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      It was the week before Halloween and Lilly Carlsen had bedecked her jewelry shop in swaths of burnt orange and black. It was a look she liked to call “rustic elegant” and she achieved it by using yards of tulle, witch silhouettes, art deco pumpkins, and a small wooden black cat named Whiskers. He sat sentry in the front window of the shop, an orange gingham ribbon tied in a bow around his neck. 

      Though Halloween afforded Juniper Junction merchants a bonanza of marketing opportunities, Lilly didn’t love the unofficial holiday that fell every October thirty-first. For one thing, it reminded her that her kids, Tighe and Laurel, were growing up. Now that they were both in college, it had been many years since they had held her hands to go trick-or-treating or begged to wear their Halloween costumes everywhere they went. And second, she didn’t like masks. She knew a psychiatrist would have a field day with that, but it didn’t matter because she didn’t have a psychiatrist.  

      Maybe I should get one, she thought. I’ve got loads of things we could talk about. 

      She stood back to survey her decorative handiwork and turned around when she heard a knock on the front window. Her boyfriend of almost two years, Hassan Ashraf, stood on the sidewalk carrying a cardboard tray with three coffees and wearing a scowl. 

      She hurried to unlock the front door and stood aside to let him in. She leaned over to kiss his cheek and he kissed the side of her head in return. He set the coffees on the display case and gestured toward them for Lilly and Harry, Lilly’s assistant, to help themselves.  

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.  

      He shook his head, his lips a thin line. “It’s Michelle. She started in on me early this morning.”  

      Lilly groaned. “What’s the matter this time?” 

      “She said that she can’t possibly work in her house while the landscapers are working at my house. The leaf blowers give her migraines, she says.” Hassan puffed his cheeks and let out a long sigh. 

      “You know if you didn’t take care of the leaves, she’d be complaining about them. There is no pleasing her.” 

      Harry was watching the exchange and Lilly turned to him. “Michelle Conover is Hassan’s next-door neighbor and she’s awful.” 

      “Yesterday it was the smell of the wood smoke from the fireplace outdoors. I built a fire out there last night and she came over and said the smell from the smoke was giving her bronchitis.” Hassan shook his head. “She’s been like that since I moved in, but lately it’s gotten much worse.” 

      Lilly smirked. “I wish she would find another place to live.” 

      “She’ll live next door to me for the rest of her life.” Hassan reached for a cup of coffee and took a long sip. “I’ve got to get back home because I’m expecting a call from New York, but I wanted to stop by and vent. And bring coffee for you two.” 

      “Thanks for the coffee, Hassan,” Harry said. “It’s too bad about your neighbor. Isn’t she married to the guy who’s going to open that tearoom across the street?” 

      “She was,” Hassan said. “Their divorce was final a couple months ago.” 

      “I haven’t seen him around too much,” Harry said. 

      “He’s probably spending all his time in therapy after being married to her,” Hassan replied. 

      “I hope your day gets better,” Lilly said. She checked her watch and moved to the front door to unlock it. Hassan took his coffee and followed her. 

      “I’m sorry to be such a downer first thing in the morning.” He pulled her to him and kissed her forehead. 

      “And I’m sorry you have to deal with Michelle,” she said. “I’ll call you tonight. Ignore her if she comes to the door today.” 

      “I will.” 

      Hassan left and Lilly finished setting up the display she had been working on.  

      “Having a lousy neighbor is the worst,” Harry said. 

      “I know. Michelle makes Mrs. Laforge look like Mother Teresa.” Mrs. Laforge, Lilly’s neighbor, had been a thorn in Lilly’s side for years. She criticized Lilly’s parenting skills, complained about Tighe and Laurel, and didn’t like Barney, the Carlsens’ dog. Those were three big strikes against Mrs. Laforge.  

      “What is Hassan having done at his house that’s making Michelle so mad?” 

      “He’s having a fence put in—you know, because good fences make good neighbors—and a lot of landscaping done. Since he’s been spending more and more time in Juniper Junction, he’s got the time to oversee things like that.” 

      “Do you know Michelle well?” 

      Lilly shook her head. “No. I’ve been around when she’s lodged some silly complaint with Hassan, but I barely know her.” 

      “Do you know her husband? Her ex-husband, I mean.” 

      “Ted? I’ve met him once or twice, but I don’t really know him.” 

      “The tearoom looks like it’s going to be nice.” 

      “That reminds me, yesterday we got an invitation to the soft opening of the tearoom next week,” Lilly said, turning to go back to the office. 

      “You and me?” Harry called after her. 

      Lilly disappeared into the office and came back again just a couple seconds later holding a piece of card stock. 

      “That’s what it says here,” she said. She glanced at the card and handed it to Harry. “It looks like we’re both invited and we can each bring a guest.” 

      He looked at the invitation. “Tranquilitea. Cool name. I’ll see if Alice is busy that afternoon. Are you taking Hassan?” 

      “I don’t know. From what I’ve heard, Ted and Michelle’s divorce was pretty acrimonious, so I don’t expect Michelle to be there. But if there’s even a small chance she’ll show up, Hassan won’t want to go. The trouble is, I don’t know if there’s a polite way to find out. I’ll ask Noley if she wants to be my plus-one. Or maybe Mom.” 

      “I hope there’ll be food at the opening,” Harry said. 

      Lilly laughed. “I’m sure there will be. Ted’s going to want to serve food so we can tell prospective customers how good it is.” 

      “I suppose that’s the point of the soft opening?” 

      “Probably. Ted wants the Main Street merchants to help him spread the word about the tearoom.” 

      After work that evening Lilly stopped at her mother’s house on her way home from work. Her mother, Bev, had been on a slow, steady decline from dementia for a couple years, but she was lucky enough to still be living in her own home. She had two nurses who stayed with her. Nikki, the day nurse, opened the door when Lilly knocked. 

      “Hi, Nikki. How did today go?” Lilly asked. 

      Nikki shrugged. “Not bad.” 

      “Did you take her shopping today?” 

      Nikki nodded. “I asked her if she wanted to go shopping, to the park, to visit Mildred next door, everything I could think of. She didn’t want to go. That’s normal, Lilly. People with this type of dementia often turn inward and don’t want to go anywhere.” 

      “I was invited to a tearoom opening tomorrow. Maybe I’ll see if she wants to be my plus-one. Do you think she’d be interested?” 

      Nikki’s eyes lit up. “You know, that might just get her out of the house. Let’s go ask her.”
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      The two women walked into Bev’s living room, where she was sitting in her favorite chair, watching television. 

      “Hi, Mom,” Lilly said.  

      “Hello, Lilly. How was work today, dear?” Bev asked with a gentle smile. 

      “Good. We were busy, so that makes the time go fast.” 

      “Is Billy with you?” Bev asked, craning her neck to see around Lilly. Lilly suppressed a sigh. Though Bev called on Lilly whenever she was upset about something or needed help, it was Bill, Lilly’s brother and a member of the Juniper Junction police force, whom she often longed to see. 

      “No, Bill is not with me.” Lilly hoped her annoyance wasn’t obvious in her voice. “He’s probably working.” 

      “That boy works too hard.” Bev shook her head sadly. 

      “‘That boy,’ as you call him, is perfectly capable of handling his workload. Don’t worry about him,” Lilly said. She turned so only Nikki could see her and rolled her eyes. Nikki gave Lilly a knowing smile. 

      Lilly sat down on the sofa facing Bev. “Mom, yesterday I got an invitation to the opening of a new tearoom on Main Street. I get to bring a guest. Would you like to come with me?” 

      Bev looked up, confusion flickering across her face. “What tearoom? I don’t care for tea. I like coffee.” 

      “The name of the shop is Tranquilitea and you don’t have to drink any tea or even like it to go to the opening. It’s just to have a look at the place and maybe try some of the food they make there.” 

      “I don’t know, Lilly. I think I’d rather stay home. But thank you for inviting me. Maybe Beau would like to go with you.” 

      Lilly leaned forward and spoke in a quiet voice. “Mom, Beau and I aren’t married anymore, remember?” 

      “Who is the man that comes here with you sometimes?” 

      “That’s Hassan.” 

      “Hassan who?” 

      “Hassan Ashraf. His parents bought a house near you last year, remember?” 

      She nodded slowly, but her eyes belied her confusion. She didn’t remember. 

      “How about this, Mom? How about you decide later about going to the tearoom? I won’t invite anyone else and that way if you change your mind, you can still go.” 

      “Okay.” Lilly knew Bev wouldn’t change her mind. 

      “Would you like to play cards?” Lilly asked. 

      “I suppose so,” Bev said. Nikki reached into a drawer in the end table next to Bev and pulled out a deck of cards. 

      “What should we play?” Lilly asked. “Nikki, are you going to play with us?” 

      “Sure,” Nikki said with a smile.  

      The three of them played poker, Bev’s favorite game, for the next hour, then Lilly stood up to go home. She kissed her mother’s cheek and Nikki walked her to the front door. 

      “I’m sorry she keeps referring to Beau as my husband,” Lilly said in a low voice. She had been married to Beau years earlier, but he had left her and Tighe and Laurel when the kids were toddlers. He had returned to Juniper Junction almost two years previously and Lilly was still trying to get used to having him back in their lives. And to make matters more complicated, Beau had been dating Nikki for over a year. 

      “That’s okay,” Nikki said. “Don’t let it bother you.” 

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” Lilly turned and left.  

      When she got home, she poured herself a bowl of cereal for dinner and called Noley Appleton, her best friend, while she ate. 

      “What’s up?” Noley asked.  

      “Just eating dinner. Probably not as good as whatever you had for dinner.” Noley laughed. She was a nationally renowned chef who was always whipping up something fabulous; Lilly wished her own cooking were half as good as her friend’s. 

      “For your information, I had a peanut butter and grape jelly sandwich for dinner,” Noley said.  

      “Still, I’ll bet it was better than the Yummy-Os I’m having.”  

      Noley laughed again. “There’s nothing wrong with cereal for dinner. I do it all the time.” 

      “Listen, I have an idea. I’m planning to visit Laurel this weekend at school. I think she’s having a hard time. Want to go with me?” 

      “Sure. I’m always up for a road trip. Isn’t Hassan going?” 

      “He has to be home on Saturday. He’s got a call with someone in Afghanistan and he needs to be on a landline. The connection is better than with a cell phone.” 

      “Hasn’t Hassan had enough of Afghanistan for a while?” 

      “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? After all he went through on his last trip, being shot at and having to escape tribal violence disguised as a woman in a burka, you’d think he’d never want anything to do with that part of the planet again. But the people he deals with aren’t the ones who were shooting at him. He still loves it there and he loves the people. The non-violent ones, anyway.” 

      “I’m sure Laurel would love to see him, but I’ll happily take his place this weekend,” Noley said. “When do we leave?” 

      “First thing Saturday morning.” 

      “I’ll whip up some treats to take to her,” Noley offered. 

      “She would love that.” 

      “Is this visit a surprise?” 

      “I’ll tell her we’re coming. She’s been so down that this will give her something to look forward to.” 

      “College is a tough adjustment.” 

      “She’s having a much harder time than Tighe did, and to be honest, I expected it to be the other way around.” 

      When Lilly hung up with Noley, she phoned Laurel. 

      “Hi, Mom.” Laurel’s voice was flat. 

      “What’s wrong?” 

      “Just a bad day, I guess.” 

      “Anything in particular? How are your classes going?” 

      “Okay, I guess.” 

      “What are you doing this weekend?” 

      “I don’t know.” 

      “Would you like some company?” 

      “Definitely! Who’s coming?” Lilly could hear the lift in Laurel’s voice and she smiled. 

      “I thought I’d come up and bring Noley with me. How does that sound?” 

      “That’s great! When will you be here?” 

      “We’ll leave first thing Saturday morning.” 

      “I can’t wait!” 

      By the end of the call, Laurel seemed in better spirits. Lilly hoped that would last. She had figured Laurel would have a hard time adjusting to college life, but she hadn’t been prepared for the scope of Laurel’s discontent.
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      The next two days sped by in a flurry of activity at the jewelry shop. Lilly asked Harry if he would mind the shop while she visited Laurel on Saturday, and he was happy to do it.  

      Lilly woke up at dawn on Saturday morning. She gulped down a cup of coffee and opted to skip breakfast, hoping Noley would supply something homemade and delicious once they were in the car. She had intended to keep Barney indoors all day and hope he could hold his bladder, but she had a feeling Laurel would love to see him even more than her and Noley. So she opened one of the doors to the backseat of the car and Barney launched himself inside, his tail wagging furiously. 

      They swung into the driveway at Noley’s house and Noley waved from her back steps, where she was ready and waiting for them. She picked up a cooler bag and a small paper bag from the back step and hurried to the car.  

      “Barney!” she exclaimed as she slid into the passenger seat. The dog slobbered on the side of Noley’s face while she laughed and scratched his ears.  

      “I thought Laurel would like to see him,” Lilly explained. “I hope he’s not going to bother you.” 

      “Are you kidding? I love Barney,” Noley said, turning in her seat to accept more dog kisses. “Are you hungry? I brought breakfast.” 

      “I was hoping you’d say that.” Lilly grinned. “I’m starving.” 

      Noley rifled through the smaller bag and held up a muffin. “I’ve got cranberry-orange muffins and a little container of orange butter.” 

      “I knew it was smart to ask you to go with me today.”  

      Noley spread some butter on a muffin and handed it to Lilly, then fixed one for herself. Barney whined in the backseat, so Noley broke off a piece of muffin and fed it to him. 

      The trip was a noisy one, as Barney barked at every car they passed.  

      “Barney, it’s a good thing I love you so much.” Lilly glanced into the rear-view mirror and grimaced.  

      “Everyone loves Barney,” Noley said.  

      “Wrong. Hassan’s neighbor, Michelle, hates him.” 

      “Why?” 

      “Because he’s the reason Hassan put up the new fence. He wanted to have a place for Barney to play outside when we’re over there. The pool has a fence around it, but Hassan wanted Barney to have a closed-in grassy space. And the fence is causing no end of problems for Michelle.” 

      “What kinds of problems?” 

      “Noise. She works from home and goes nuts when there’s any noise in the neighborhood.” 

      “What does she do?” 

      Lilly shrugged. “Something in finance, but beyond that I have no idea. She and her ex-husband, Ted, came from Wall Street a few years ago, apparently.” 

      “I feel bad for Hassan. He’s so mild-mannered. It must be awful to have a neighbor like that.” 

      “She has the ability to drill right through his mild-mannered-ness and infuriate him.” 

      “Hassan? I don’t believe it.” 

      “Maybe you’ll be around for it someday. His eyes bulge and he clenches his fists, probably to keep himself from decking her. It’s not pretty.” 

      After a while Barney started barking and refused to let up. Lilly laughed. “You’re right, Barn. We’re here. How did you know?” 

      She took a fork in the road that led down a leafy lane. Brick buildings on each side of the car announced their arrival on campus. A few kids milled around, but it was still early in the day. Most students were probably recovering from a late night. 

      Lilly drove slowly past Laurel’s dorm while Barney went wild in the back.  

      “Do you see her, boy?” she asked. 

      “There she is!” Noley pointed toward a small group of young women standing in front of the dorm. Lilly smiled when she saw her daughter, whose back was to them. It took a few minutes to find a parking spot, and when they approached the front of the dorm, they found that the group had dispersed, leaving just Laurel standing there. Barney strained against his leash to get to her. 

      Laurel’s eyes widened when she saw Lilly, Noley, and Barney coming, and she set off at a run toward them. She fell to her knees as Barney slammed into her in his excitement. She rubbed his back and head, hugging him to her chest. When she stood up, she was crying. 

      “I can’t believe you brought Barney!” She laughed and a loud hiccup escaped from her throat. 

      “We thought you might like a visit from him, too.” Lilly stepped forward to give her daughter a hug, then Noley followed suit. 

      “I’ve missed you!” Lilly hadn’t seen Laurel since dropping her off on Incoming Freshmen Day in late August. 

      “I’ve missed you, too.” Laurel turned and gestured toward the dorm. “Want to see how I’ve decorated my room?” 

      “Do you think we can bring Barney inside?” Lilly asked. 

      Laurel shrugged. “What are they going to do, kick me out? I wish.” 

      Lilly frowned as Noley shot her a sidelong glance. “Let’s go in, then. Come on, Barn.” She led him to the front door of the dorm, then handed Laurel the leash. “You can be in charge of him.” 

      Laurel grinned and ushered everyone inside. Lilly recalled move-in day, which had been a circus. Hallways teemed with nervous parents and their freshmen, boxes and bundles were strewn about, and uniform-clad resident advisors ran to and fro, consulting clipboards and leading bewildered families to the correct rooms. 

      Today was much different. The hallways were quiet, with only a few voices audible through closed doors. The small group passed just one young woman as they walked to Laurel’s room, and she appeared to be half asleep. 

      Laurel opened the door and stood aside to let Lilly and Noley in, then she brought Barney into the room with her. Lilly stood looking around at the bright space, admiring the pictures on the walls and the little touches of home that Laurel and her roommate had chosen to display. Barney immediately started sniffing around, clearly intent on finding the source of the funky odor that permeated the room. 

      Laurel wrinkled her nose. “What you smell is Jasmine’s rotting yogurt.” She rolled her eyes. Laurel hadn’t mentioned Jasmine to Lilly very often, but Lilly had the distinct feeling that Jasmine was not Laurel’s favorite person.  

      After Lilly and Noley had admired the room and Laurel had shown them the rest of the common areas of the dorm, they all headed outside. It was a crisp day and the leaves on the trees all over campus were turning every shade of orange, yellow, and red. Barney was in his element, running through piles of leaves and sniffing all the new smells.  

      Laurel showed them where her classes were and took them on a tour of the library, which was beautiful.  

      It wasn’t until lunchtime that she dropped her bomb.
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      They had walked into the quaint town of Rocky Gulch, just off campus, for lunch. They found a table in a small, crowded dive that Laurel swore had great food. The restaurant welcomed dogs, so that was a plus. Noley observed the surroundings through narrowed eyelids.  

      “Are you sure this place has good food, Laur?” 

      Laurel smiled. “I promise. I’ve been here a couple times. It doesn’t look like much, but it’s delicious. The restaurants are practically the only things I like about Rocky Gulch.” 

      “What do you mean?” asked Lilly. 

      Laurel shrugged. “I don’t know. I just don’t like too many things here.” 

      “But you’ve made some friends. What about them?” Lilly thought back to their phone calls, when Laurel had mentioned meeting and going places with lots of nice people. 

      Laurel shrugged again. “Yeah, I guess.” 

      Noley slid Lilly a concerned glance before picking up the menu, which was laminated and stained with a few crusty spots. She shuddered. 

      Lilly noticed and laughed. “You’ve got to be willing to take chances, Nol. This little restaurant might be the next big thing.” 

      When their server arrived, she started with Noley. Lilly rolled her eyes and Laurel gave her a knowing smile. 

      “I’ll have the open-faced steak sandwich, medium-rare, on Texas toast. And—” 

      “We cook all the steak to medium,” the server said. 

      Noley pressed her lips together. “Okay, medium. And I’d like to substitute shaved Parmesan for the cheddar cheese. I’d like a green salad instead of the fries. Can I do that?” 

      The server nodded. 

      “Good. I’d like oil and vinegar on the side, no onions. Can I get an unsweetened iced tea to drink, please? With a slice of lemon on the side and only a few ice cubes.” 

      The server blinked slowly at Noley before turning to Lilly. 

      Lilly smiled and inclined her head toward Noley. “That’s what she does,” she said by way of explanation. She could see Noley scowling out of the corner of her eye. “I’ll have a cheeseburger and fries.” 

      Laurel ordered last and they sat back to talk.  

      “Tell us about your classes, Laurel,” Noley said. 

      “I take the usual. History, math, science, English.” 

      “Are they hard?” 

      “Not really.” 

      “Do you like them?” 

      “Not really.” 

      “Why not? Do you like the professors?” 

      Laurel shrugged and took a sip of her water. “I just don’t like the classes or the professors. They’re boring.” 

      “I’m sure it takes some adjustment, and once you start the classes in your major, things will get more interesting,” Lilly said. 

      “Yeah, right,” Laurel said.  

      “What’s the matter, honey?” Lilly folded her hands on the table in front of her and gave Laurel a concerned look. 

      “I don’t like it here,” Laurel said in a small voice. 

      And then came the bombshell. “I want to quit.” 

      Uh-oh. Lilly had been half-expecting something like this, but she was still dismayed to hear Laurel say it. She tried to hide her disappointment. “Maybe you need to give it some more time,” she said. “Going away to college is a big adjustment.” 

      “I know.” 

      “You’ve made lots of friends,” Lilly pointed out. “Have you talked to them? Everyone is in the same boat, so they’re going through the same thing.” 

      Laurel shook her head. “Everyone else loves it here. I’m the only one who doesn’t. I’m the only one who doesn’t like their roommate, too.” 

      “I’m sure you’re not the only one,” Noley said. “Practically everyone has roommate problems at one time or another. I had a roommate in college who used to do yoga ... naked.” 

      Laurel and Lilly laughed. “For real?” Laurel asked. 

      Noley nodded. “It was grotesque.” 

      “Well, Jasmine doesn’t do naked yoga, but she smells bad and I hate the music she listens to.” 

      “Have you asked her to wear ear buds?” Lilly asked. 

      “Nah. That seems rude.” 

      “Try asking her. You might be pleasantly surprised.” 

      “Ear buds won’t make her smell better.” 

      Their food came a few minutes later and Noley gave her meal an approving glance.  

      “This doesn’t look half bad,” she said. 

      “I told you. It’s delicious.” Laurel picked up her fork and took a bit of her Greek salad. Then she put her fork down. “Mom, do you think I could go home with you today and stay for a few days?” 

      Lilly saw Noley watching her and considered the question for a few moments. 

      “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. Coming home right now will only make it harder to come back here.” 

      “But I hate it here.” Laurel’s shoulders drooped. 

      “I just don’t think that’s wise, Laur. You need to stay here if you want to adjust to being in school. You can’t adjust to college if you’re at home.” 

      Laurel closed her eyes. When she opened them, they were wet and shiny. One tear escaped and rolled down her cheek. 

      Lilly reached out and placed her hand on Laurel’s arm. “I’m sorry, honey. I wish there were something I could do. But I think you just need to give it some time. Ask some of your friends if they’re having the same troubles. You might be surprised.” 

      Laurel nodded and wiped her face with her napkin. “Okay.” 

      Noley tried to keep the conversation light throughout the rest of the meal, telling Laurel about the goodies she had brought and about some of the funnier mishaps of her career in the food business. By the end of the meal, Laurel was finally smiling and the knot in Lilly’s stomach had unclenched a little bit. 

      After lunch they returned to campus and piled into Lilly’s car for a trip to a nearby state park that had some superb hiking trails. Lilly hoped Laurel would cheer up in the great outdoors, especially if she had Barney for company.  

      The trails were beautiful. Barney was in his element, running ahead, circling back, leaving the trail to chase whatever sounds he heard in the undergrowth, and racing back and forth between Laurel and the next bend in the trail. The leaves were in full color and the air and the view were clear and bright. Laurel seemed to enjoy herself and even laughed aloud at some of Barney’s antics. 

      The time came, though, for them to return to campus and for Lilly and Noley to return to Juniper Junction. They walked Laurel to her dorm room and said their goodbyes after Noley had shown Laurel everything that was in her cooler bag: molasses cookies, chocolate chip cookies, homemade beef jerky, and trail mix. Laurel smiled her thanks, but her lips were trembling. 

      Lilly wrapped Laurel in a big hug, then held her at arms’ length. “You’re going to be just fine. No crying. Do you have someone to go to dinner with?” 

      Laurel nodded, sniffling. “Yeah. Mom, please let me come home. Please?” 

      Lilly wanted nothing more than to take Laurel home, to make the tears disappear, but she knew it would only be worse for Laurel if she did that. 

      “Just stay a little longer and see if it gets better. It definitely won’t get better if I take you home, but it might get better if you stay here and spend some time with your friends.” 

      Just then there was a knock at the door. “Laurel? You in there? Want to go to dinner?” 

      Lilly smiled at her daughter, who suddenly looked much younger than her eighteen years. “Who’s that?” 

      “Cassidy. I’ll go to dinner with her, I guess.” She opened the door and a pretty young woman stood there, wearing a big smile. Laurel swallowed hard and introduced everyone, including Barney. The whole group walked to the front door of the dorm, then Lilly and Noley hugged Laurel one last time and walked toward the parking lot with Barney, whose head drooped. Laurel and Cassidy walked in the opposite direction, toward the dining hall.  

      The pit in Lilly’s stomach was hot and growing. She didn’t want to cry in front of Noley, but it was inevitable. She wiped her eyes with her sleeve as they approached the car. 

      “It’s not easy. I think you did the right thing,” Noley said quietly. 

      “I know.” Lilly’s voice sounded nasal. “It’s hard, though. I hate to leave her here when she’s not happy.” 

      “Like you said, maybe things will get better with a little bit of time.” 

      “I hope so.”  

      The ride home was quiet. Even Barney seemed to be sad. He curled up on the back seat with his head on his paws and sighed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday evening after closing time Lilly was in the shop putting away the jewelry displays. She had just placed the last necklace in the vault when there was a knock at the front window. She peeked out of her office and saw Hassan standing there with a dark look on his face. 

      She unlocked the door and let him in, then locked it again behind him. 

      “What’s wrong?” 

      Hassan’s nostrils flared. “You will not believe what Michelle has done now.” 

      “What?” Lilly’s stomach tightened. 

      “She came to my door waving a property survey this afternoon. Now she claims I’ve had my fence built six inches onto her property and she’s demanding that I take it down!” 

      “You’re kidding. You had your property surveyed before having it installed, right? They couldn’t have made a mistake.” 

      “I called them and they’re coming by tomorrow to re-check their measurements. They’ll have to pay to have the fence taken down and moved if they were in the wrong. I can’t believe this.” He ran a hand across his face.  

      “What did you tell Michelle?” 

      He looked sheepish. “I lost my cool, Lilly. I yelled at her, I told her she’s the neighborhood pariah, I told her never to set foot on my property again or I’ll have her arrested for trespassing. You name it, I said it.”  

      Lilly gave Hassan a sympathetic smile and placed her hand on his cheek. “She deserved it. It’s a wonder no one has told her off before now. She’s done nothing but badger you since you came back from Afghanistan and started the work on the house and yard.”  

      “I know. But I shouldn’t have lost my temper like that. She’s got me so worked up I can’t concentrate. Every time someone comes to the door I worry that I’m going to have another run-in with her.” 

      “Would dinner at my house make you feel any better?”  

      “Much. The later I go back to my own house, the less likely I’ll see her.” 

      “Meet me at home and I’ll see what I’ve got in the fridge. And you can’t stop going home, you know. You can’t let her get to you.” 

      “Easy for you to say. She’s not your neighbor.” 

      “But I have Mrs. Laforge, remember? She’s no peach.” 

      “She’s a lovable curmudgeon, though. There’s nothing lovable about Michelle.” 

      “Mrs. Laforge, lovable?”  

      “I know, I know. But what about the time she didn’t press charges against Tighe and his friend? What about the time she brought Barney home in a blizzard? She’s got a good heart underneath her gruffness. Michelle has a heart like a piece of coal.” 

      “Okay, you win. Let’s go. The sooner you get to my house, the sooner you can have a glass of wine. Did you park out front? I’ll be a minute behind you.” 

      She unlocked the front door, let Hassan out, locked it again, and left through the back of the shop. She got in her own car, which she always parked in the alley, and pulled around to Main Street, where she hit her brakes suddenly. 

      There had been an accident at the intersection closest to Juniper Junction Jewels. Even in the dark with the only light coming from streetlamps, Lilly could see that one car had T-boned another in the middle of the intersection. One car’s front fender was smashed, but the second car had fared much worse. Its entire middle section was crumpled. Lilly pulled over to the curb and jumped out of her car. She ran to the intersection, where other people were already starting to gather.  

      “Someone call 9-1-1,” she shouted. Two people, both on their phones, gave her a thumbs-up. Several others had pulled out their phones and were recording the incident. Lilly glared at them and hurried over to where the two drivers were emerging from their vehicles.  

      Lilly stopped short and gasped.  

      Hassan was stepping gingerly out of the car with the smashed fender, trying to avoid stepping on the glass that was scattered on the pavement. 

      She recovered herself quickly. “Hassan! Are you all right? What happened?” She rushed over to him. He rubbed his forehead with his hand, then stared at his palm. 

      “Are you hurt?” she asked. Hassan just stared at her with a dazed look, nodding ever so slightly. An older man was approaching them.  

      “Is he all right?” the man asked. 

      “I don’t know,” Lilly said. “Can you take him over to the curb while I see about the other driver?” The man nodded. Lilly took Hassan’s elbow gently and steered him toward the man, who then put his hand on Hassan’s upper arm and guided him to the curb. “Go with him, Hassan. I’ll be right back.” 

      Lilly wheeled around to face the T-boned car, where the other driver was trying unsuccessfully to push the driver’s side door open. The impact must have jammed it shut. 

      Lilly ran around to the passenger side, where she yanked the door open and bent down to look inside. 

      Ivy Leachman, owner of the pottery painting studio on Main Street, was frowning as she pushed her weight against the driver’s side door. 

      “Ivy, I think the door is jammed. Are you hurt? Can you get out through the passenger side?”  

      “I think so. I don’t know what happened. I was just driving and BAM! I got hit. I didn’t even see the other car.” 

      “Let’s get you out of there if you can manage it. Come on, I’ll help.” 

      Though Ivy was tall, she was also thin and wiry, so she was able to swing her legs over the car’s center console and scooch into the passenger seat. From there she gripped Lilly’s outstretched hand and Lilly was able to pull her carefully from the car. Ivy stood next to Lilly and surveyed the scene before saying anything. 

      “Are the police on their way?” she asked. 

      Lilly glanced at the people who had been talking on their phones earlier. “Yes. They should be here any minute. Can you walk to the curb?” She took Ivy by the elbow, as she had done with Hassan, and walked with her toward the spot where Hassan was sitting, his head in his hands.  

      “Is that the person who hit me?” Ivy asked. 

      “Yes.” 

      “I don’t want to be anywhere near him. Stupid fool was probably texting and driving.” 

      Lilly said nothing, but turned around and steered Ivy toward the curb on the other side of the street. 

      A moment later she heard the first sirens, and seconds later a police car pulled into view. The officer stopped the car in the intersection behind Hassan’s car and jumped out. The man who had accompanied Hassan to the curb called the officer over and he reached Hassan’s side just as two ambulances arrived on the scene. The officer crouched next to Hassan and said something, then he straightened up and looked around. Lilly waved her arm so he would see her. 

      He came over to where Lilly was standing next to Ivy.  

      “Is this one of the drivers?” the officer asked. 

      Lilly nodded. “Her name is Ivy Leachman.” 

      “I can talk to him myself,” Ivy said. 

      “All right. I’ll be over there.” Lilly inclined her head toward Hassan. The older man was still standing next to him and she jogged over to them. 

      “How are you doing?” she asked Hassan. 

      “Not good.” 

      “Are you hurt?” 

      “I don’t know. My head hurts, but I don’t think I hit it hard.” 

      “Do you know him?” the man asked, gesturing toward Hassan. 

      “Yes.” 

      “Can I leave him with you, then?” Lilly nodded and thanked the man, and he was on his way.  

      Lilly sat down next to Hassan and put her hand on his back. “What happened?” she asked in a low voice. 

      “I wasn’t paying attention. Simple as that. I’ve got a lot on my mind. I’m not making excuses, just explaining what happened. I don’t even remember seeing the stoplight before I entered the intersection.” 

      “Is it possible she’s the one who ran the red light?” 

      “No. I saw the red light the instant I hit her. It was all my fault, Lilly.” 

      “What did you say to the police officer?” 

      “I told him my name, that’s all. I told him I’m okay and that he should check the other driver first.” 

      “The other driver is Ivy Leachman.” 

      Hassan groaned. “Oh, no. Not her.” 

      “I’m afraid so.”
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      A paramedic joined them and spent several minutes asking Hassan questions and examining him, then another police officer arrived to take more information from Hassan. Lilly stood several feet away and watched, noticing that another paramedic was examining Ivy. Before long, the other paramedic stood up and spoke to someone standing nearby, then headed in Lilly’s direction. 

      “We need to take her to get checked out,” he said to the paramedic tending to Hassan. 

      “All right.” The paramedic spoke to Hassan. “It looks like you’ve got a big bump on your head. Could be a concussion, but I’m not sure. We can take you over to the hospital if you’d like, or you can have someone drive you home and you can go to your own doctor tomorrow.” 

      “I’d like to go home.” 

      “Okay, if you’re sure. If you start feeling dizzy or sick to your stomach, go on over to the ER and they’ll check you out.” The paramedic looked up at Lilly “Can you drive him home?” 

      “Sure.” 

      “What about my car?” Hassan asked.  

      “I can drive you home in your car if it’s drivable, then Noley or Bill can pick me up and bring me back here so I can get my car,” Lilly said. 

      “Thank you.” 

      The paramedic accompanied his partner over to Ivy, who was trying to stand up. After a brief consultation, the two paramedics headed to the ambulance. Lilly assumed they were retrieving a stretcher. She turned to Hassan. “Can you stand up?” 

      Hassan nodded and pushed himself up gingerly. Lilly grasped his arm lightly and helped him hobble to his car. She eased him into the passenger seat and was walking around to the driver’s side when a shout got her attention. She glanced in the direction of the voice and saw Ivy struggling to stand up, a scowl on her face. She was yelling at Lilly. 

      “Hassan is the one who hit me?”  

      Lilly glanced around and saw that all eyes in the small crowd had turned toward her. Leave it to Ivy to make a bigger scene than it already was. 

      “I’m taking him home, Ivy,” she called back. 

      “But he’s the one who hit me?” Ivy had finally gotten to her feet and was swaying a bit. A person standing just a few feet away hurried to steady her. 

      “I’ve got to go, Ivy. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 

      “Wait!” Ivy cried. Lilly quickly slid behind the wheel, shut the door, and started the car.  

      “She’s already at it?” Hassan asked weakly. 

      “Yeah. Don’t worry. I’ll talk to her.” Ivy had taken over as president of the Juniper Junction Chamber of Commerce after Lilly’s tenure had ended, and they had a relationship that could best be described as inharmonious. Ivy had often taken sides against Lilly whenever there was a tiff among the Main Street merchants, and Lilly hadn’t forgotten one
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