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      Lilly used the graduation program to fan herself with a hand that trembled ever so slightly.

      “I don’t know why people say dry heat isn’t bad,” she grumbled. “Hot is hot. I don’t care how dry the air is.”

      Her best friend, Noley, nudged her in the ribs. “You’re looking at it all wrong. Think about how much better it is to have a late June heat wave than an early January deep-freeze.”

      You should talk, Lilly thought with a hint of envy. You probably aren’t even sweating.

      Bev, Lilly’s mother, leaned across Noley’s lap. “Lilly, stop your complaining. This is Tighe’s day. No one cares if you’re uncomfortable.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” Lilly shot back. Bev’s unfiltered words were probably right, though.

      Lilly glanced at Noley out of the corner of her eye. Noley was grinning.

      When Bev looked away and began talking to the strangers on the other side of her, Noley turned to Lilly again and said in a low voice, “It’s not the weather that has you upset--it’s that Tighe’s graduating. He’s not leaving forever, you know. You’ll always be his mother.”

      Tears sprang to Lilly’s eyes, as they had so often in the past two weeks. It seemed any mention of Tighe made her weepy. She pulled a tissue from her handbag and dabbed at her eyes, sniffing.

      “I know. It’s just that now the countdown begins in earnest to the day he leaves home and heads off to college.”

      Lilly’s daughter, Laurel, was sitting on Lilly’s left side. “Mom, don’t cry. Again. You still have me.”

      “I know, Laurel, and I’m so thankful for that. But you’ll be leaving a year from now.” She choked on a sob and the tears fell faster.

      “Mom, you’re supposed to be happy. Don’t let Tighe see you crying. He’ll be upset.”

      Laurel had a point. Lilly didn’t want her eyes to be red and puffy when Tighe met up with the rest of the family after the ceremony.

      “You’re right, Laur. I’ll stop. I’m sorry.”

      Laurel reached for Lilly’s hand and held it in a tight grip. When did she become the comforter and I the comforted? Lilly asked herself, shaking her head.

      “Why are you shaking your head?” Laurel asked.

      Lilly smiled. “You’re growing up.”

      Laurel rolled her eyes. “Mom, no more blubbering. Please.”

      Lilly laughed before the tears could start afresh. “I won’t.”

      The first heavy notes of the high school band’s rendition of Pomp and Circumstance began to blare across the field. The murmuring of the crowd in the bleachers dulled and parents, family, and friends all focused their attention on the graduates making their way from the back of the school onto the artificial turf.

      The boys were in bright royal blue graduation gowns that could probably be seen from outer space; the girls’ gowns were white. Lilly searched the graduates for Tighe. She knew he would be near the beginning of the class because they were marching in alphabetical order and his last name started with a “C.” He had also decorated his cap with a basketball and a hoop.

      “There he is!” she cried, waving at him. She could tell he was looking for his family, but he didn’t see them.

      “Mom, be quiet,” Laurel said in a low voice. “You’re embarrassing me.”

      Lilly rolled her eyes and sat up a little straighter so she could get a good picture of Tighe. She had threatened to wear a big, floppy hat so he could see her in the stands, but Noley had talked her out of it. She aimed her phone at her son and started snapping pictures at a furious rate.

      “Mom, don’t you have enough pictures? You took a thousand at home,” Laurel said.

      “You can never have enough pictures,” Lilly said.

      Once the graduates were seated and the band had stopped playing, the principal got up and made some long-winded remarks. By the time he was done talking, the graduates were restless in their seats, as were all the family members and friends in the stands. When would they get to the good part, the part where the students were called up one by one to receive their diplomas?

      Finally, after several other people, including members of the Board of Education, the valedictorian and salutatorian, and a member of the Parent-Teacher Organization had spoken at mind-numbing length, it was time for the presentation of the graduates.

      Row by row they stood, waiting for names to be called. Lilly was ready with the video on her cell phone when Tighe’s name was called in the principal’s deep baritone.

      “Tighe Matthew Carlsen.”

      Lilly stood up to get a better video. Chills ran up and down her spine and goosebumps dotted her arms when she heard Tighe’s name. She glanced at Beau, who was watching his son with rapt attention. She thought she even saw a tiny smear of moisture on the corner of his eye. Could it be that he had developed a hint of sentimentality since returning to Juniper Junction?

      Lilly continued to film Tighe as he walked back toward his seat. His eyes scanned the stands and he found her. He waved, his smile wide, and held up his diploma. She waved back and gave him a thumbs-up, feeling like the two of them were alone in the stadium for a fleeting moment.

      She sat down as the next name was called. Beau leaned across Laurel. “Our boy did it.” He grinned.

      “Yes, our boy sure did,” she said, suppressing a grimace. She knew she shouldn’t be petty, but was Tighe really as much Beau’s “boy” as he was hers? After all, she had raised him from toddlerhood to his senior year in high school without Beau’s help. Why should Beau be taking any credit on graduation day?

      Noley elbowed her. “Ignore him,” she said through clenched teeth.

      Bev leaned forward so she could look at Lilly. “Okay, that’s it. Can we go now?” she said in a shockingly loud voice. Or maybe it just seemed shockingly loud to Lilly. She looked at her mother with something akin to horror.

      “Mom, shh! We can’t go until all the other graduates have been called up,” she hissed.

      “God, this is boring,” Bev said, rummaging in her purse. Several people sitting around them snickered. Lilly turned to them.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

      “She’s only saying out loud what the rest of us are thinking,” one man said. The people sitting on either side of him nodded their agreement. Bev finally located a mint and unwrapped it noisily.

      Lilly turned her attention back to the class. She knew what was going through their collective minds--let’s get out of these hot gowns, whose party is everyone going to first, and when can we eat?

      She and Noley had planned a party for a few hours after the ceremony. Gatherings that involved Noley always promised to be delicious, since she was a sought-after cook, recipe developer, and small-event caterer.

      Lilly knew Tighe would want to go to the homes of a few of his friends before his own party started, plus Hassan was flying in from Minneapolis and she knew he didn’t want to miss Tighe’s party. He had apologized to Tighe for not being able to make it to the graduation ceremony and he had promised to be there afterward. Lilly smiled at the thought of Hassan, her boyfriend since just before Christmas.

      Then she frowned. Boyfriend was such a teenage word. Partner? No, they weren’t in business together. Significant other? Maybe, but she didn’t want to refer to him as an “other.” Companion? Maybe. Special friend? No, that just sounded weird. Escort? No, he wasn’t a gigolo.

      Her thoughts turned back to the ceremony, where the principal was intoning the names of the “M” kids.

      Halfway there, she thought.

      By the time the ceremony was over and the families of the graduates had flooded the football field for photos and hugs and bouquets of flowers, the sun was dropping lower into the western sky.

      Tighe peeled off his graduation gown as soon as the obligatory photos had been taken with every family member in attendance. “Mom, can I go to Mike’s house? He and I are going to hit a couple parties, then we’ll be home. His parents are coming to our party, too.”

      “Sure,” Lilly said. “See you at home.” Mike lived less than a block from the school--Tighe would be there before the rest of them even got to the parking lot.

      Tighe slung the graduation gown over his shoulder and Lilly watched him saunter over to Mike and his family.

      She allowed herself one sad thought--about the metaphorical nature of her son moving away from her to take care of other business--before a stern voice in her head told her to get a grip.

      Noley sidled up to her. “Hey, let’s get going. We’ve got a lot to do before people start getting to your house.”

      Lilly was grateful for any activity that would take her mind off the momentous nature of the day’s events. At least temporarily.

      They walked toward their cars with Beau and Laurel in tow. Bill, Lilly’s brother, had promised to drive Bev to her home to rest for a bit before bringing her over to Lilly’s house for the party. Since he was on duty until early evening, he had missed the graduation ceremony, but he met them in the parking lot and took Bev home in his police cruiser.

      “Are you picking up Hassan at the airport?” Beau asked. “I can go get him if you want.”

      It was a nice gesture, Lilly supposed, but the last two people she needed having a conversation without her strict supervision were her current boyfriend-partner-significant-other-companion-special friend-escort and her ex-husband.

      “He’s renting a car, but thank you,” Lilly said.

      Lilly, Laurel, and Noley had all arrived in Lilly’s car; Beau had his truck. As Noley slid into Lilly’s front seat, she noted, “It’s nice that Beau is so good about wanting to be friends with Hassan.”

      “Hmm,” Lilly replied.

      “Don’t you think so?” Noley asked.

      “I guess so. It’s just kind of weird, you know? Being friends with him is okay, but I suppose I want to keep him separate from the Hassan part of my life.”

      “Is Dad coming over now?” Laurel asked from the back seat.

      “In a little while.”

      “Good,” Laurel said. Lilly smiled. As difficult as it had been at first having Beau back in Juniper Junction, Laurel and Tighe had both come to know him a little better. Laurel, especially, seemed interested in including Beau in family events and talked about him often. There were times it hurt Lilly’s feelings, since she had brought up the kids almost single-handedly after Beau had left them over fifteen years ago, but she always tried to remember that having a father was new to Laurel and she was trying to cram a lot of growing-up experiences into a short amount of time.

      Lilly pulled into the driveway and heard, rather than saw, Barney leaping up to the top of the fence in the backyard.

      “We’re home, boy!” she called. “Ready for a party?”

      Barney barked his glee at having people who would play with him, and Lilly opened the fence to the yard. Barney ran up to her, his tail wagging at the speed of a metronome on steroids.

      “Go get your ball,” she said, leaning over to tousle the fur on his head. Barney turned tail and raced across the backyard and returned in a disappointingly short amount of time. He dropped a slobber-covered tennis ball at her feet. She threw it into the bushes on the other side of the yard, then asked Laurel to take over. Laurel was only too happy to stay outside with the dog instead of having to slave away in the kitchen for a party that wasn’t even in her honor.

      Lilly was taking the caramelized French onion dip out of the refrigerator when the phone rang.

      “Hassan!” Lilly cried when she answered it. “Great! See you soon.” She hung up and turned to Noley.

      “Is he on his way?” Noley asked.

      Lilly grinned. “He’ll be here in a little while.”

      “Okay, let’s get things done in here so you can spend time with him when he gets here. You know, smooching and all that.”

      Lilly laughed and turned bright red. “Stop it. I don’t want Laurel to hear.”

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure Laurel knows you and Hassan kiss,” Noley teased.

      “I know, but…” Lilly stopped as her phone rang. She hit the Talk button without looking at the caller ID. “Hassan?”

      She didn’t say anything for a moment. She just listened, and felt the color draining from her face as her jaw went slack.

      “What?” Noley whispered.

      Lilly shook her head slightly and gripped the phone tighter. “Are you all right? Where are you?” she asked, her voice high and taut.

      “Thank God. Stay where you are. I’ll be over to pick you up in just a few minutes.” She hung up the phone and turned to Noley.

      “That was Tighe. He’s at Mike Foster’s house, over by the school, and the house next door is on fire.”

      Noley’s eyes widened. “Is he all right?”

      Lilly nodded. “The firefighters had everyone go and stand down the block. I’ve got to go get him and bring him home. He sounded a little panicked.”

      “Okay. I’ll take care of things here. You go.” Noley was practically pushing Lilly out the door. Lilly grabbed her purse and car keys on her way outside. She quickly told Laurel what was happening and then hurried to her car.
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      Lilly drove as fast as she dared toward the Fosters’ house. As she turned down their block, she was not surprised to see a phalanx of fire trucks, emergency vehicles, and crowds of onlookers choking the street. The sight gave her chills. The police were keeping people away from the vicinity of the burning home, but the gawkers were there, nonetheless.

      Lilly parked the car as close as she could to the Fosters’ house, then hopped out and stood on tiptoes, scanning the block for Tighe. She finally spotted him, clustered with a group of other teens, safely down the block and across the street from the burning home.

      “Tighe!” Lilly called, waving her arms. But the noise on the street was deafening and he couldn’t hear her. He wasn’t looking in her direction, either, since all eyes were focused on the raging fire. Some of the firefighters were running to and fro, getting tools from the trucks, while others trained the massive hoses on the flames licking out of the home’s windows like angry tongues.

      Lilly made her way to where her son stood. When she tapped him on the shoulder, he turned in surprise. She enveloped him in a hug. “Can you believe this?” he asked.

      Lilly could only shake her head. Watching the fire roar, Lilly was both terrified and mesmerized. Embers from the blaze flitted through the air toward the Fosters’ home, but the firefighters had soaked their house with water to prevent it from burning.

      The Fosters were standing nearby, watching the scene with their neighbors. Debbie Foster, Mike’s mother, was crying. Lilly told Tighe to stay where he was while she pushed through the throngs of people to reach them.

      “Hi, Debbie. I can’t believe this is happening,” Lilly said.

      Debbie looked at Lilly, slightly dazed, then seemed to gather herself. “Hi, Lilly. I can’t believe it, either. It’s just awful.”

      “Did the family make it out okay?” Lilly asked.

      “No one is living there right now,” Debbie said. “The house has been on the market for a few months.”

      “Thank God no one was inside,” Lilly said, breathing a sigh of relief. Debbie nodded.

      I’m going to take Tighe home now and I just wanted to let you know so that no one thinks he’s gone missing.”

      “Thank you for letting me know, but I’m not sure the police are going to let him go home just yet.”

      Lilly blinked in surprise. “Why not?”

      “They asked all the kids to stay put. I guess they have some questions about how the fire started.”

      Lilly gasped. “You’re not saying they think one of the kids did it.”

      “Oh, no, nothing like that, I’m sure. I think they want to know if any of the kids saw anyone on the property before the fire started.”

      Lilly stood with Debbie and her husband for several more minutes, then noticed a police officer making his way toward the group of kids huddled with Tighe.

      “I’m going over there to see what that officer is saying,” Lilly told the Fosters.

      They followed her gaze and fell into step behind her as she walked toward the officer, who was taking a small notebook out of his pocket.

      Lilly arrived at the tangle of kids just as the officer pointed at Tighe with a stubby pencil. “I’ll start with you,” he said. “Notice anyone or anything out of the ordinary at the house next door to the Fosters?”

      “No, sir,” Tighe answered.

      “Anyone on the street, maybe walking by, around the time you noticed the fire?”

      “No.”

      The officer proceeded to ask Tighe a long list of questions, but Tighe was unable to offer any useful information. The officer noted Tighe’s responses in his notebook and handed him his card. “Call me anytime, day or night, if you think of anything,” the officer said.

      “I will,” Tighe promised.

      “Can I take him home now, officer?” Lilly asked.

      The officer nodded, having already moved on to the next kid to be questioned.

      Tighe stayed close to his mother as they threaded their way back to her car. He didn’t say anything until they were on their way home.

      “I’ve never seen a fire up close like that. I mean, I’ve seen bonfires and stuff, but never anything like that. It just went up in flames so fast.”

      “And you didn’t see anything? Anyone?”

      Tighe shook his head, a faraway look in his eyes.   

      “Did any of the kids see anything?”

      Tighe shrugged. “Maybe. I hadn’t been there long when the fire started.”  

      “Thank God there was no one living there.”

      “I know. It could have been so much worse.”

      Lilly glanced at the clock on the dashboard. She was surprised at how much time had passed since Tighe had called her.

      “We’re almost ready for our guests to arrive, so I’m glad I got you out of there,” Lilly said. She sniffed the air. “You smell like smoke. You should probably change your clothes before people get to the house.” Then she paused.

      “Do you still want people to come over?” she asked.

      Tighe nodded, his thoughts obviously elsewhere. Lilly reached out to touch his shoulder. “You okay, honey?”

      “Yeah, I’m okay. Just thinking. Will Uncle Bill know anything about it? The fire, I mean.”

      “He’s got the evening off so he can come to your party, so unless it’s something they can’t handle without him, he probably won’t know anything about it until he goes to work tomorrow. But we can ask.”

      Tighe went up to his room to shower and change his clothes as soon as they got home. Noley and Laurel buzzed around Lilly after Tighe went upstairs, wondering what had happened. Lilly gave them the nutshell version and was careful to stress that Tighe was still processing the experience and might not welcome a lot of questions about it.

      “Gran called,” Laurel said, changing the subject. “She wants to know if Fred can come.”

      Lilly slumped against the counter. It was going to be hard enough to keep Barney calm when the guests started arriving--adding one more dog to the mix spelled almost certain disaster.

      “I’d prefer it if she left Fred at home,” she answered. “You want to call and break the news or shall I?”

      Laurel shrugged. “Does it matter? She’s going to do what she wants.”

      “Not if Bill tells her he doesn’t want the dog in the car,” Lilly pointed out.

      “Wrong,” Noley interjected. “He’s still mad that you got her that dog, so he might let Fred come just to spite you.” She grinned and Lilly knew she had no choice in the matter--Fred was coming.

      “Whatever. As long as he stays outside--he has an accident every time he’s over here,” Lilly said, her hands on her hips. “Now, enough about Fred. Let’s start taking things outside.” She handed Laurel a big bowl of potato chips, hefted the bowl of onion dip that was still sitting on the counter, and followed Laurel into the backyard. Noley came out a moment later with a platter of vegetables and hummus.

      “Did you make poppers, Noley?” Laurel asked. “Yours are really good.”

      “I sure did,” Noley replied with a smile. “Tighe requested them specifically. I made some with jalapeños and some with sweet peppers.”

      Lilly and Laurel made several more trips outside with food while Noley assembled burger fixings in the kitchen. It wasn’t long before there was a shout from the driveway. Lilly could see the top of Beau’s blond head coming through the gate into the backyard.

      “Dad’s here,” Laurel said, her eyes lighting up.

      “Good. He can light the grill. People will be here any minute now,” Lilly grumbled. She knew she should be more gracious, but it grated on her nerves every time Laurel seemed excited or happy to see her father. She knew jealousy was ugly inside and out, but she simply couldn’t help it.

      Tighe came into the kitchen just as Beau came in from the backyard. Beau reached out to shake Tighe’s hand and noticed immediately, contrary to his usual powers of observation, that Tighe was upset about something.

      “What’s wrong, man?” Beau asked. “This is your graduation day! You should be dancing!”

      “I’m happy,” Tighe said. “I’m just preoccupied, I guess.”

      “What about? A girl?” Beau asked, bumping his shoulder against Tighe’s and winking.

      “No, a fire,” Tighe said.

      Beau got serious. “What fire? Was there a fire somewhere?”

      “Mom, can you explain? I don’t really want to talk about it,” Tighe said, reaching for the back door handle. “I’m going outside to get something to drink.” He closed the door behind him.

      “What’s this about a fire?” Beau asked Lilly.

      “He went to a graduation party at a friend’s house and while he was there a neighbor’s house went up in flames. Pretty quickly, as far as I could tell. By the time I got there, the whole street had been cordoned off.”

      “Did anyone get hurt?” Beau asked.

      “No, but I think it’s given Tighe a scare,” Lilly answered. “He’ll be fine once people get here. Now get out there and start the grill, would you? And be on standby in case I need you to go to the store.”

      Beau left and Noley turned to Lilly. “Bill called. He’s on his way with your mom. They have Fred.” She gave Lilly a sympathetic smile. “Look at it this way--at least Barney likes Fred. If they didn’t get along, you might have a real disaster on your hands.”

      “I have a feeling I’m going to have a disaster on my hands no matter what.”

      It wasn’t long before guests started to arrive, and everyone came bearing gifts and good wishes for Tighe. Lilly watched him anxiously, hoping his fake good mood would be replaced by a real one. Eventually it was--she was pleased when she noticed his shoulders and neck finally beginning to relax.

      Bill and Bev arrived with Fred in tow. While Bev found a place to sit in the yard, Bill came into the kitchen. Lilly gave her brother a pointed look. “You couldn’t get Mom to leave that dog at home?”

      “And ruin her fun? Never.”

      “Just because I got her the dog and you didn’t think of it, that’s no reason to be spiteful.”

      “Who’s spiteful? I just want Mom to enjoy herself and the way she chooses to enjoy herself is to bring Fred to parties.”

      Noley was standing at the sink with her back to Lilly and Bill. “Would you two stop bickering? I need help,” she said.

      Bill walked over to her and kissed her cheek. “Sorry. What do you want us to do?”

      Noley began ticking off jobs on her fingers. Lilly took a tray of sliced fruit outside while Bill opened a couple bottles of wine and headed to the patio to serve the guests who were just arriving. Lilly noticed that Barney had already had his fill of strangers and was lying down in the corner of the yard.

      In contrast, Fred’s first act of mischief was to knock the bowl of onion dip off the table and devour its entire contents before anyone noticed what was happening. It was Laurel who looked over toward the food table and noticed Fred’s tail wagging from under the tablecloth. She picked up the corner of the tablecloth to find Fred’s head in the empty bowl.

      “Fred!” she cried. “Mom!”

      Lilly hurried over to where Fred sat on the patio, licking his chops without a care in the world.

      “Mom, dogs aren’t supposed to have onions! He’ll die!” Laurel exclaimed. Her eyes filled with tears faster than Fred had engorged himself with the dip.

      “All right, let’s stay calm. You take Fred into the house and sit with him. Try to keep him quiet. Go online, would you, and see if you can find out what to do when a dog eats onions? We may have to take him to the vet.”

      “What’s going on?” Bev asked, coming up to the group. “Where’s Fred?”

      “He ate the onion dip, Mom,” Lilly said, trying to keep her voice even. She didn’t know what frustrated her more--hosting a dog that ate the onion dip or having no more onion dip to serve to the human guests.

      “I don’t blame him. The onion dip is delicious!” Bev exclaimed.

      “Mom, dogs aren’t supposed to eat onions. They can make him sick.”

      “Oh, my God!” Bev cried. “Where is he? Is he all right?”

      “He’s in the house with Laurel. She’s going online to see what she can find about dogs that eat onions.”

      “Why did you leave the dip so close to the edge of the table?” Bev asked, her eyes blazing.

      Lilly counted to ten. Twice. She took a deep breath. “Mom, it wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault, except possibly the person who was supposed to be watching Fred.” She gave Bev a pointed look.

      “Well, who was supposed to be watching him?” Bev asked.

      “Forget it, Mom. Would you just make sure people have drinks? Tell them where the water and sodas are.”

      Bev sauntered off and Laurel appeared at Lilly’s side. “Mom, Fred threw up all over the kitchen floor.”

      Lilly groaned. “I don’t suppose you cleaned it up?”

      “Ew. No way. That’s disgusting.”

      “Okay. I’ll take care of it.”

      “The good news is that he seems to be feeling better. He’s jumping all over the place in there.”

      “Not in the vomit, I hope.”

      Laurel shrugged. Lilly closed her eyes in a private appeal for calm and headed toward the kitchen. Noley was standing near the back steps.

      “Nol, would you please keep everyone out of the house for now? Apparently there’s an accident I need to clean up.”

      “Fred didn’t pee in the house again, did he?”

      “No. He vomited.”

      “Gross! I’d offer to help, but I’m afraid that’s not my thing.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll do it.” Lilly went into the house and was struck by the odor that permeated the kitchen—undigested onion with a hint of bile.

      Taking a deep breath through her mouth, Lilly reached under the sink for the paper towels and rubber gloves. She knelt on the floor next to the first pool and ripped off a larger-than-necessary number of paper towels. Closing her eyes and taking another quavery breath, she reached forward and mopped up a towelful of the vomit. She retched. Her salivary glands were working overtime and her body was sweating. She retched again.

      She ripped off another long sheet of toweling and repeated the action with a second puddle. She retched again and reached for the trash can.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “What’s going on?” The deep voice, which had come from just inside the back door, startled her. She hadn’t heard the door opening because of all the noise issuing from her own throat.

      “Hassan!” she cried, looking up from her spot on the floor. She breathed through her nose by mistake and retched again. She swallowed and could feel her face burning bright with embarrassment.

      “What are you doing?” he asked. Then he noticed the various plops of vomit on the floor.

      “Oh, God. Has Barney been sick?” he asked, his face showing his concern. He loved Barney.

      “No. This is all Fred.”

      “What happened?”

      “He ate onion dip. All of it, I might add. We didn’t make any extra.”

      “So we go to the store and buy some. No big deal,” he said, crossing the floor and leaning down to kiss her. She wiped a stray hair from her sweaty forehead.

      “I’m sorry I look so horrible,” she apologized.

      “You look gorgeous, as always,” Hassan said, smiling at her with those beautiful white teeth. His face, olive-toned and handsome, was a sight for sore eyes.

      She blushed again. “We can’t get onion dip from the store. It won’t be as good.”

      “Who cares? The important thing is that there’s something to dip the chips in, right? And where’s the graduate? I haven’t seen him yet.”

      “He’s outside, mingling. You go find him while I finish up in here.”

      Hassan went in search of Tighe while Lilly finished the ugly job of cleaning up the mess Fred had made. Noley came into the kitchen with an empty tray and proceeded to fill it again with finger sandwiches from the refrigerator.

      “Smells good in here,” she said, sniffing the air. “Like flowers.”

      “That’s my cleaning spray. Thank Fred.”

      “I will. Sorry I didn’t do my gatekeeping job very well, but I figured you wouldn’t mind if Hassan came in.” She winked.

      “Not at all,” Lilly said as she washed her hands. “How’s everything going out there?”

      “Beau has waylaid Hassan and is regaling him with tales about his new girlfriend.”

      “Beau has a new girlfriend?” Lilly asked. “Let’s hope she’s better than the last one.”

      “I’m sure Hassan can tell you all about her if you ask.”

      “I’ll pass, thanks,” Lilly said with a wry smile.

      Hassan came into the kitchen a few minutes later.

      “I understand you’ve heard all about Beau’s new girlfriend,” Lilly said.

      “I suppose so. Her name is Nikki and she’s God’s gift to men, or at least Beau. He seems quite smitten.” Hassan smiled.

      “Good for him,” Lilly said.

      “I found Tighe,” Hassan said. “That’s why I came back inside. Is he all right? He’s doesn’t seem like himself.”

      “He’s had a long day,” Lilly explained. “I’ll tell you all about it later.” She led Hassan outside. They walked over to Noley and Bill, who were standing with Bev. Hassan kissed Bev on each cheek.

      “Such a gentleman,” Bev said, gracing Hassan with her most coy smile.

      Bill’s phone beeped. He looked down at the screen and frowned. “I’ve got to take this,” he said, moving away from the group and heading up the steps into the kitchen.

      The rest of them chatted for several minutes before Bill came back. “Lilly, can I talk to you inside?” he asked.

      “Sure,” she said, suddenly wary. His tone of voice was serious, even worried, and she wondered why. She didn’t have to wait long to find out.

      “Did Tighe tell you anything about a fire he saw earlier?” Bill asked.

      Lilly heaved a sigh of relief. She could handle this.

      “Yes. In fact, I went there to pick him up. He’s fine, though. Why?”

      “Someone said they saw him leave the party for a few minutes. The fire started not long after that.”

      For a moment Lilly didn’t comprehend what Bill was trying to say. More likely, though, she didn’t want to comprehend it.

      “So?” she asked, her voice betraying just a hint of defensiveness.

      “So, where did he go? Did he tell you?”

      “No. He didn’t mention it. I’m sure he just went to the bathroom or something.”

      “Listen, that was a buddy of mine on the force. He called with the heads-up because he knows I’m at Tighe’s party tonight. They’re going to want to question him again.”

      “But they’ve already questioned him once,” Lilly said, struggling to keep her voice calm. “They already asked him about the party.”

      “They want to present Tighe with a slightly contradictory statement from someone else who was there and find out if his story changes.”

      “But what if it does? What if he just forgot that he went inside to go to the bathroom or get a drink or something?” Lilly could hear her voice rising, but she was powerless to stop it.

      “Take it easy, Lil. They just want to talk to him. They don’t think he did it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Bill took just a fraction of a second longer than he should have to answer Lilly’s question. She grabbed his arm. “Bill? Do they think he did it?”

      “No. Just don’t worry about it right now. I don’t want to ruin Tighe’s party.”

      “I’m worried,” Lilly said.

      “Don’t be. Tighe only graduates from high school once, so go out there and make sure he’s having a good time. I’m sorry I even brought this up to you.”

      “I wish you had waited,” Lilly said angrily.

      “So do I.”

      Lilly returned to the backyard, where more guests had arrived and had made their way over to Tighe to congratulate him. He was standing in the middle of a small crowd of people, looking pleased but tired. Lilly smiled to herself as she watched him. He had grown into such a fine young man. She felt an arm slip around her shoulders.

      “You all right?” Hassan asked.

      She nodded. “It’s something else I’ll have to tell you about later. Hope you’re planning to stay for hours.” She gave him a wan smile.

      “I’ll stay as long as you like,” he said.

      She took his hand and made the rounds among the adult guests. Tighe and Laurel were mingling with the younger set. Lilly shooed Fred away from several guests whom he had targeted for special treatment and scanned the crowd for her mother.

      “I wish she had left Fred at home,” she grumbled.

      “Mrs. Carlsen,” came a voice from behind her. Lilly turned.

      “Oh, hi, Mrs. Laforge,” she said, smiling. “I’m glad you could come to Tighe’s party.”

      “Didn’t have much choice, did I?” came her surly neighbor’s reply. “There’s an absurd amount of noise coming from over here.”

      Lilly smiled, knowing her neighbor was prone to hyperbole. As parties went, this one wasn’t very loud at all.

      “How about a glass of wine, Mrs. Laforge?” Hassan asked. He always knew what to do when things threatened to become heated. Lilly forced herself to remember that Mrs. Laforge had saved Barney’s life in a blizzard just a handful of months ago.

      Just then Fred came shooting over to Mrs. Laforge like a rocket. “There’s my widdle Freddy-poo,” Mrs. Laforge said, her voice high and squeaky. Lilly rolled her eyes.

      “Be careful of that one, Mrs. Laforge,” she said. “Freddy-poo got into the onion dip earlier and had quite a bout of, ah, illness afterward.”

      “What? My Freddy? I don’t believe it,” she said, her voice low now, as she scratched Fred under the chin. “A little onion dip never hurt anyone.”

      “Except Fred, and millions of other dogs,” Lilly said under her breath. Hassan returned with a glass of wine and handed it to Mrs. Laforge with a wide smile.

      “I guessed you to be a white wine person, Mrs. Laforge. Am I right?” he asked.

      “You guessed right,” she said, straightening up and accepting the glass of wine.

      Lilly looked around and caught sight of her mother, who had cornered two teenage girls and was, no doubt, telling them about the good old days when she graduated from high school. The girls kept looking at each other--Lilly knew that look. It was one of desperation, of wondering how they were ever going to rid themselves of the old lady. Lilly knew exactly how they felt, but couldn’t ignore the sudden pang of sadness that gripped her. As trying as her mother could be, she didn’t like to see her judged by others, and certainly not by a couple of teenage girls.

      “Excuse me, Mrs. Laforge,” Lilly said, leaving her to chat with Hassan.

      She made a beeline for her mother and gently took her elbow. “Mom, could you help me in the kitchen for a minute?” she asked. “Sorry to take you away from the girls here, but I need your advice about something.”

      The girls looked relieved, and Lilly was glad to remove her mother from the situation. She didn’t want to think about the things the girls were probably whispering to each other about Bev.

      “What do you need my advice for, Lilly?” Bev asked. Lilly searched her mind frantically for something to say.

      “Um, I was wondering if you have your huckleberry lemonade recipe committed to memory. I thought we’d make some and set it out for the kids,” Lilly answered brightly.

      Bev shook her head. “I have never bothered to memorize it. Why memorize something that’s already written down? There’s only so much room in my brain and I need it to remember the important things.”

      “Darn it. Well, would you mind helping Noley assemble a few canapés?”

      “Certainly I’ll help.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      Bev sauntered off toward the house, waving to friends and strangers alike.

      The rest of the party went smoothly, with the exception of one incident involving Fred and a little accident that several people stepped in.
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      It was well after midnight when all the guests had finally left. Bill had taken Bev and Fred home and returned to enjoy a glass of wine with Noley, Lilly, and Hassan. The kids were both on their phones in their rooms. Tighe had gone upstairs after the party; he was exhausted, but said he had enjoyed the celebration. He seemed to have let go of the uneasiness that had gripped him right after the fire.

      The four adults sat in the backyard, talking in low voices next to the fire pit, which was still flickering. Lilly had told Hassan all about the house fire and how Tighe had been next door when it happened.

      “I still don’t understand why the police have to talk to Tighe again,” Lilly fretted.

      Bill sighed. “I don’t think it’s anything to worry about. I told you. One of the kids just said he remembered seeing Tighe leave at some point during the party, and the next thing he knew Tighe was back and the house next door was on fire.”

      “Am I supposed to take him to the police station tomorrow, or is someone coming here?” Lilly asked.

      “If he remembers where he went, if he actually did go anywhere, it would probably look good if you went in without having to be called in,” Bill answered.

      “But then they’ll know I’ve talked to you about it.”

      “That’s okay. In the morning, ask Tighe if he left the party for any reason, even to use the bathroom. If he remembers doing that, go down to the station and tell them about it. If he doesn’t remember, wait for someone from the station to come to you.”

      “Okay.” Lilly knew she would worry about it all night long.

      “Lilly, do you have a costume yet for the Independence Day celebration?” Noley asked. Lilly was grateful for the change of subject, even if it meant talking about the upcoming celebration.

      “Yes,” she answered, suppressing a groan.

      “What’s this about? What do you need a costume for?” Hassan asked.

      “It’s this thing the Chamber of Commerce does every year for the Fourth of July,” Lilly explained. “The Main Street merchants dress up as American colonists and there’s a big reenactment of the signing of the Declaration of Independence.”

      “That sounds fun,” Hassan said.

      “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? And it would be if we didn’t have to dress up in period costume,” Lilly replied.

      “Whose idea was this?” Hassan asked.

      “I don’t even know,” Lilly replied. “It’s been going on forever. It’s one of those things where nobody asks why it’s been done--they just say ‘it’s always been done this way so we’re going to keep doing it.’”

      Hassan nodded.

      “Who gets to be Thomas Jefferson?” he asked.

      “Anton Beauregard, who owns the barber shop,” Lilly answered. “He’s been playing Thomas Jefferson for a few years
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