle Bill. He said Officer Perez is going to want to talk to you about Fiona."

      Laurel made a face. "Why?"

      "Earlier tonight I spoke to Perez about the Judith Griffin murder case. She asked me what I've heard about Todd Griffin’s stepsister. I told her what I knew about her, which is that he and his fiancée don't like her. I didn't even know the stepsister's name is Fiona until Perez was about to hang up. And then I didn’t mention that I knew her just in case it was the wrong Fiona.

      “But when you said Fiona’s last name is Byrne, I knew she was the same person. So I talked to Uncle Bill just now and told him you're Fiona's mentor, and he wants you to make yourself available to answer some questions."

      Laurel let out a long groan. "Mom, why did you have to tell him anything?”

      "Because it’s the right thing to do."

      Another groan. "All right.”

      "Good decision.”

      Lilly returned to the living room and called Bill. Within a half hour Perez was knocking on the Ashrafs' front door.
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      Lilly invited Perez into the living room, where the officer sat ramrod straight on the edge of an armchair while Lilly called Laurel downstairs.

      "Can I get you anything? Tea? Water?" Lilly asked.

      "No, thanks. Is there a place I can speak with your daughter privately?"

      "You can use the kitchen. My husband and I will stay in here or up in the office."

      Laurel came down the stairs just a moment later and she and Perez disappeared into the kitchen. Lilly heard the chairs scrape against the floor as they sat at the table. After a few minutes of straining her ears to catch a snatch of the conversation, Lilly was forced to admit defeat. She and Hassan went upstairs to the office. Hassan logged onto his computer and reviewed a document while Lilly fidgeted, checked the time, drummed her fingers on her desk, and uselessly rifled through papers.

      "How long could this possibly take?" she hissed.

      "Perez is thorough, love. We know that from experience. But Laurel has nothing to worry about, so try to relax."

      Relax? When was the last time a man asked a woman to relax and it ended well? Lilly's eyes narrowed to slits and Hassan held up his hands in surrender.

      "Sorry, Lil. I just don't like to see you upset."

      "I'm not upset. I'm just nervous. I want this whole thing to be over."

      "Luckily, Laurel's uncle is a policeman, so she doesn't think they're scary people. She's got a good head on her shoulders. I think she's probably doing just fine down there."

      Presently Laurel called up the stairs. "Mom, Officer Perez is ready to go."

      Hassan stayed in the office while Lilly hurried downstairs. "How did it go?" She looked from Laurel to Perez and back again.

      "I'll be in touch if I need anything further. I'll show myself out." Perez thrust her arms into her coat sleeves and left with a nod.

      Lilly turned to Laurel with a questioning look. "Did it go okay? What did she want to know?"

      "She wanted to know literally every word Fiona has ever said to me and every time we've seen each other on or off campus. She's not the friendliest. Uncle Bill should tell her to chill out."

      Lilly smiled at the thought of Bill telling Perez anything of the sort. She had a feeling Bill would come out of it with a black eye.

      "So tell me everything."

      "Everything? Mom, I have stuff to do."

      Lilly gave her daughter The Stare that Means Business. Laurel sighed deeply. Lilly counted to ten, trying to remember Laurel was not yet twenty years old and was therefore expected to behave like a teenager sometimes.

      "She asked me how I know Fiona. I told her about the mentor program and how I got assigned to her because her other mentor had asked to be reassigned.

      "Then she asked me if I could remember all the times I had met with Fiona and why."

      "And could you remember?"

      Laurel shrugged. "I did the best I could. I tried to think of all the times. There haven't been that many. Anyway, then she asked me if Fiona ever mentioned her family, and especially her stepmother."

      "And has she?"

      "I guess a couple times, but she never said the stepmother was Judith Griffin. She just said she doesn't like her."

      "I wonder why Perez didn't question you earlier," Lilly mused.

      "Because no one told her about me. The police asked to speak to classmates and teachers and friends, and I'm none of those."

      Lilly nodded. "All right. I'm done asking questions."

      Laurel went back upstairs and Lilly followed. Hassan turned around when Lilly closed the office door. "How did it go?"

      "She asked Laurel about all her interactions with Fiona. Laurel told her everything she could think of."

      "Good. Hopefully Perez will get to the bottom of this whole thing without involving any of us anymore."

      "Fingers crossed."

      Lilly went to bed early, knowing she'd probably be getting up with Leith during the night and wanting to be rested for the reopening of Juniper Junction Jewels the next day. Her heart beat heavily against her ribcage when she thought of opening again. Would customers return? She had been closed longer than she had intended and feared people would have turned to other jewelry stores for their needs. She couldn't help thinking about the car crashing into the front of the shop, the leprechaun jumping out and stealing handfuls of her inventory, then jumping back into the car and jamming it into reverse for a quick getaway. Again, she had the distinct feeling she was missing something. That only made it harder to fall asleep.

      Her heart pounded faster. She willed herself to take deep breaths and count sheep. She finally fell asleep just an hour before Leith woke her up. Hassan was snoring softly beside her, so she got up and rocked Leith back to sleep.
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      Lilly couldn’t get back to sleep after Leith had quieted, so she got ready for work at zero dark thirty and was at the shop just after sunrise. She fiddled with the new springtime window displays until they were perfect, shuddering at the memory of the St. Patrick's Day debris strewn across the floor after the robbery. She doubted she would ever celebrate St. Patrick's Day again.

      Harry came into the shop wearing a big grin a half hour before opening. Lilly hugged him and drew a long breath.

      "You ready?" she asked.

      "You bet. I hope we have a million customers today."

      Lilly laughed. "I'll be happy with a dozen, but a million would be even better."

      There were a dozen customers before lunch. Most of the people who came in were familiar with the shop and knew Lilly by sight. They all wished her well with the reopening and expressed their disgust over the robbery. Lilly didn't stop smiling all morning, though she did wish people would stop talking about what had happened.

      Mirren stopped in during the afternoon. She looked around, praising the work done by the contractors who had pieced the shop back together. That was a topic Lilly didn't want to think about, either. She wanted Tom McKnight and his felonious scheme as far from her mind as possible.

      "What brings you in here this afternoon?"

      "I'm inviting you and Hassan to an open house at my place this Saturday night. Yannick and I want to practice our cocktails on innocent bystanders." She grinned.

      "That sounds great. What time?"

      "Six o'clock. We'll have heavy hors d'oeuvres, so don't eat dinner."

      "I'm sure I'll need a cocktail by six on Saturday. Anything we can bring?"

      "Nope. Just come hungry and thirsty." Mirren motioned to Harry. "Harry, why don't you come, too? Bring your wife. The more the merrier!"

      Harry promised to check with Alice.

      "She seems really nice," Harry said after Mirren left.

      "She is," Lilly said. "Bill and I and Hassan all like her. "

      "Their business idea sounds really cool."

      "I hope it's a big success. With that platinum blonde hair and her great makeup and clothes, Mirren is just made for the camera. And Yannick is fun. He's got this great French accent and he wears flamboyant clothes and he seems to be a dynamo. I hope you and Alice can go on Saturday."

      "I don't think we have anything planned, but I have to check with the boss." He grinned.

      Lilly's phone rang. It was Bill.

      "Hi," she answered.

      "Hi. I'm calling to warn you.”

      "Warn me about what?"

      "Perez is furious. She went back to the college again this morning to question an administrator about Fiona. She asked the person if she knew of anyone who might have been with Fiona the day or evening of Judith's murder. After Perez left, the admin asked Laurel if she had been with Fiona, knowing she was Fiona's mentor. Laurel told them no, Fiona was with her boyfriend.

      "Admin reported that to Perez and she wants to know why Laurel didn’t tell her.”

      “How did Laurel know where Fiona was that night?” Lilly asked.

      “Because according to what Laurel told the admin, Fiona was supposed to meet with Laurel that night to study for a test. But at the appointed time, Fiona texted Laurel to tell her she couldn't make it because she needed some alone time with her boyfriend. Apparently they were 'working through some issues.'"

      "So Fiona was with her boyfriend that night. So what?"

      "So Perez tracked down the boyfriend an hour ago and it turned out to be a lie. The boyfriend was out of town that whole week and was able to prove it. In other words, Laurel unknowingly provided Fiona with an alibi that turned out not to be true.”

      "If Fiona were here right now I'd wring her scrawny little neck."

      “Perez is going to reach out to Laurel again.” Bill sounded tired.

      “Why can’t she just go talk to Fiona?”

      “Because Fiona has a lawyer and is refusing to answer any questions.”

      “Isn’t that suspicious? Can’t they arrest her?”

      “For what? All they know for sure is that she wasn’t with her boyfriend the night of the murder.”

      “What a mess. Thanks for letting me know.”

      "Don't tell Perez I gave you the heads-up."

      "I won't say a word. Can I tell Laurel to expect a call or a visit from Perez? There's no point in telling me all this if I can't pass it along to her."

      "Sure, go ahead. But remind her this information did not come from me."

      "Don't worry. I'll tell her. Thanks for letting me know."
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      Lilly hung up and immediately dialed Laurel's number.

      "Hi, Mom."

      "Hi. Listen, Officer Perez wants to talk to you again and she's not very happy."

      Laurel made an unbecoming noise with her throat.

      "Did you tell her you were supposed to meet Fiona the night of the murder?"

      "I didn’t think to tell her that. Perez only asked about the times I was actually with Fiona. She asked me if I was with her on the night of the murder and I told her I wasn’t. I knew that because I’ve only spent two evenings with her. The first one was when she came to dinner at our house, before the murder took place. The second one was to study for a test, and I distinctly remember telling you about it the next morning. Remember? I wanted to quit being her mentor and you said I should stick with it. I remember when I talked to you, you were still all bandaged up, so I knew that was a while after the murder.

      “Anyway, while I was talking to the lady from administration today, I checked my texts from the night of the murder. That’s when I realized that was the night I was supposed to meet Fiona to help her study for a test. She no-showed. I told you that, remember? I didn’t realize that the night Fiona no-showed me was the same night her stepmother died.”

      “And you didn’t think to call Perez and tell her?”

      “Of course I did. I was going to call her when I got home tonight.”

      "Okay. You’ll have to explain that when you talk to her. Bill called to give us the heads-up, so don’t tell Perez you knew she was going to call. This conversation never happened, okay?"

      "Okay."

      That evening Laurel got home from campus a few minutes after Lilly got home from work. Lilly greeted her with a questioning look.

      "Well? Did Perez call you?"

      "Yeah. She asked me why I didn’t tell her about Fiona and her boyfriend. I reminded her—nicely, don’t worry—that she only asked me if I was with Fiona the night of the murder and I wasn’t. I told her I went through my texts earlier today, realized that was the night Fiona was with her boyfriend, and told the lady from administration. Perez is pretty mad, but it's her fault for only asking me about times I was with Fiona. She never asked me about texts and I didn’t think to look at them until today."

      "It's not your job to do Perez's job, so don't worry about that. I think being mad is her default setting. You've done what she asked you to do, so let it go. Ready for dinner?"

      "I'm starved."

      "Good. We're having slow cooker pork roast with vegetables and homemade applesauce."

      "Sounds delicious." Laurel stood there for a moment, not saying anything.

      "Everything okay?" Lilly asked.

      Laurel hesitated for a second before answering. "I saw Vanessa again today. Cyrus called her. He wanted her to tell us that his parents are getting ready to bring Leith home with them. They made one of their rooms into a nursery and everything." Laurel gulped. "Do you think they could really end up with him?"

      Lilly felt dizzy, like the world had tilted on its axis for a moment, but she recovered herself quickly. "If that's true, they've wasted a lot of time and a lot of money, because I don't think there's any way they're going to get Leith."

      "Are you sure?"

      If Laurel had been ten years old, Lilly would have told her she was as sure as could be, but Laurel was an adult and needed to face the possibilities.

      "That is what I believe, and that's what Hassan believes. We're holding onto that because we don't even want to consider the alternative. We're assuming Leith will be part of our family forever, but there are no guarantees. You know that. But yes, I think the judge is going to rule in our favor."

      "I hope so. I was so upset when Vanessa told me. I sat in my car and cried for a half hour."

      Lilly moved forward and hugged Laurel. She closed her eyes and made a silent plea that she was right, that Cyrus's parents wouldn't get custody of Leith. "I would have done the same thing. But we need to stay positive. Babies can tell when something is wrong and they get fussy. We don't want Leith to sense something is off."

      "I know. I’ve never seen Vanessa so mad. She cursed out Cyrus and told him that if his parents end up with Leith she'll sue to get him back."

      Lilly gave Laurel a rueful smile. "It wouldn't be that easy. Vanessa gave up her parental rights when she put Leith up for adoption. Sometimes there's a revocation period when the parent can get the child back, but no doubt that period is long over. I'm afraid Vanessa doesn't have any say in the matter if Leith goes to Cyrus's parents."

      "But the judge will still consider what Vanessa wanted when Leith was born, right?"

      "Definitely. The mother's wishes are very important in a case like this. Now go upstairs and play with your baby brother for a few minutes before it's time for him to go to sleep. I'll come up put him to bed soon, then we can have dinner."

      Lilly knew exactly how Laurel felt. Fear, doubt, and uncertainty teetered on the cusp of a deep, dark chasm that would open up and swallow them all if they didn't get Leith. She hoped that feeling would dissolve like magic on the day of the hearing. Let Cyrus's parents be the ones experiencing the sadness.

      That evening Angie called. It was as if some sixth sense had alerted her to Lilly's stress and she felt the need to pile on.

      "I ran into Judge McKnight's clerk at The Randy Hare about an hour ago," Angie said.

      Lilly felt the muscles of her stomach clench. Hassan, who was sitting next to her, looked up from the book he was reading. He must have sensed her stiffening.

      "Oh?" Lilly asked. She was trying to play it cool, but she was aware of the strangled sound of her voice and knew she wasn't fooling Angie one bit.

      "Don't worry—it's nothing bad."

      "Good. What did the clerk say?"

      "It seems Judge McKnight has had to cancel most of her meetings for next week because her husband is apparently having huge legal issues. Can you believe it? I haven't heard anything about it and there's been nothing in the local press. I don't know how she's managed to keep it so quiet. But word's getting around. Anyway, the clerk said no hearings have had to be adjourned yet, but she said it's a possibility and not to be surprised if it happens."

      "What is it?" Hassan whispered. He had leaned closer to hear what Angie was saying. Lilly covered the phone with her hand and told him the short version of what Angie said.

      "Lilly? You there?"

      "I'm here." Lilly spoke into the phone again. "Uh, there's something you probably need to know. I'm the one responsible for Tom McKnight being in big legal trouble.”

      There was silence on the other end as Angie no doubt wondered if she had heard Lilly correctly.

      Lilly related the events leading to Tom's arrest. "I didn't say anything before because I didn't know if I was allowed to, but now I'm wondering if we should ask the judge to recuse herself from the hearing."

      Angie didn't answer right away. "I honestly don't know. I'll have to get back to you."
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      The next day after work Lilly drove up to Larkspur Manor. She had tried calling Nancy, but no one was answering the phones and she kept getting the message that Nancy’s voicemail was full. She found Nancy behind her desk, pen in her hand, staring into the distance.

      "Nancy?" Lilly knocked softly on the open door.

      Nancy gave a start and set the pen on the desk. "Hi, Lilly. You startled me."

      "Sorry about that." Lilly took a couple steps into the office.

      "What can I do for you?"

      "I've been thinking about the spring fling. Have you heard anything from the Department of Health about the quarantine being lifted?”

      Nancy sighed and took her glasses off. She rubbed her eyes. "I'm in contact with them a couple times every day."

      "I think we need to take a pause for now. We can't assume the quarantine will be lifted before the fling is scheduled to take place, so why don't we postpone it and make sure all the germs are out of Larkspur Manor before we reschedule? I think that will take the stress off everyone involved."

      Nancy placed her palms on her desk and grimaced. "I still believe the DOH will lift the quarantine in time."

      "What have they said to make you think that?"

      "It's just a feeling I get when I talk to them," Nancy said rather testily. "The data is pointing to a decrease in the number of new cases. And the doctors on staff here seem confident that things are going to improve rapidly now that there aren't as many new cases in the county."

      "But what about this building?"

      "I just told you what the doctors said."

      "Yes, but you said there aren't as many new cases in the county. Are there new cases here at Larkspur?"

      Nancy didn't answer right away.

      Lilly cocked one eyebrow. "So there have been new cases?"

      "A couple. But those residents have been isolated and no one else has been infected since."

      "When did you know they were infected?"

      "Two days ago."

      Lilly did some quick incubation period calculations. "Okay. That's even more reason to postpone the spring fling."

      "Lilly, I think it's essential that the residents have something to look forward to. Their lives can be boring—even bleak—and it’s been much worse recently because so many residents have had to be isolated. If we can spread a little brightness by giving them something to look forward to, we should do that."

      "You know as well as I do that we're not going to be able to put on the spring fling when we had originally planned it. I just don't think it's right to let people continue to believe we're going to throw this great party when we know that's not going to happen."

      "I get it, Lilly. I really do. But when it comes right down to it, I'm in charge of this building and it's my responsibility to make the call on issues like this. We're going to go ahead as if the spring fling is going to happen when we originally planned."

      Lilly knew when she'd been beaten. She sighed. "Okay."

      "Thanks, Lilly." Nancy checked her watch. "I have a call in a minute."

      Lilly was pretty sure there was no call. She left the office and suppressed the urge to stomp through the halls to the front door, which she couldn't even slam in a satisfied manner because it was a slow-close door. She grumbled the entire way to her car. "What a waste it was to come here," she said to no one in particular.

      Hassan and Laurel had prepared a dinner of shrimp tacos. They plated the food while Lilly took Leith upstairs and put him to bed. At dinner, she related the tale of her trip to see Nancy. "She's so unreasonable. For the life of me I can't understand why she is so dead set on refusing to postpone the spring fling."

      "Is the DOH lifting the quarantine?" Hassan raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      "Nancy says she thinks they're going to. I don't know if they've actually said it in so many words, though."

      "It seems like life would be easier for her if it was postponed," Laurel said.

      "I don't think she's actually doing anything for the event," Lilly replied. "I'm the one doing all the work. Thank goodness Mirren and a few other families are helping out. With all the stress Nancy’s under right now, you’d think the last thing she’d want to be dealing with is this spring fling.” She turned to Hassan. “I almost forgot—Mirren asked us to go to her house Saturday night for a practice cocktail class."

      "Can I go?" Laurel asked, her eyes bright.

      "When did you turn twenty-one? And besides, I was hoping you could stay with Leith while we're out. Is that all right?"

      "I'll have to check my jam-packed social schedule." Laurel rolled her eyes and waited a beat. "Looks like I'm free."
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      Lilly hurried home from work on Saturday to change her clothes before leaving for Mirren’s house. Hassan had fed Leith and Laurel was in charge.

      "I'm looking forward to this more than I thought I would," she said to Hassan on the way over to Mirren's.

      "You said there was going to be food, right?"

      Lilly laughed. "Yes, thank goodness. I'm starving."

      Mirren's house was aglow in the darkening sky when they arrived. Jazz played through the open windows downstairs.

      "This looks like quite a party," Hassan remarked as they strolled up the front walk.

      "I'm probably not dressed up enough," Lilly fretted.

      "Of course you are. You’re beautiful."

      She squeezed his hand and they climbed the front steps. They didn't bother knocking—judging from the all the voices they could hear inside, no one would have heard them, anyway.

      They stepped into the living room, where a young man clad in a white uniform was handing out two small tickets to each newcomer. Lilly spotted Mirren talking to a small group of people in the middle of the room. She glanced at Lilly and Hassan and grinned, beckoning them over to where she stood. She hugged Lilly and introduced her and Hassan to the rest of the people with her. Everyone chatted for a few minutes, then Mirren led Lilly and Hassan to the kitchen. Yannick stood in the middle of the room, sweating profusely and consulting a clipboard he held in the crook of one arm. He held a pencil in one hand and made several marks with it. He was wearing a tight pair of ocher pants and an even tighter button-down, short-sleeved white shirt. Young people in white uniforms bustled around the small kitchen, bumping into each other.

      "Lilly, it is beautiful to see you," Yannick exclaimed. He set the clipboard down on the closest horizontal surface and covered the distance to Lilly and Hassan in three steps. He kissed Lilly on both cheeks and shook hands warmly with Hassan after Mirren introduced them. "You see we are whipping up delicious amuse-bouches for our guests." He gestured grandly around the kitchen and grinned.

      Mirren touched Lilly's elbow. "Come on, let's leave the master to his work." She grinned as they returned to the living room. "I've been so excited for tonight." Mirren looked over her shoulder and spoke to Lilly. "And we got a terrific turnout. I'm nervous. I didn't think I would be, but it's almost time to start and I'm a jangle of nerves."

      “You, nervous? You’ll do great.” Lilly laughed.

      The living room which had once held Bev's favorite armchair, the television, and a sofa, was now set up with chairs for the guests. There were also chairs in the dining room. It was a bit tight with all those people, but Lilly was happy for Mirren and Yannick. This turnout promised great word-of-mouth promotion.

      A spot had been cleared at the dining room table for Mirren to mix cocktails. She stood at the table where everyone in the living room could see her, too.

      "Welcome! Yannick and I have both invited guests, so I want to make sure we introduce ourselves first so everyone knows who we are. I'm Mirren Balfour and this—" here she indicated Yannick with a wave of her hand. He was standing in the doorway to the kitchen and he bowed to the crowd. "This is Yannick Escoffier, my partner in our new venture, High Spirits. We're planning to conduct courses in creating great cocktails and pairing them with fabulous food. As time goes on, we plan to expand to include cooking classes and possibly other types of alcohol, such as wine and beer. But tonight we're focusing on some classic cocktails that every home host should know by heart. Yannick has whipped up some delectable treats that we're going to butler around for everyone, so I hope you'll partake as I discuss our first drink, the Old Fashioned.

      “You each received two tickets as you walked into the house. You'll trade those for two of the cocktails I'll be making. It was the best way we could think of to make sure no one drinks too much before driving home." She grinned and looked around at the assembly. It appeared to Lilly that she was starting to relax.

      People clapped as Mirren took a sip of water and Yannick retreated into the kitchen. A few seconds later the young people who had been working in the kitchen appeared with trays of food and fanned out among the guests. There were low murmurs of appreciation as people tried the amuse-bouches Yannick had created for the event. There were puff pastry squares with Camembert, honey, and thyme, roasted shrimp with mango sauce, bacon-wrapped scallops, gougères, and cocktail tomatoes filled with herbed whipped ricotta. Hassan raised his eyebrows at Lilly and nodded. "These are terrific," he whispered.

      Mirren launched into a discussion of the origin of the Old Fashioned as she explained each ingredient in front of her. There was a bowl of sugar cubes, a small bottle of Angostura bitters, a glass pitcher of water, an orange, and a bottle of whiskey. Lilly settled back to watch Mirren perform as she licked a crumb from her finger. This was going to be fun.

      After twenty minutes of talking and mixing, Mirren moved on to the second cocktail, a martini. She had just started to explain the difference between dry and sweet vermouth when Yannick emerged from the kitchen holding a cell phone. He looked stricken. He moved to Mirren's side and whispered something in her ear.

      All the color drained from her face.
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      From where Lilly sat in the living room, she could hear murmurs of concern from those closest to Mirren. She glanced at Hassan and half stood to see what was going on. She was surprised to see Mirren look around frantically and lock eyes on her.

      "Lilly …" Mirren began, but she sat down hard on the chair behind her. Yannick motioned for Lilly to join them.

      Lilly pushed into the dining room as all eyes of the assembled crowd were upon her. She placed her hand on Mirren's arm and knelt next to her. "What happened? Are you all right?"

      Mirren answered in a tearful whisper. "That was Larkspur. Dad's gone. He died." She buried her face in her hands. Lilly was speechless for a moment as her first thought was concern for her own mother, but she recovered herself.

      Yannick was still standing next to Mirren, his hand on her shoulder. He looked lost and bewildered. "Yannick, get everyone out of here. Tell them you'll reschedule, tell them anything. She doesn't need an audience right now," Lilly said.

      Yannick cleared his throat and made the announcement without explaining what had happened. Guests gathered their belongings in silence and within a few minutes only Hassan remained. Yannick was helping the kitchen staff clean up. Mirren's shoulders shook as she cried.

      "I need to go to Larkspur," Mirren finally said. "Lilly, will you go with me?"

      "Sure. Are they going to let you see your dad?"

      "I didn't even ask. Probably not, since it was the virus that killed him. Can we go now?"

      Lilly nodded. "Of course. Let me get your coat." She retrieved her own and Mirren's coats from the closet in the foyer and drew Hassan aside. She told him she would drop him off at home, then drive Mirren to Larkspur. "I don't know how late I'm going to be," she said. "I'll text you and let you know how things are going. I don't really think there's going to be much Mirren can do, but I need to go with her. And I'll make sure Mom's okay. Can you call Bill and Noley and tell them what's happened? I'm sure they're going to want to know, too."

      Mirren blew her nose and spoke to Yannick for a moment before leaving. "As far as business kick-offs go, this has to rank as one of the worst. I'm so sorry."

      Yannick hugged her. "Ma chère, do not worry. Go to your father. This should be the last thing on your mind."

      She thanked him tearfully and followed Lilly to her car. Lilly took Hassan home, then sped toward Larkspur Manor.

      When they arrived, Lilly dropped Mirren off at the front door before parking the car. When she walked into the building, she found Mirren in a heated conversation with Nancy. Lilly was surprised Nancy was still at work.

      "How could you let this happen?" Mirren demanded.

      Nancy's face was turning red. "I'm very sorry for your loss, Mrs. Balfour, but we did everything we could to save his life."

      "Someone should have called me." Mirren's voice was clipped and angry. Tears began to cascade over her cheeks again. Nancy tried to lay a hand on Mirren's arm, but Mirren snatched it out of her reach. "Don't touch me. You are responsible for me not being able to say goodbye to my dad." She choked over these last words and as she sobbed, Lilly stepped forward and put her arm around Mirren's shoulders.

      "Come on, Mirren. Let's sit down." She led Mirren to a sofa in the lobby and returned to speak to Nancy, who hadn't moved.

      "Can she at least see Finley?" Lilly asked.

      "I'm afraid not." Nancy looked genuinely sorry for her response, but her tone remained businesslike.

      "Just for a second?"

      "I’m sorry. Quarantine rules are in place for a reason and I can't have every family member who's lost a loved one to this virus coming in here, trampling through the place and spreading germs to every corner of the building."

      "She could wear protective gear."

      "The answer is 'no.' I'm sorry."

      Lilly gave Nancy a long look, then Nancy turned around and went back into her office. She didn't exactly slam the door, but she closed it firmly enough that Lilly and Mirren got the message: don't bother me.

      Mirren gave Lilly a despairing look and buried her face in her hands. "I should never have scheduled anything while Dad was sick. I should have been talking to him on the phone instead of showing people how to mix their drinks. I'll never forgive myself."

      "Mirren, he must have gone very quickly. You probably wouldn't have been able to talk to him, anyhow. You didn't do anything wrong by having people over at your house tonight. Look at me. Your dad would not want you to feel guilty about this. You know how much he loved life. He would have wanted you to be doing something you love, too. Trust me."

      "I know. But Yannick and I still should have waited to do that demonstration." She paused. "I haven't even called my sister. I have to do that now."

      She pulled out her phone and Lilly stepped away to give her some privacy. While Mirren talked, Greg walked through the lobby, masked and wearing protective clothing. Lilly had an idea and waved him over.

      "Hi, Mrs. Ashraf. I'm sorry about Finley."

      "Thanks, Greg." She crooked her finger to gesture him closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. "Do you think Mirren could just see her dad one more time? Just to hold his hand and say goodbye?"

      Greg looked over his shoulder and down the hall toward Nancy's office. "I really shouldn't. Quarantine protocol. And Nancy would kill me."

      "Please, Greg? Mirren never said goodbye to him, and Nancy’s in her office with the door closed."

      After several seconds during which Lilly could see he was waffling, he sighed through his nose. “All right, but she has to make it quick."

      "Thank you. This will mean everything to her." She waved at Mirren.

      Mirren glanced up from her phone call and frowned. Lilly pointed at Greg and then down the hall. Mirren's puffy eyes widened and lit up. "Really?" she mouthed.

      Lilly nodded and Greg made a circular "let's get this show on the road" motion with his hands. Mirren stood and followed him after he took one last glance to confirm Nancy's door was still closed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 66

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Several minutes later Mirren tapped Lilly on the shoulder. Lilly gave a start.

      "Where did you come from?" Lilly gave Mirren a confused look. "Did you just come in the front entrance?"

      "Yeah." Mirren's eyes were bright with unshed tears. "After I saw Dad, Greg let me out through an employee exit so there was no risk Nancy would see me where I wasn’t supposed to be."

      "I'm glad you got to see your dad."

      Mirren gave Lilly a tremulous smile. "Me, too. I said goodbye to him. Thanks for putting the pressure on Greg." Her voice broke and Lilly put an arm around her shoulders.

      "This stupid virus has upended everything."

      "I know." Mirren wiped her eyes with a tissue she pulled from her handbag. "I'm ready to go home if you are."

      "I'd like to speak to Greg for a minute before we leave, if you don't mind. You can wait in the car if you'd like, or in here."

      "I'll wait here." Mirren moved to a sofa and sat, leaning back and closing her eyes.

      Lilly pulled out her phone and called Greg. She walked a little way from Mirren while she waited for him to answer.

      "Hi, Greg. It's Lilly." She spoke in a low voice, not wanting her conversation to upset Mirren.

      "Hi, Mrs. Ashraf. What can I do for you?"

      "I'm just calling to check on Mom. I don't want to disturb her right now, so I figured I'd talk to you. How is she doing? Does she understand what's happened to Finley?"

      Lilly could hear Greg take a long breath and blow it out. "I think she knows what's going on, but she's keeping to herself. Not saying much, you know? She won’t eat, either."

      "She hasn't said much for a long time, so I'm not surprised by that. But not eating—that's concerning. Is there something that can be done so she's at least getting some calories and nutrition?"

      "I just ordered her a vanilla milkshake. She's been taking a lot more of her liquids through a straw, so hopefully she'll drink the milkshake. I ordered some protein powder in it."

      "Hold on. She's been drinking through a straw? That's new. It's not a good thing, is it?"

      "It's expected," was Greg's non-answer. "It's easier for her to drink through a straw because it requires less coordination than lifting a glass and sipping from it. Lots of patients use straws."

      "All right. I can't wait for this quarantine to be lifted. Even though she doesn't recognize me anymore, I need to see her for myself to make sure she's okay."

      "I wouldn't mislead you, Mrs. Ashraf."

      "It's not that I don't believe you, Greg. It's just that I would feel better if I could see her in person."

      "Hopefully it won't be too long."

      Lilly hung up and turned to where Mirren sat waiting. "Ready to go?"

      Mirren nodded and blew her nose again before following Lilly to the parking lot. Lilly opened the car door for her.

      "You okay?" she asked.

      Tears sparkled in Mirren's eyes in the cold nighttime air. She nodded and blinked rapidly. "I'll be all right."

      Lilly drove Mirren home. "Would you like to stay at my house tonight? Sometimes it helps to be around people when someone close has died. I remember when my dad died, I couldn't stand to be alone. I had to be with someone all the time." Lilly had parked by the curb.

      "Thanks, but I think I need to be alone right now. I need to call my sister back and we have to start calling the rest of the family. How is your mom doing?"

      "I asked Greg about her and he said she seems to know what's going on, but she's not saying much. No big surprise there. I do wish I could see her, though. If only they would lift the quarantine. I hope Nancy’s right and the DOH lifts it soon. Even though Mom doesn't know who I am, I still want to see her and make sure she's okay."

      "My dad loved her."

      Even in the dark car, Lilly could see tears rolling slowly down Mirren's cheek. She leaned over and hugged her stepsister as tears threatened to spill down her own cheeks. "You be sure to call or text me if you need anything. Anything at all."

      Mirren swallowed. "I will. Thanks for everything. I'll talk to you tomorrow if I don't need you before then."

      Lilly watched Mirren trudge up the front steps of Bev's old house and was struck anew with a feeling of nostalgia for the days when she and Bill lived there with both parents, many years ago, when life was so much easier.

      She drove home and was not surprised to find everyone asleep. She slid into bed next to Hassan and leaned against him. She couldn't get thoughts of her mom out of her head. She must be missing Finley tonight. She squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them again, her lashes were wet.

      The next day was Sunday, so the shop was closed. Lilly spent her time helping Mirren make funeral arrangements. It would be a small funeral. Mirren was usually quite capable, but Finley's sudden death had thrown her for a loop. Her sister was en route from her home in Utah. Lilly was able to talk to her mom on the phone during the afternoon. To her surprise, she started to blink back tears when she heard Bev's muffled voice.

      "Hi, Mom. How are you doing?"

      "My husband died."

      Lilly needed a second to compose herself. "I'm very sorry to hear that. I know you loved him."

      "I'm sad."

      Lilly's heart constricted. "I wish I could take your sadness away, Mom."

      Bev grunted. Lilly tried getting her to share more about Finley, but Bev was having none of it. Mostly she listened while Lilly talked, and presently a nurse came on the line.

      "Hello?" she asked. "This is the nurse."

      "Hi. I was talking to my mom," Lilly said. "Did she stop listening?"

      The nurse chuckled. "I came in and heard your voice through the phone, but Bev is sitting over by the window. I guess she was done talking."

      Lilly had to chuckle, too. “I guess so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 67

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Lilly was a bundle of nerves by the time she went into work Monday morning. Not only was she anxious about how her mother was handling Finley's death, but Leith's adoption hearing was on Friday.

      "How was your weekend, boss?" Harry wore a wide smile when he got to work. It lifted Lilly's spirits to see him so carefree. “I’m sorry Alice and I couldn’t make it to Mirren’s Saturday. Alice ended up getting called in to work at the last minute.”

      "That’s okay. It turned out to be a disaster."

      Harry looked at her with wide eyes. "Why? What happened?"

      "You remember Finley, my mom's husband? Mirren’s dad? He died Saturday evening and Mirren got the call during her cocktail demonstration."

      "Oh, no. I'm so sorry to hear that. How’s she doing?”

      Lilly shrugged. “As well as can be expected, I guess. I helped her with some funeral arrangements yesterday and her sister got there last night."

      “And how's your mom doing?"

      Lilly shrugged. "It's hard to tell. She doesn't say much. I talked to her for a couple minutes and she's aware of what happened, but it's not clear how she's feeling about it. I'm sure she's upset, but she doesn't seem to be falling apart."

      "I'm sure it doesn't help that you can't go visit her."

      "You're right, it doesn’t help. I wish we knew when the Department of Health is going to lift that cursed quarantine."

      "I think Alice works with someone whose husband is with the Department of Health. Want me to ask her if she's heard anything?"

      "Could you? That would be great. I'd love to know what the DOH is planning."

      "Sure. I'll text her now."

      "Thanks, Harry."

      Later that day Harry pulled out his phone and gazed at it for a moment. "Got a text from Alice. She talked to her co-worker, who said the DOH has no plans to lift the quarantine for at least a month, probably longer. I guess the incubation period of the virus is long, so they have to make sure it's been a minimum of one month from the onset of the last case of the virus before they can open the nursing homes up again to families and visitors."

      "No plans for at least a month?" Lilly's voice held a note of confusion.

      "Yeah. I wish the news was better."

      "Me, too. But I’m a little surprised to hear it. The head administrator over at Larkspur Manor told me the DOH is very likely going to lift the quarantine much sooner than that."

      "Alice's co-worker is married to one of the head honchos at the local DOH, so it seems likely he knows what's actually going on."

      "You're right." Lilly's mind was churning. "Thanks for finding out, Harry."

      After work she was still pondering the information from Alice's contact in the Department of Health. When she got home there was the usual flurry of activity while she fed Leith and put him to bed while Hassan and Laurel set the table for dinner. Lilly broke her silence once they sat down to eat.

      "Something curious happened today," she began. Hassan and Laurel raised their eyebrows at her in unison. "Harry's wife, Alice, has a contact in the Department of Health. Apparently it's a guy who's pretty high up the food chain there. His wife told Alice that the DOH isn't planning to lift the quarantine on nursing homes in the area for at least another month and probably longer. But Nancy told me that she was told it might be lifted in time for the spring fling."

      "Someone must have their wires crossed," Hassan said.

      Lilly frowned. "Yeah. Maybe."
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      There wasn't much time to think about Nancy or the DOH or the quarantine over the next few days. On Tuesday she, Hassan, Laurel, and Bill attended Finley’s funeral. Noley had volunteered to stay with Leith. The only other people there were Mirren and her sister, Liz. It was a lovely ceremony and for a few blessed hours, Lilly was able to keep her mind off the adoption hearing.

      By Wednesday, though, Lilly's anxiety had reached stratospheric levels. Her stomach tied itself into knots and wouldn't relax no matter what she tried. She couldn't eat and she could barely keep liquid down. She had to leave work early that day.

      It was Thursday morning, the day before the hearing. Lilly and Hassan were in the bedroom and Lilly was getting ready for work. "I've texted Angie three times since Monday and called her twice and I haven’t heard a word." She knew she sounded petulant and juvenile, but that's exactly how she felt. "She told us she'd get back to us about asking Judge McKnight to recuse herself from the case and we haven't heard a word."

      Hassan walked up behind Lilly and put his arms around her shoulders. "We've done everything we can do for now, love. Hopefully Angie's just been busy and she's already taken care of it. Maybe the judge has already recused herself and no one's told us. Try to take some deep breaths. Can I get you some tea?"

      Lilly knew Hassan was riddled with anxiety as much as she was. He probably didn't think she had seen him chewing his nails, something he never did, or running his hands through his hair as he stared blankly at his computer screen. He probably didn't realize she had noticed the hollows in his cheeks and the sallow tinge that had crept into his skin. She turned to face him. "Thank you. I don't want any tea, but I will try to remember to breathe. You do the same, okay?"

      He smiled down at her. "I will."

      It wasn't until Lilly was walking around the block on her lunch break, instead of eating, that Angie called.

      "I'm so sorry for not getting back to you," Angie said as soon as Lilly answered. "My favorite aunt died and I've been in Pennsylvania. My cell phone died while I was there and I just got a new one on the way to the Pittsburgh airport yesterday. This is the first chance I've had to call you."

      "I'm sorry to hear about your aunt." Also, would it have been impossible to have someone from your office call me? Are there no land line phones in Pennsylvania? Then, of course, a wave of guilt washed over Lilly for being so selfish when Angie had just lost a family member.

      "Thank you. She was such an old dear. I spent summers with her when I was growing up. Anyway, enough about me. I know you're probably beside yourself with worry about whether we should ask Judge McKnight to recuse herself from the hearing."

      "I'm a mess."

      "I had a feeling. I talked to the judge's clerk and floated the idea of recusal right before I found out about my aunt."

      "What did the clerk say?"

      "She said we can ask for a recusal, of course, but the judge apparently made her decision on the case before the whole thing with her husband blew up. In other words, she made her decision before she knew you had anything to do with her husband being arrested and charged with insurance fraud."

      "Is that a good thing?"

      "I'm cautiously optimistic. We can still ask for a recusal if you want to pursue it, but in my professional opinion, I would say we should let this ride for now and see what happens."

      "So the judge has made her decision even before the hearing?" Lilly didn't know whether to be impressed or appalled.

      "Don't tell anyone, but it happens way more often than you'd think." Angie let out a short chuckle. "It's a blessing and a curse."

      "So you think we should sit tight?"

      "I do." Angie's voice was muffled and Lilly could hear the sound of pages flipping rapidly. "The hearing is tomorrow at two o'clock, right?"

      "Yes."

      "Meet me out front of the courthouse at one. Are you leaving the baby at home?"

      "Yes. Laurel's going to stay with him." Lilly swallowed hard. She didn't know if she could bear the wait until the following afternoon. Her head was throbbing.

      "Lilly, listen to me. I can hear the nerves in your voice. If the judge rules in favor of Leith's grandparents tomorrow, and I don’t think she will, there is still an appeal process. Of course, the same is true for the grandparents if the judge rules in your favor, but let's worry about that later. Let's just get through tomorrow. Okay?"

      "Okay. See you tomorrow."

      Lilly hung up and walked briskly back to the shop. Her teeth were clenched, no doubt part of the reason she had a headache, and her breathing was uneven. She needed to calm down.

      Harry took one look at her when she arrived back at the shop and pushed a stool toward her. "What happened? Are you all right? You look like you've just had the fright of your life. Here, sit down."

      "Thanks. I'm okay. I'm just so worried about tomorrow I can hardly think straight. I've been nauseous for days."

      "Can I get you anything?"

      Lilly shook her head. "Thanks, but no. I'll throw up if I eat or drink anything right now. I just need a few minutes and I'll be all right."

      When she arrived home that evening, Lilly declined dinner, too. And breakfast the next morning. In fact, her nerves manifested themselves in an uncomfortable manner requiring her to remain in the bathroom for several hours, so she called Harry and asked him to open the shop that morning. She didn't plan on going in at all that day.

      At precisely twelve-thirty, Laurel came home from school to spend the afternoon with Leith. She looked shaken as she waved to Lilly and Hassan from the front door.

      They were on their way to the courthouse.
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      Lilly and Hassan were a few minutes early, so they paced around the square in front of the courthouse until Angie arrived right on the dot of one o'clock. She hugged Lilly and shook Hassan's hand, then they all went inside. Angie had reserved a small conference room for their use until the hearing.

      They reached the conference room after a long walk from the building lobby. Lilly sat and fanned her face with a folder that contained a number of family photos with Leith in case the judge wanted to see them. "It’s very hot in here.” She turned to Hassan. "Are you hot?" He nodded.

      Angie stood up and opened the door. "I'm going to get you both a bottle of water. I'll be right back."

      "You don't look so good, love." Hassan's face was creased with concern.

      "I don't feel so good." Lilly leaned forward and put her head between her knees while Hassan rubbed her back.

      Angie reappeared a few moments later. "Is she all right?" she asked in alarm. She unscrewed the cap of a water bottle and pressed it into Lilly's hand, then handed the second water bottle to Hassan.

      Lilly lifted her head to take a small sip. "I'm okay. I just got a little lightheaded."

      Angie sat in the chair next to Lilly. "Listen to me, both of you. We've done everything we can for now and you've made an excellent case for being Leith's adoptive parents. I need you to pull yourselves together. You need to bring your A game in there. Even if it sounds like the judge is leaning toward granting the grandparents’ request to adopt Leith, I want you to stay calm. We don't know which way she’s going to come down on this, but it is imperative to show her respect at all times. I know you don't need me to tell you this, but sometimes in the heat of a hearing, it can be easy to forget. Just follow my lead."

      "Do we have to go over what we're going to say?" Hassan asked.

      "We can if you'd like, but mostly I get this conference room for clients so they have a quiet place to be before an adoption hearing. We've talked about what the judge will probably ask. You're going to answer truthfully and from your hearts. That's all." Angie checked her watch. "Do you think you need to go over any of it again?"

      Lilly and Hassan shook their heads. Angie smiled. "You're going to do fine. I have a good feeling about this. It's quarter to two, so let's get in there. The sooner this thing starts, the sooner it will be over."

      Lilly and Hassan followed Angie. Her high heels clacked, echoing down the marble corridor. Muted voices came from other rooms and from people standing in the cavernous hallway. When they arrived at the courtroom, Angie opened the door and gestured for Lilly and Hassan to precede her into the room.

      They all sat at the table reserved for them and waited in silence while the bailiff and the court reporter prepared for the hearing. Presently the door to the room opened again. Lilly and Hassan turned around. Lilly suppressed a moan of despair. Leith's paternal grandparents were following their lawyer down the center aisle of the courtroom. Lilly had expected them, of course, but seeing them in this setting was still unnerving.

      Lilly dug her fingernails into her palms to remind herself not to scowl at them. They didn't spare her a glance.

      Her phone buzzed. Angie leaned over and put her head next to Lilly's.

      "I know your phone is on silent, but it really should be off."

      Lilly nodded and turned her phone off with shaking fingers. Hassan put his hand over hers and the warmth from his skin calmed her a bit. She noticed that his hand was shaking ever so slightly, too.

      When the parties were seated and the bailiff had called order, the judge entered the room from behind the bench. She wore a long black robe. Her features were sharp and angular. Lilly was seized with a wave of fear. This woman held her baby's future in her hands.

      Once the judge was seated and the formalities of calling the case and taking the parties' attendance were complete, Lilly had expected the atmosphere to become somber and heavy. But there was no time for that. The judge launched into a summary of the facts for the record. Contrary to what she expected, Lilly felt her shoulders relax and her neck become a little looser as she listened to the judge's matter-of-fact voice describing everything that had happened since Vanessa made the decision to relinquish her parental rights.

      The judge called Lilly first, then Hassan, to ask questions about their home, their jobs, Lilly's other children, and, of course, Leith. The questioning was straightforward and did not take as long as Lilly had expected.

      The judge then called Cyrus's parents one at a time to the stand. She asked them similar questions about their home, their careers, and their other children.

      Cyrus's father was the last person to be questioned. When he was seated, the judge excused herself from the room.

      Lilly leaned over to whisper to Angie. "I'm going to throw up."

      Angie smiled and squeezed her hand. "Take deep breaths and try not to. Where's your water?"

      The thought of drinking anything sickened Lilly. She dared not leave in case the judge should come back, but she wondered whether she would be able to stay in the courtroom without being sick. She swallowed and closed her eyes.

      Several minutes passed. When the judge opened the door from her chamber and the bailiff boomed out the request for everyone to stand, Lilly jumped as if she'd been tased.

      What happened next only took a few minutes, but they were the longest of Lilly's life.

      And when those excruciating minutes were over, Leith was a forever part of the Ashraf family.
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      After Cyrus's parents and their lawyer shuffled from the courtroom, glaring balefully at the Ashrafs and whispering among themselves, Lilly and Hassan embraced each other and then Angie, crying tears of happiness and relief. Cyrus's parents had made a request for visitation and the judge denied that request, too. They had failed, she said, to show why court-ordered visitation with them was in the best interests of the baby, especially given their behavior trying to see the baby in the weeks leading up to the hearing.

      The official adoption would take place in the fall, but the judge's order was in place.

      "Do you think Cyrus's parents will appeal?" Lilly fretted on the way out of the courtroom.

      "They may, but this judge covered all her bases and provided lots of good, sound reasons for denying their petition to adopt Leith and also their request for court-ordered visitation. I would be surprised if they appeal, and I would eat my shoe if they were successful." Angie stopped walking and placed her hand on Lilly's forearm. "Lilly, that baby is yours now. No one is going to take him away from you. Now go home and celebrate."

      Lilly and Hassan thanked Angie for all her hard work and her dedication to their family. Angie hugged them both and laughingly told them her bill was in the mail.

      When they got to their car, Hassan held Lilly in a tight hug for a full minute. She kissed him. "I can't believe how lucky we are. I can't believe we can finally call him 'our son' and not have to knock on wood every time we say it." She laughed.

      "We have to celebrate somehow. I haven't even allowed myself to consider how we might celebrate but now that he's ours, we need to do something. Any ideas?" Hassan's eyes glistened.

      "First things first. We have to go home and tell Leith and Laurel the good news." Lilly slid into the car while Hassan held the door for her.

      They were about a block from the courthouse when Lilly remembered she had shut off her phone during the hearing. She reached into her bag and touched the 'on' button.

      "You're not going to text everyone the good news, are you?" Hassan teased.

      "No way. This has to be shared in person, or at least over the phone. I'm just checking my texts."

      She glanced down at her phone. "Oh, no. No, no, no, no, no."

      "What is it? What's wrong?"
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      Without answering, Lilly dialed Laurel's phone. She punched the 'end call' button a second later. "Voicemail. Hassan, Fiona's at the house and she's threatening to hurt Laurel and the baby." Lilly choked on a sob. "You have to go faster. Laurel’s text came even before the hearing began. Who knows what could have happened by now?" She covered her mouth with her hands.

      "What? What did that text say? Call Bill! Call Perez!" Hassan was gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles were white.

      "The text just said 'Help. Fiona here, making threats against me and L. She has weapon.'”

      “Oh, my God.” Hassan pushed the accelerator harder.

      Lilly was already calling Bill. She explained the situation to him in a few words.

      "I'm on my way to your house right now." Bill's voice was terse.

      "Wait. What if Fiona sees you and she hurts Laurel or Leith? Oh, God, I hope she hasn’t hurt them already.”

      "Lilly, I've been doing this a long time. She won't know I'm there until it's too late for her to hurt anyone."

      "What should Hassan and I do?"

      "Park around the corner from your house. Stay in the car until you’re told otherwise." He named the cross streets where he wanted them to park.

      "But shouldn't we—"

      "No. Do exactly as I tell you, Lilly. There's no room for error."

      "Okay. You'll tell us the second we can come in?"

      "Of course. Now let me get going." Bill hung up.

      "What did he say?"

      Lilly gulped and blinked tears from her eyes. This was no time to fall apart. "He wants us to park around the corner from the house. That's where he'll be. He said we have to stay in the car."

      "I think we should go to the house."

      "He said not to. We have to do what he says."

      "All right." Hassan sped the rest of drive to the place where Bill instructed them to park. He braked the car abruptly and Lilly lurched forward.

      "Ouch."

      "I'm sorry, love. I'm very upset. Are you all right?"

      "Yeah. The seatbelt dug into my collarbone."

      Hassan gripped Lilly's hand as they scanned the streets for a sign of Bill. They didn't have to wait long—he hurtled into the spot behind them in a police cruiser. He slammed the door and ran to Lilly's side of the car.

      "I've called for backup and also called Perez and told her to meet me here. Sit tight." He turned to go, but Lilly called him back.

      "Bill, all these people are going to spook Fiona into hurting Laurel or Leith or both of them, don't you think?"

      "We'll take her by surprise. We're all professionals, Lil. We've been trained for this type of thing. But I have to go. Right now." Without waiting for a reply, Bill jogged lightly around the corner and out of sight.

      Not five minutes had gone by before the street around the corner from the Ashraf house was crawling with police cruisers, several ambulances, and officers in uniforms and plain clothes. Everyone had arrived in relative silence, without sirens or even flashing lights. Lilly tried taking deep breaths, but her lungs threatened to explode. She shot a quick glance at Hassan whose right eye was twitching. She'd never seen him like this.

      "Are you okay?" she asked.

      "I don't know. What do you think's happening?"

      "Should we go ask someone? Maybe they've heard something." Lilly reached for the door handle.

      "I'll go with you."
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      Lilly spotted Perez as soon as she got out of the car. She tugged Hassan's hand and nodded toward Perez. "Let's go talk to her."

      Perez was talking on the phone when Lilly spotted her, but had hung up by the time they reached her side.

      "Can you tell us anything?" Lilly asked.

      "Not yet. Bill's still outside the house. The target hasn't seen him yet."

      "You mean Fiona?"

      "Yes, ma'am."

      "Can he see the kids?"

      "I can't give you any more details, Mrs. Ashraf."

      "I know. We're just so worried."

      "I understand that. As soon as there's something to report, you'll be the first to know. I promise." Perez's tone softened a bit and Lilly was reminded that Perez wasn't always as hard-hearted as she seemed. She had proved that last Thanksgiving. “Please go wait in your vehicle.”

      Lilly and Hassan returned to the car.

      "I can't sit in the car any longer," Lilly said. "I'm just going to stand out here."

      "I will, too."

      They stood on opposite sides of the car. Lilly stole glances at Hassan every few seconds. She wondered what was going through his mind. Did he blame Laurel for this? She was the one babysitting Leith while they were at the hearing. She was the one who had let Fiona into the house.

      None of this was Laurel's fault. It was entirely Fiona's fault. She hoped Hassan could see that.

      He caught her eye the next time she glanced at him. He walked slowly to the passenger side of the car and put his arm around her shoulders.

      "I know what you're thinking and I don't blame Laurel for this at all. Fiona belongs in prison." His eyes were filled with worry.

      "I’m sure that’s where she’ll end up. I’m so glad you don't think it's Laurel’s fault. How did you know what I was thinking?"

      "I know you pretty well, love."

      "The next time one of the kids tells me they want nothing to do with another person, make me listen to them and support them, no matter what. This is all my fault. I told Laurel she should stick it out as Fiona's mentor because I thought it would help her deal with people in the real world. She knew better than I did that Fiona was bad news. I should have listened to her."

      "This is not your fault, either. It's Fiona's fault and that's that."

      The tears that had been threatening to spill from Lilly's eyes finally broke through the dam and coursed down her cheeks. Hassan held her tightly while she cried.

      "I'm sorry about all of this." She hiccupped.

      "There's no reason for you to be sorry. Let's use our energy for positive thinking, shall we?"

      Lilly nodded and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. There were tissues in the car, but she didn't want to leave the warmth and security of Hassan's arms.

      There was a popping noise and a shout. Lilly whipped around to see what the commotion was all about and saw several officers take off running around the corner. She grabbed Hassan's hand and the two of them raced over to where Perez was barking into her walkie-talkie. Perez turned her back to Lilly and Hassan, but Lilly could hear her commanding an ambulance driver to get in place.

      Lilly's breath caught. "What's going on? Officer Perez? What's happening? Was that a gun we heard?" Her hand hurt where Hassan was crushing it with the strength of his own grip.

      Perez turned around to face them. Her mouth was a thin, tight line. "You both need to get back in your car right now."

      "Laurel and the baby? Are they okay?" Lilly's voice was high, pleading.

      "Please, tell us what's happening!" Hassan had raised his voice. The sound of it surprised Lilly. She couldn't remember ever hearing him raise his voice in urgency like that.

      "Mister Ashraf, I know you're anxious. But I don't have an answer for you yet. Please get back in your car."

      "I'm not going anywhere until I know Laurel and Leith are all right." Lilly's hands were trembling. Her teeth chattered.

      "Hold on." Perez jogged closer to the corner, where an ambulance was turning onto Lilly's street. She stopped to speak to one of the officers posted at the corner. Lilly watched as Perez nodded tersely. She gestured down the block and back at Lilly and Hassan, who exchanged worried glances.

      The ambulance moved down the block closer to the house. The lights swirled and Lilly could stand it no longer.

      She broke away from Hassan's grasp and raced toward Perez. "Who's hurt?" she yelled. "I need to see my kids!" She could hear Hassan's footsteps pounding in the street behind her.

      Perez reached out and grabbed Lilly by the arm. "Stop it immediately. I will not hesitate to arrest you." She turned Lilly around and marched her toward the nearest patrol car. She shoved her roughly into the back seat. "Sit there. I can't do my job if you're running amok."

      "Why won't you tell me what's happening?"

      "Because I don't know!" Perez roared.

      Hassan had caught up to Lilly and Perez. He had regained some of his composure and he touched Perez on the shoulder.

      "Please don't be angry. My wife and I are extremely worried about our kids."

      "I know you are. But until I've gotten more information from someone on the scene, I can't confirm anything."

      A young officer strode up to Perez. "Ma'am, they're bringing someone out of the house."

      Without thinking, Lilly sprang out of the car. She raced to the corner, Hassan at her heels. Perez was yelling for them to stop.

      Lilly screeched to a halt with the shock of seeing a stretcher being wheeled from her driveway to the back of the ambulance. The person on the gurney was facing away from her and one of the paramedics was in the way. Lilly craned her neck to see as Perez grasped her arm again.

      The paramedics moved so the stretcher could be lifted into the back of the ambulance. As they did, Lilly caught a glimpse of a shock of red hair.

      Fiona.
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      Lilly grabbed Hassan's arm. "Does this mean the other two are okay?" She turned to Perez. "Are Laurel and Leith okay?"

      "Hold on." Perez put up her palms in a 'slow down' gesture to Lilly. She turned aside to listen to the squawking of her walkie-talkie. After a long moment she turned back to Lilly and Hassan. "They're on their way out. They're okay."

      Lilly couldn't help the sob that escaped her lips. Hassan swept her up in a hug and she could feel his shoulders shaking just as hers were.

      "Can we go meet them?" Lilly asked Perez.

      "Wait until you see them coming, then you can go meet them. Bill's escorting them out." Perez smiled. "I'm glad they're okay."

      They waited for several minutes before they saw Bill coming toward them on the sidewalk. He was holding a screaming Leith and Laurel was walking behind them. Lilly had never been so happy to see three people in her life. She and Hassan ran forward.

      Bill handed Leith to Hassan as Lilly wrapped her arms around Laurel, who was crying and making gibberish sounds.

      "It's okay, Laur. You're okay. The baby's okay. It all worked out."

      Laurel finally composed herself enough to speak more clearly. "I'm so sorry. It's all my fault. I never should have let Fiona into the house. She kept telling me she needed help and I believed her. I was so stupid. Hassan'll hate me forever. This is going to traumatize Leith and he'll hate me, too." With this she let out a wail that sounded almost inhuman. Lilly looked to Hassan for help.

      He was holding Leith, but he handed him to Lilly and put his arm around Laurel's shoulders. "Laurel, we would never blame you. This was all Fiona's doing. If we can't be with Leith ourselves, there's no one we trust more than you."

      Laurel's waterworks started again. She hugged Hassan, thanking him over and over for his understanding. Lilly wiped tears from her eyes, too.

      A tall officer holding his hat under his arm approached Bill as Lilly and Hassan reunited with their kids. Lilly glanced over toward Bill. He nodded to the officer, handed him his gun, and followed him to a police cruiser waiting down the block. She caught Bill's eye. He mouthed, "It's okay."

      Lilly's stomach clenched. She handed Leith to Hassan and took off in search of Officer Perez. She found Perez in deep conversation with another uniformed officer. Lilly waited, biting her thumbnail, until the other officer moved away.

      "Do you know why Bill had to leave?" she asked Perez.

      Perez grimaced. "There’s an inquiry whenever there's an officer-involved shooting."

      Lilly gasped. "So it was Bill who shot Fiona?"

      Perez nodded. "I'm not supposed to say a word about it."

      "But he was justified, right? He was protecting two innocent people."

      "I can't say anything else, Mrs. Ashraf. But don't worry about it. Everything will get straightened out."

      Small solace, thought Lilly. She needed to call Noley as soon as possible. She returned to her family and told Hassan what was going on. Then she spoke to Laurel. "Did you see Uncle Bill shoot Fiona?"

      Laurel shook her head. "For the longest time, Fiona was just sitting in front of me and Leith with a big pair of scissors. We were on the sofa and she dragged a chair over to where we were. She would only say this whole thing was my fault. But then everything happened so fast at the end. She had started to pace the living room. All of a sudden she turned and was coming at us. I stood up and pushed Leith behind me on the sofa and stood in front of him, but I couldn't walk away because I was afraid she'd hurt him if I tried to distract her." She choked down a sob. "Then all of a sudden Fiona dropped the scissors and started screaming. She was holding her arm and there was blood everywhere. I ran to grab the scissors and just as I was picking it up Uncle Bill and three other cops ran into the living room. I don't know who shot her."

      "It sounds to me like Bill discharged his weapon to protect Laurel and Leith," Hassan said gravely. "And he only hit Fiona's arm, so she'll be okay. All he had to do was disarm her, which he did."

      "We might not be alive if it weren't for Uncle Bill." Laurel sniffled.

      "I know—" Lilly was interrupted when Perez strode over to the group.

      "Laurel, I'll need you to give a statement if you're able to right now."

      "Okay."

      Perez led Laurel to another officer with a notebook at the ready. Perez asked questions and Laurel responded while the other officer's pencil flew over the paper. It wasn't long before Laurel returned. "Can we go home? I have to go to the station to sign my statement, but I can do that in a little while. Right now I just want to sit down."

      "Sure. I'll walk with you." Lilly took the baby from Hassan and accompanied Laurel back home while Hassan fetched the car and drove. Some of the police cars were starting to clear out and the neighbors were heading back indoors. Many called out to make sure everything was okay. Lilly waved, answered them all politely in the affirmative, and was glad to reach the sanctuary of the house.

      There were still several officers in the house. Lilly took one look at the blood on the living room floor and ushered Laurel upstairs. There was no need for her to see that again. When Laurel was under a blanket on her bed and Lilly had fetched her a cup of herbal tea, Lilly took the baby downstairs, handed him to Hassan, and called a flooring shop in Juniper Junction. She asked them to come as soon as possible to rip out the carpeting in the living room. She would worry about ordering new carpet later. Then she went up to the privacy of her office and called Noley to tell her what had happened. Noley was both relieved and horrified: relieved that Laurel and Leith were okay, horrified that Bill was under investigation for shooting Fiona. Lilly invited Noley over to the house and she accepted readily, saying she didn't want to be alone.

      Lilly had just hung up the phone when there was a knock on the office door.

      “Come on in.”

      Laurel stood in the doorway, looking exhausted. "I didn’t even ask. Did we get Leith?"

      Lilly smiled. "We sure did."

      Laurel's tears started all over again, but these were happy tears.
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      The family held a muted celebration that evening with takeout from the Juniper Junction Diner to commemorate their newest member. The meal would have been more joyous if Bill had been able to join them, but he was still at the police station talking to people from the internal affairs department about the shooting.

      Noley had spent the afternoon with them. Her demeanor was subdued and jumpy. She joined them for dinner, but her face was still taut with worry. She tried to join in the celebration, but her eyes belied her stress.

      "I can't believe he hasn't called yet," Noley said, checking her phone for the hundredth time. "How long can the people from internal affairs possibly question him?"

      Lilly cradled Leith on her lap as she placed her hand on Noley's arm. "I'm sure he'll be cleared, Nol. He shot Fiona in order to protect Laurel and Leith. And he shot her in the arm so it would stop her without causing a fatal wound."

      Laurel nodded. "If Uncle Bill was the one who shot Fiona, then he saved our lives. Fiona would definitely have stabbed me and probably the baby, too. I can't unsee the look in her eyes. Like she was angry and crazy all at the same time. She said that she was going to kill us, too. I was terrified. I think Leith picked up on it, too, because he was screaming the whole time she was in the house."

      "Babies can sense things," Hassan said.

      "What did she mean by killing you, too?” Lilly's eyes were wide. "Did you tell Perez or any other officer about it?"

      “Yeah.”

      "Let's call Perez and see if you can go in right now to sign your statement. I want this whole thing to be over." Lilly was already reaching for her phone.

      Before she and Laurel left the house, she promised Noley she would call if she saw Bill or heard anything about him.

      At the station, Laurel went with Perez while Lilly waited in the vestibule. The plastic chairs were uncomfortable. She paced the length of the small room for the first fifteen minutes, craning her neck every so often to see if she could catch a glimpse of Bill behind the reception desk. No luck.

      Finally she sat down, shifting in the chair to find a comfortable position. She looked at her phone, but there were no missed calls, no texts. She sighed. She didn't have much battery left, so she couldn’t play a game. She leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes, wondering what was taking so long.

      Presently a young woman with a purple cloche hat and scared eyes came in from the parking lot. She was accompanied by a much older woman. The older woman sat heavily in the chair next to Lilly's and nodded at her young companion, who approached the desk. She spoke quietly to the person behind it and it wasn't long before someone buzzed her into the back and she disappeared.

      The older woman leaned back with a great sigh. "These kids," she said.

      Lilly offered her a half smile.

      The woman spoke again. "What're you in for?" She let out a loud guffaw as if that same joke hadn't likely been uttered in this vestibule a million times before.

      "Um, my daughter is in there giving a statement."

      "Witness to a crime? Or is she a suspect?" The older woman took a tissue out of her handbag and blew her nose. She didn't seem to notice Lilly's glare, the one Laurel and Tighe feared.

      "She is not a suspect." Lilly was trying not to speak through clenched teeth.

      "So she must be a witness. What happened?"

      Lilly frowned. How nosy. "She was the victim of a crime." She hoped the clipped tone of her voice discouraged the woman from saying anything else.

      "Oh. Sorry to hear that."

      Lilly nodded, then withdrew her phone from her pocket. She could at least pretend to have something to do.

      The woman stretched her legs and bent forward to massage her calves and shins. "Everything hurts. Don't get old."

      Lilly ignored her while she pretended to scroll through important texts.

      Out of the corner of her eye she watched the woman reach for the zipper that ran up the inside of her left ankle boot. The boot was plum colored and made out of some leather-like material. It had a low rubber heel and flowers stitched all over it with white thread. It was hideous. Lilly fervently hoped the woman wouldn’t take her foot out of the boot to massage it.

      She went back to scrolling on her phone, but glanced at the boot again. That ugly thing looked familiar. She squinted, trying to remember where she had seen it before.

      The realization hit her like a slap.

      The person who robbed her shop had worn boots exactly like those.

      And Lilly knew where else she had seen those same boots.
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      She jumped up. The woman sitting next to her frowned. Lilly ignored her and rapped on the window separating the vestibule from the rest of the police station.

      "Yes?"

      "I need to speak to Officer May."

      "He's busy right now. If you'll have a seat, I'll tell him you're waiting. What is this in reference to?"

      "The smash-and-grab at my shop, Juniper Junction Jewels."

      The officer's face showed not a trace of surprise or even recognition. Lilly stood still, waiting for the officer to say something.

      "Okay, sit down. I'll let him know." The officer said this in a tone of voice she might have used with a nagging middle schooler.

      Lilly sat and crossed her arms over her chest. If the nosy lady says one word, I'll strangle her right here in front of every cop in Juniper Junction. She glared at the woman, who was openly staring at her. The woman must have read Lilly's mind, because she looked away and discovered the fascination of her own fingernails.

      After what seemed an eternity, Laurel emerged from the bowels of the police station. She was accompanied by Perez, who beckoned to Lilly with her forefinger. Laurel raised her eyebrows.

      “May’s in with someone. He asked me to talk to you.”

      Lilly turned to Laurel. "I have to talk to Officer Perez for a minute. Just wait here. I shouldn't be long."

      Laurel sat and Lilly followed Perez to a room that smelled of pencil shavings and sweat. Perez pulled out a chair and gestured for Lilly to sit, too.

      "How can I help you, Mrs. Ashraf? I hear you have some information about the person who committed the smash-and-grab at your store."

      Lilly nodded. "There's a woman in the waiting room out there.” She pointed vaguely toward the front of the building. “She's wearing these really unique boots."

      Perez looked confused, but Lilly forged ahead.

      "Anyway, when I saw them I knew right away that I had seen them before. The person who broke into my shop was wearing boots just like those." She paused dramatically.

      "Anything else?"

      "Yes. Nancy, the director of Larkspur Manor, wears identical boots." Lilly sat back against the hard wooden chair.

      "And you know this Nancy?"

      "Yes. In fact, I've been working with her recently to plan and organize an event for the residents of the facility."

      "And have you and she ever talked about the incident at your shop?"

      Lilly thought for a moment. "I can't recall. I don’t think so."

      "All right, Mrs. Ashraf. We'll look into it. Thanks for letting me know."

      Why wasn't Perez dramatically shoving her chair back and running out of the room to share this information with Officer May? Where was the praise Lilly deserved for solving the case? Why was Perez treating this discovery in such an offhand manner? Lilly clenched her fists under the table.

      "Will you look into it tonight?"

      Perez checked her watch. "I'm going off duty in a few minutes. I'll tell May, who is also going off duty. One of us will make sure the overnight crew knows what you've told me." She stood and it was clear the interview was over. Lilly followed her back to the vestibule. Laurel was chatting amiably with the older woman. Lilly frowned.

      "Come on, Laur. It's late."

      The woman waved to Laurel and appeared to be studiously avoiding any eye contact with Lilly.

      On the drive home Laurel wanted to know why Lilly had to speak to Perez.

      "Just something I remembered about the break-in at the shop."

      "What was it?" Laurel's voice took on an excited tone.

      "Just that the person wore plum-colored boots with fancy stitching."

      "The lady I was talking to in the police station had on boots like that." Laurel gasped. "You don't think it was her, do you?"

      "No. I just thought Perez might like to have the information. It could be helpful." She didn't share with Laurel her suspicion that Nancy was the culprit, since Perez hadn't seemed to think it was a big deal.

      "What did Perez say?"

      "She's going off shift, so she was going to tell her replacement."

      Laurel seemed satisfied that the police were going to deal with the issue, so she settled back and silently watched Juniper Junction pass by the window all the way home.

      Noley's car was still at the house. Lilly and Laurel exchanged glances as they climbed the back steps.

      "You don’t think Uncle Bill is going to lose his job, do you?”

      "No, I don’t think so. He did his job very well. He protected you and the baby when you were in obvious and extreme danger."

      Inside they found Noley flipping through a magazine in the living room. Hassan was up in his office.

      "I didn’t see Bill at the station. Have you heard anything?" Lilly held up crossed fingers.

      Noley shook her head tightly. "Not yet. I'm going nuts waiting for him to call."

      "Why don't you spend the night here? I've got pajamas you can wear and the guest room is empty. There are fresh sheets on the bed and everything."

      "I'd better not. If he goes home, I want to be there. Thanks, though.” She hugged Lilly goodbye and the Ashraf family was alone again.

      Hassan came down the stairs as Lilly was turning off the lights and making sure the doors were locked.

      "How did it go at the police station?"

      Lilly shared the details of the trip to see Perez, leaving out the part about Nancy having an identical pair of boots. No need to embarrass herself if it turned out Nancy had nothing to do with it.

      “I know how much pressure you’ve put on yourself to remember what was eluding you about the robbery. I’m glad you remembered the boots. Come on, let’s go upstairs.”

      Lilly followed him upstairs, a plan buzzing around inside her head. Those boots were key to solving the robbery at the shop, she just knew it. And if Perez didn't care about them, Lilly intended to do something about it herself.
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      Hassan was on an early conference call when Lilly left the next morning. Instead of driving straight to work, though, she went to Larkspur Manor. She breathed a sigh of relief that Hassan had been on the phone when she left the house. She didn't want him to know she was going to Larkspur Manor, but she didn't want to lie if he asked why she was heading to the shop earlier than usual.

      Greg was just coming around the corner of the building as she walked through the forecourt. He was dressed in protective clothing and carried a backpack and a travel mug. They arrived at the front door at the same time.

      "Morning, Greg. Just getting to work?"

      "Yup. Short night, so I'm going to need coffee to get me through the day." Greg grinned and held up his mug. "What are you doing here so early?"

      "I was hoping to talk to Nancy. I know she gets here at the crack of dawn."

      "She's here. I saw her car in the employee parking lot."

      Lilly and Greg parted ways in the lobby—she went down the hallway housing the administrative offices and he went through the heavy fire doors that separated the quarantine wings from the rest of the building.

      Most of the offices were dark along the corridor where Lilly walked. Nancy's office was at the end. A thin strip of light showed under her door.

      Lilly knocked softly. There was no answer.

      "Nancy?" Her voice was hushed. There was no reason to be so quiet, but making any noise in the darkness and silence of the hallway seemed obnoxious.

      There was no answer, so Lilly tried the handle. The door was unlocked. She eased it open and peered around it. The office was empty. Did she dare go in to have a look around? Maybe the ugly boots were in there.

      She decided it would be best to hold off. She closed the door and stood in the corridor to wait for Nancy. While she waited, she scrolled through her texts. Nothing from Noley, so apparently there was no news about Bill. Lilly's chest tightened ever so slightly. He just had to be cleared of any wrongdoing.

      She didn't realize Nancy was just a few feet from her until she saw movement out of the corner of her eye.

      "What are you doing here?" Nancy asked.

      "I came to talk to you about the spring fling." It was a good cover story, she figured, and she realized she hadn’t really thought this through. She would think of a reason to bring up the subject of the plum boots while they talked.

      Nancy sighed as if Lilly's presence could not have been more inconvenient. "All right. Go on in." She motioned for Lilly to go into the office first. "Have a seat there." She pointed to a chair across the desk from her own. "What do you need? And why couldn’t this have been done with a phone call?"

      Lilly glanced at Nancy's feet as Nancy walked around her desk. She was wearing sturdy brown shoes, not plum-colored boots. Lilly experienced a wave of indecision. What had she been thinking? This woman couldn’t have had anything to do with the robbery at Juniper Junction Jewels. As Nancy sat, Lilly noticed her heavy sweater. She was even wearing a thick scarf around her neck. It was warm in the building, so that seemed odd. Not only that, but her face was pale except for two high spots of color on her cheeks.

      Lilly had no answer as to why a discussion about the spring fling couldn’t have been handled over the phone, so she ignored the question. She thought quickly. This was as good a time as any to talk about the quarantine and why Nancy had lied. "Nancy, I was talking to a friend of mine who knows a doctor at the Department of Health. The doctor happened to mention the DOH has no plans to lift the quarantine for at least a month and probably longer. I guess it's because of the virus's incubation period and the fact that they are still seeing new cases."

      When Nancy didn't reply, Lilly pushed a bit harder. "I'm not surprised, really." She paused. "Are you aware of any new cases here at Larkspur?"

      The two women regarded each other in silence for a moment, then Nancy spoke. "Why are you really here?" Her voice was steely, in stark contrast to her appearance.

      Lilly blinked. She hadn't expected that response. "I'm just curious about the data from this facility."

      "I may not be a rich, fancy jewelry artist with a store full of diamonds, but I'm not stupid. I know when I'm being lied to, Mrs. Ashraf. You're as jumpy as a squirrel in a room full of hawks."

      A charming image. Lilly cocked her head and squinted. "I don't know what you're talking about. And for your information, there's nothing rich or fancy about me. You know I don't own any of those diamonds, right?"

      Nancy scoffed. "I know enough to know you aren't hurting for money."

      "What are you talking about? How do you know anything about my finances?"

      "I have my ways."

      This whole conversation was weird—and headed in the wrong direction. Lilly wanted to leave, and fast. She couldn’t just get up and leave, though, without knowing why Nancy had lied. And she still held out hope she could find out more about the boots. "Nancy, we're getting off track. What I really want to know is, why did you lie and tell me the DOH was going to lift the quarantine? You’ve seen people die from the virus. You know there’s no way we could have that event. It looks to me like you might even be sick yourself. I hope I don’t get sick from being in here with you."

      "You don't have to worry about getting sick or about your precious baby or anyone else. What I have isn't contagious," Nancy sneered. "What I have is terminal cancer."
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      Lilly's mouth was open, about to speak, but she clamped it shut. "I'm so sorry. I had no idea."

      "Why should you?" Nancy asked defiantly.

      "It's just ... I ... I don't know." Lilly felt herself getting smaller and smaller.

      "Well, I know. You expect someone in my condition to be home resting, right? Or in the hospital? Not at work. Well, I don't need anyone feeling sorry for me. As long as I keep waking up every morning, I'm coming to work. I won't sit at home feeling sorry for myself."

      Lilly didn't know what to say. Everything had gone sideways now. It seemed her very presence was upsetting Nancy, so she needed to get out of there. She stood. "I'm sorry, Nancy."

      "Didn't I just say I don't want anyone feeling sorry for me?"

      "Yes." There was nothing Lilly could think to say that wouldn't infuriate Nancy right now. She turned to go.

      She had reached the office door when something whizzed by her ear and hit the door with a loud thud. Lilly whirled around, barely noticing the stapler on the floor next to her foot.

      "What was that? Did you just throw something at me?" Lilly could feel her face flush. Illness or no illness, Nancy had no right to assault her.

      In response, Nancy took up the wireless keyboard in front of her computer and threw it, just missing Lilly's head. It clattered to the floor.

      "Stop it, Nancy!" Lilly later realized that had been the perfect time to flee, but instead she advanced toward Nancy. Nancy picked up a heavy-looking tape dispenser and lobbed it at Lilly, grazing her temple.

      "Ow! Stop! What are you doing?" She ran toward Nancy, but Nancy was ready for her. She stuck her foot out and Lilly tripped over it, sprawling onto the floor and hitting her knee on the corner of the giant wooden desk. She saw stars as she clutched her knee, but scrabbled away as quickly as she could when she saw Nancy looming over her. For a sick woman, she suddenly looked surprisingly hale.

      Nancy pelted Lilly with everything within reach as Lilly tried to pull herself to a standing position. She ducked just in time to miss being hit by a large glass paperweight, but she wasn’t as lucky when the next missile, a jade lion statue, hit her squarely on the chin. She fell forward as Nancy reached for a glass vase. A split second before Nancy launched the vase toward her, she grabbed Nancy’s foot, causing her to lose her balance and crash to the floor. Nancy screamed and raked her fingernails across Lilly's face just as Lilly was rolling toward the desk chair. She opened her eyes to see where Nancy was and caught a glimpse under her desk. There she spied a pair of ugly, plum-colored boots with flowery white stitching.

      "What’s going on?" a familiar voice demanded.

      Lilly looked up into the bewildered eyes of Mirren. "Help me, Mirren," she yelled. Mirren ran forward and bent toward Nancy. She pulled Nancy’s arms away from Lilly, enabling Lilly to stand. Mirren whipped off her jacket and tied its arms in a tight knot around Nancy's torso, pinning her arms to her sides.

      "You're bleeding," Mirren cried to Lilly. "Are you okay? What happened?"

      "Nancy attacked me. Watch her while I call the police."

      Lilly dialed 9-1-1 and told the dispatcher in a trembling voice what had happened. The dispatcher promised to send police and paramedics to Larkspur Manor immediately.

      Lilly hung up the phone and rounded on Nancy. "What's the matter with you? What have I ever done to you?"

      Nancy glared at her, her face sullen and her eyes flashing. "I know all about you. About your perfect life and your perfect husband and your perfect baby."

      Lilly looked at her, incredulous. "What are you talking about? How do you know about my baby?"

      "I know. My son told me everything."

      "Who?"

      "My son. Tom McKnight, the man whose life you ruined." Nancy's voice was filled with such hatred that Lilly backed away. Mirren tightened her grip on Nancy's arm.

      "You're Tom's sick mother? You're the reason he was trying to make some extra cash?"

      "Are you stupid? I just said I'm his mother."

      Things were starting to click into place. Of course Tom would have access to some of Lilly’s financial information, both from her insurance policy and from whatever files he may have seen from the adoption proceeding. He must have shared that information with his mother.

      And there was the experimental therapy he had mentioned. Something insurance wouldn't cover. And then, of course, there were the plum boots.

      "You were driving the SUV. You robbed my shop and caused all that damage." Lilly’s voice had taken on a calmness she didn’t feel.

      "I needed that money more than you did."

      "People could have been hurt much worse. You're lucky you didn't kill anyone."

      Nancy curled her lip. "I'm sorry I didn't kill you when I had the chance. I would have if I'd known what you would do to my son. It's not like I'm gonna live long enough to go to jail." Her laugh was harsh and bitter.

      The three women sat in silence until sirens could be heard drawing closer. Before long, the hallway was swarming with police and paramedics. They bore Nancy off on a stretcher, accompanied by a policewoman whose job it was to make sure Nancy didn't slip away. They checked Lilly, pronounced her okay except for facial and head lacerations and a deeply bruised knee, and said she was free to give her statement to the police. Mirren gave a statement, too, backing up everything Lilly had said.

      Perez was there, too. She stood in front of Lilly with her hands on her hips and didn’t say a word.

      Lilly stared back for a moment, but she was no good at this game. “What?”

      “Why are you here?”

      “You didn’t seem too interested in the boots, so I had to take matters into my own hands.”

      “It just so happens that the overnight crew had their own work to do. I was on my way out the door to come here when I got the call. You aren’t much for minding your own business, are you?”

      “Rude.”

      Perez actually smiled.

      It was mid-morning before Lilly and Mirren walked down the Larkspur Manor corridor away from the administrative offices. They were crossing the lobby when the front door opened and someone Lilly recognized walked in.
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      "Bill!" Lilly ran full tilt into her brother and gave him a bear hug. "What are you doing here? I thought you were in trouble. Does Noley know you're here?"

      Bill chuckled. "I was cleared to get back to duty after your call came in. The dispatcher told me what had happened and I came right here. What happened to you?"

      Lilly hugged him again. "I'm so happy. I knew everything would be okay. Have you called Noley? What took so long for you to be cleared?"

      "I have called Noley. She knows I was headed here. I'm sure she's dying to talk to you, so you'd better call her. It took a long time for me to be cleared because there’s a lot of sitting around and waiting. So what happened to your face?"

      "It's just a scratch. I'll call Noley, but I need to call Hassan first."

      "Good idea. Before you do that, though, I've got news about Fiona."

      "What is it?" Lilly felt her heartbeat quicken.

      "We got her. We found the weapon she used to kill Judith Griffin. It was in her car.”

      "You're kidding."

      Bill shook his head. "I'm serious. Perez got a judge to issue a warrant to search Fiona's car. I can't believe she didn't get rid of it. I just found out—I don’t even think Perez knows it yet.  And there's something else."

      "What? Fiona was working with Emma, wasn’t she?"

      "Not that I know of. Emma’s been released. No, we found out the weapon in Fiona’s car was the same weapon used in the murder of her own mother years ago."

      Lilly's eyes were saucers. "I can't believe it. Laurel was in regular contact with a murderer and we had no idea. None of us liked Fiona, but I wouldn't have thought she was a killer."

      "Cold-blooded, that one. If I had to guess, I would say she wanted her father's attention all to herself."

      "That's pretty weird."

      "I know, but it happens. It doesn't really matter why she did it, though, as long as we can prove she did it."

      "So two crimes got solved today."

      "Two crimes? What's the second one?"

      "Larkspur Manor's own Nancy was the one who robbed my shop."

      This time Bill's eyes were saucers. "How do you know?"

      "I realized the driver had been wearing distinctive boots, and figured it was her when I recalled she had those same boots. I came here this morning under the pretense of asking about the quarantine and why she lied about it, but everything went wrong. Long story short, she admitted to robbing my shop and Mirren heard her."

      Bill looked at Lilly and Mirren with admiration. "So is that how you got the scratches on your face?"

      "Yes. Nancy did it. But Mirren came to the rescue and pulled her off me." Lilly threw Mirren a grateful look.

      "Thanks," Bill said to Mirren. "Lil's very lucky you were there."

      "It really was pure, dumb luck," Mirren said. "I had to ask Nancy what I should do with my father's belongings in case Bev has to move back into a smaller room. I heard Nancy scream just as I got to her office, so I just barged in. I'm so glad I got there when I did."

      Someone called to Bill from the administrative corridor, so he took his leave after Lilly hugged him one more time. She and Mirren were walking through the forecourt when she had an idea.

      "Care to walk around to the employee parking lot with me?"

      Mirren gave her a confused look. "Sure. Why?"

      "Just checking something."

      They changed direction and headed around the corner of the building.

      Sure enough, there was a big, black SUV in the spot reserved for Larkspur Manor's administrative director.

      Lilly called Hassan first.

      "I've been trying to get a hold of you," he said when he answered. "Perez called shortly after you left this morning and said you weren't answering your phone. But you didn't answer my calls, either. I've been worried about you."

      "I'm sorry. It's been quite a morning. I've already talked to Perez." She related the events of the past few hours.

      "I can't believe you did that. Are you okay? What were you thinking going to confront the person you thought robbed your shop? Why not let the police do it?" Hassan's voice was higher than usual.

      "I'm fine. I felt like Perez was giving me the brush-off last night when I spoke to her, so I wanted to prove to her that I knew what I was talking about."

      Hassan's tone had become firm. "Don't ever do that again. Promise me."

      "I promise."

      "I don't know what we'd do without you, love. Thank God you're okay."

      Lilly knew she had been forgiven.

      A similar conversation took place when she called Noley. Lilly promised her, too, that she would not do such a thing again.

      She meant it this time.
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      Lilly was surprised to see Emma waiting for her outside Juniper Junction Jewels early one morning about a week later. She held two coffees. Lilly invited her in and they sat together in the office as Emma explained what had happened. As it turned out, she had never actually been arrested. The story of the arrest was a ruse, known only to Emma, Perez, and officers working the murder case, who were sworn to secrecy  continued employment. Even Todd and Bill had been in the dark about it while Emma stayed at a safe house. Perez was hoping to smoke out Judith's real killer by making that person believe she was off the hook. She assumed the killer would make a mistake. She was right: in fact, the killer had made a very big mistake by going to the Ashraf house and threatening Laurel and Leith.

      “I hated that Todd didn’t know the truth, but Officer Perez was very nice. She came over to the safe house and played cards with me in the evening a couple times and called every day to make sure I was all right. What a sweetie.”

      Lilly had no response to that.

      “What I really came here for was to tell you that Todd and I are eloping.” Emma wore a huge smile. Lilly’s heart sank a little as she thought about the smaller bonus Harry would be getting.

      “But we’re still going to pay you for the designs and we still want you to create the jewelry.”

      Lilly’s eyes widened. “Really? That’s great.”

      “We’ll give the pieces as Christmas or birthday gifts, but not wedding gifts. We’ll give you the names of the groomsmen and you can just stamp their names on the dog tags. And, of course, you don’t have to make a special piece for Fiona because she won’t be wearing jewelry for a very long time.”

      Harry would get that big bonus after all. Lilly was all smiles.

      Emma had just left when Lilly's phone rang. It was Officer May.

      "What can I do for you?" Lilly asked.

      "I have a couple questions for you. Can I come by this afternoon?"

      "Sure."

      It was almost closing time when May came into the shop. Lilly invited him into the office and they sat across the desk from each other.

      May got down to business. "I got a call from Larkspur Manor's accountant."

      Lilly raised her eyebrows.

      "It seems he found some irregularities in the accounts. I need to know more about the spring fling you were organizing."

      "Nancy asked me to organize an event for the residents, but funds were very limited. She asked me to reach out to family members for volunteers and donations because Larkspur Manor couldn't afford much in the way of food or entertainment."

      "And did you do that?"

      "Yes, but I didn’t collect the donations until a few weeks ago. Everyone figured that because of the quarantine, the spring fling would be postponed. In fact, Nancy and I butted heads a bit because of that. She insisted that the DOH was going to lift the quarantine, but I had heard that doctors at the DOH said it would be at least a month before the quarantine was lifted."

      "That makes sense." May nodded.

      "What makes sense?"

      "'Very limited' funds would be an understatement. There was no money in the entertainment budget."

      "How is that possible? Families pay a lot of money in entertainment fees, plus I gave Nancy a ton of money in cash and checks to put in the account."

      "The accountant thinks Nancy was skimming money from the entertainment budget to pay for those experimental treatments she was getting. She needed donations to put back into the entertainment fund before anyone realized the fund was empty.

      “It would have been obvious before too long. So even though she knew the spring fling would have to be postponed, she had to insist the quarantine was going to be lifted so the fling would go ahead as planned and you would collect the necessary donations. They wouldn’t make up for the amount she stole, but at least the account wouldn’t be empty."

      "Part of me feels sorry for her." Lilly looked down at her hands.

      "She was scared of her own mortality. It's totally normal that she and her son would want to do everything they could to get those treatments the insurance company wouldn't pay for."

      “Were she and her son working together?”

      May nodded. “We think so. She’s insisting that he had nothing to do with the robbery, but I have a gut feeling that he knew or at least suspected she was going to rob your store.”

      Lilly shook her head and they were silent for a moment. Then she asked, "What do you think is going to happen to her?"

      May shrugged. "That's above my pay grade. But if I had to guess, I would say she's not going to do any jail time. She likely won’t even survive 'til the trial."

      Tom McKnight's business and marriage weren't the only things he was losing. He was losing his mother, too.

      It was sad, Lilly thought. She knew what she was going to do as soon as she got home: she was going to hug Laurel and Leith and Hassan and tell them how much she loved them. She was going to call Tighe and tell him, too. And probably Bill and Noley for good measure.

      And she couldn't wait for that quarantine to lift because she wanted to see her mom and tell her how much she loved her, too.
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      It was a crisp, clear October afternoon when Lilly and Hassan officially welcomed Leith into the Ashraf family. Tighe and Laurel were there wearing smiles a mile wide, as were Hassan's parents, his sister, Bill and Noley, Harry and Alice, and Mirren. Lilly had applied heavy-duty waterproof mascara for the occasion, but the joy in the courtroom was too great even for happy tears.

      After months of the virus running rampant in the assisted living facilities and nursing homes in the area, the county Department of Health had finally lifted the quarantine the week before the adoption ceremony. Unfortunately, Bev couldn't be there because she had become less and less mobile as the weeks passed following Finley's death. According to Greg, she seemed to have lost interest in doing anything but sitting in her favorite armchair in her old room, looking out the window over the trees and the lake. There had been a hastily assembled memorial service for the residents who had passed during the quarantine, including Finley, but Bev hadn't even attended that.

      Lilly had a couple ideas to try to bring Bev out of her self-imposed isolation and pique her interest in something. First, she planned to take old photos to Bev. She and Bill were still going through the boxes they had moved from Bev's house when she went to Larkspur Manor, and they were finding more photos all the time. She thought perhaps Bev would be able to recognize some of the people in the pictures.

      Second, as soon as the adoption ceremony was over and all the photos had been taken, Leith was going to make the trip to Larkspur Manor for the first time to meet his grandmother.

      While everyone was still taking pictures, Judge McKnight pulled Lilly aside and apologized for causing any anxiety because of the confluence of the adoption and her ex-husband's arrest. She had wanted to tell Lilly sooner, but her overture might have been misconstrued by Cyrus's parents and possibly even considered unethical. She had wondered why so much money had disappeared from the account she and Tom shared, and he had insisted the bank had made an error. He told her he was working with the bank to get it all straightened out. She figured the money was for another woman. Either way, she said, he was a jerk and being untruthful and she wasn’t about to put up with it. She was better off single.

      Finally, Hassan and Lilly, Leith, Laurel, Tighe, Bill, and Noley piled into cars and drove out to Larkspur Manor. Everyone waited in the courtyard while Lilly went back into the building. She found Greg, who accompanied her to Bev's room. The lights were off and Bev was seated near the window, her eyes closed. Greg nodded to Lilly.

      Lilly moved close to Bev. "Mom? Are you awake?"

      Bev's eyes fluttered open, then she closed them again.

      "Mom? Want to come out to the courtyard? I have a surprise for you."

      Bev opened her eyes again, a little wider this time. Lilly thought she saw the barest spark of interest. Bev had always loved surprises.

      Bev looked at Greg, who stepped forward to help her ease into a wheelchair. He covered her lap with a blanket, then wheeled her slowly out into the hallway and toward the courtyard. Lilly walked behind them.

      The sun was bright, but fading a bit as it dipped toward the western sky. Greg stopped in the middle of the courtyard and set the brakes on the wheelchair. Lilly nodded toward the rest of the family, who had been waiting at a picnic table nearby. Greg stood next to Bev as they all advanced slowly toward her. Lilly had asked him to stay so Bev wouldn't be afraid.

      When everyone was standing in a circle around Bev, Hassan handed Leith to Lilly. Lilly knelt in front of Bev and placed the baby carefully into her arms.

      Leith seemed to sense that he needed to be still. He didn't move, but stared into Bev's eyes and gurgled. Bev didn't speak, didn't look away from the baby. She used her index finger to trace a delicate line across his cheek. In return, he gave her the biggest smile anyone had seen from him.

      "Mom, this is Leith Daniel. Leith means ‘lion.’"

      Bev looked up at the people assembled around her, then focused on Lilly's face. "Leith Daniel," Bev said. She smiled. "I love him."

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BEANS ON MAIN’S THICK AND DREAMY HOT CHOCOLATE

          

        

      

    

    
      2 c. whole milk

      1/3 c. powdered sugar

      ¼ c. unsweetened cocoa powder

      Pinch salt

      ½ t. vanilla extract

      6 oz. dark chocolate, roughly chopped

      Whipped cream, optional but highly recommended!

      

      In a medium saucepan, bring milk to simmer over medium heat. Add powdered sugar, cocoa powder, pinch salt, vanilla extract, and chopped chocolate to saucepan and reduce heat to low. Whisk until chocolate is melted. Divide into four mugs. Top with dollop of whipped cream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HASSAN’S SIGNATURE SHAKSHUKA

          

        

      

    

    
      3 T. extra-virgin olive oil

      1 medium onion, chopped

      2 cloves garlic, minced

      1 red bell pepper, roughly chopped

      1 can (4.5 oz.) chopped green chiles, drained

      1 can (28 oz.) whole peeled tomatoes, undrained (San Marzano work best, but any kind is fine)

      Calbrian/Calabrese chopped hot peppers, to taste (optional—these can be very hot, so be careful!)

      salt

      6 large eggs

      Toasted artisan bread for serving

      

      Preheat oven to 400F.

      

      In a cast-iron skillet, heat oil over medium heat. Add onion, garlic, and red pepper; cook, stirring frequently, until onion is translucent, about five minutes. Add green chiles. Add tomatoes, crushing each one by hand as you put it into the sauce. Add juices from tomatoes. Add hot peppers, if desired. Season with salt. Simmer for about 25 minutes, stirring occasionally, until mixture has thickened a bit.

      

      With the back of a serving spoon, make six wells in the sauce. Crack an egg into each well. Place in oven; cook for 5-10 minutes, until eggs are set to desired doneness.

      

      Serve with chunks of toasted bread and a drizzle of olive oil, if desired.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SHRIMP TACOS

          

        

      

    

    
      1 lb. medium (41/50) uncooked thawed shrimp, peeled and deveined

      3 T. olive oil, divided

      1 clove garlic, finely chopped

      ½ t. chili powder

      ¼ t. cayenne powder (less or none if you don’t like a little kick of heat)

      ½ t. salt
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        * * *

      

      ½ c. plain yogurt

      ¼ c. mayonnaise

      Pinch salt

      Pinch cayenne, optional

      Juice from one lime
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        * * *

      

      3 c. shredded cabbage or bag coleslaw mix

      ½ small bunch cilantro, chopped

      One last pinch salt
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        * * *

      

      10 corn tortillas

      Desired taco toppings (e.g., avocado, salsa, pico de gallo, crumbled queso fresco or shredded cheddar cheese)

      

      In a nonreactive bowl, combine shrimp, 1 T. olive oil, garlic, chili powder, cayenne, and ½ t. salt. Toss until shrimp are well-coated; cover and refrigerate for 30 minutes.

      In a medium bowl, combine yogurt, mayonnaise, pinch salt, pinch cayenne if using, and juice of one lime. Mix well.

      

      In another bowl, combine cabbage/coleslaw mix, cilantro, and pinch salt. Cover with most of the yogurt sauce (reserve some for drizzling on tacos) and stir gently until well combined.

      

      Heat remaining 2 T. oil in a skillet over medium-high heat. Add shrimp mixture and cook until pink, flipping once, about 4-6 minutes total.

      

      Heat tortillas in an ungreased skillet over medium heat for 10-15 seconds per side. Fill tortillas with shrimp, then top with cole slaw mixture, any other desired toppings, and a drizzle of yogurt sauce.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JOIN MY VIP GROUP

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you want to get bookish news and updates, exclusive content and downloads, and lots of other fun, free stuff in the Secret Room of my website, click here to join my VIP reader group!

      

      

      

      
        
        https://www.amymreade.com/join-the-newsletter
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