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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
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