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				ONE

			

			I felt the delicate touch of a tongue in my ear. At the same time a warm, furry body nestled against my head. I suppressed a groan as I detached the cat and set him aside on the bed.

			“Thank you for your kiss,” I said to the affectionate Ramses, the younger of my two felines. I threw off the covers and sat up. Ramses rubbed against my side and offered a plaintive meow.

			A glance at the clock showed me that I had overslept. I must have forgotten to set my alarm last night. It was nearly seven o’clock, and normally on a workday I was up at six.

			“Where’s Diesel?” I looked at Ramses as if he could tell me the whereabouts of my Maine Coon cat. Ramses meowed again, a mournful sound. “Well, if you’re that hungry, you should have gone downstairs with Diesel and found something to eat. I have to hurry.”

			Ramses jumped off the bed and disappeared through the slightly ajar bedroom door into the hall. I went into the bathroom, disrobed, and turned on the shower.

			Twenty minutes later I entered the kitchen. Diesel, the Maine Coon, greeted me with a warble. Azalea Berry, the formidable septuagenarian who ran my household like a well-oiled machine, stood at the stove. Without turning, she said, “I guess that little scamp woke you up like I told him to.”

			“Yes, he did. I forgot to set my alarm last night.” I took my usual place at the kitchen table. Azalea set a plate in front of me. Scrambled eggs; two sausage patties; a large spoonful of her thick, cheesy grits; and two pieces of buttered wheat toast lay before me. I picked up my fork and started eating. Azalea poured a cup of coffee. I felt completely spoiled, but Azalea resisted any attempts on my part to cut back on breakfast. She insisted it was the most important meal of the day, and I couldn’t argue with her.

			Besides, as I had often admitted to myself, I loved her breakfast meals. I really didn’t want to miss one. I would rather have had breakfast than any other meal. The fact that she generally prepared lunch and dinner as well during the week was another matter entirely.

			“How’s that new girl at the library working out?” Azalea remained in place at the stove, but she had turned to regard me with approval as I ate.

			“She’s a good worker,” I said after I swallowed a mouthful of grits. “Odd, though. I really can’t get hold of her personality. She blurts out things without thinking, and they’re usually not particularly tactful.” I had to suppress a laugh. “The first day she worked, she told Melba she thought the green dress she had on made her look like a cucumber.” Melba Gilley, my friend since childhood, was the administrative assistant to the Athena College library director.

			“My goodness,” Azalea said, taken aback. “I don’t see that going over well.”

			“It didn’t.” Melba’s expression could have curdled milk. “She told Tara that she loved cucumbers, turned on her heel, and left the room.” I explained that Tara Martin was the young woman’s name. “Tara didn’t appear to realize she had said anything wrong. Melba’s tone apparently didn’t register with her.”

			“She said anything like that to you?” Azalea asked, her eyes narrowing.

			“Several times,” I replied, “but never anything really unpleasant.” Her remark about my puffing a little as we reached the top of the stairs at work had nettled me a bit. I didn’t feel in the least like a tired steam engine. I shared that with Azalea.

			“That child needs to learn some manners.” She turned back to the stove.

			“She needs to learn not to blurt things out,” I said after a bite of toast. “She can think what she likes, but her lack of tact puts people’s backs up. The thing is, she doesn’t seem to realize what she’s done.”

			“She tries much more of that with Melba, she’ll learn.” Azalea dished up another breakfast plate and set it on the table across from me. She had apparently heard someone coming downstairs. I had been too intent on my eating to notice.

			“Good morning, Charlie, Azalea. Boys.” Stewart Delacorte, my longtime boarder, flashed his attractive smile at us as he swept into the room. “Azalea, you’re a marvel. I didn’t think I made that much noise coming down the stairs.” He indicated his plate.

			“My hearing’s as sharp as it ever was.” Azalea fixed him with her gimlet gaze, and Stewart grinned broadly.

			“Of course,” he said as he dug into his grits.

			Azalea poured coffee into his cup, and he added cream to it. “I’m not as old and decrepit as some people like to think.”

			I noticed a certain heat in her words, and I wondered who had dared imply something like that. After a moment’s reflection, I decided it must have been her daughter, chief deputy of the Athena County Sheriff’s Department.

			Stewart, braver than I was when it came to teasing Azalea, promptly said, “Is Kanesha out of the hospital yet?”

			Azalea snorted. “She’s lucky she didn’t end up there.” She threw a towel down on the counter and marched out of the room. She came right back, however, and set a plate of bacon on the table. She had cooked that for Diesel and Ramses, mostly. Then she disappeared again.

			Stewart and I exchanged amused glances. Kanesha Berry had been trying for years to get her mother to retire. Kanesha didn’t like the thought of her mother still working in her seventies, but Azalea was even more strong-minded than her daughter. Azalea had taken care of my aunt Dottie in her declining years. After I inherited the house, Azalea informed me that she intended to keep taking care of the house—and me—until the day she no longer could. I didn’t argue, because she intimidated me. Not so much as she used to, but I didn’t dare cross her, and she knew it.

			“I guess Haskell is already up and at work,” I said, referring to Stewart’s partner, a sheriff’s deputy, who shared the suite on the third floor of the house.

			Stewart nodded and swallowed. “He had to be at work at seven. I’m hoping that nothing happens to cause him to have to work late. We don’t want to miss the big shindig out at the farmhouse tonight.”

			“For both your sakes, I hope nothing interferes with your plans.” I had been doling out bites of bacon to the cats, and in between I managed to gulp down the rest of my breakfast. I was going to be a few minutes late to the office.

			I got up from the table and set my empty plate in the sink. After swallowing the last of my coffee, I told Diesel it was time for work. He accompanied me almost everywhere, and he loved going to the office. He knew Melba would be there, and he adored her. She lavished affection on him every time she saw him, even multiple times a day. We bade Stewart and Ramses goodbye and left the kitchen.

			The mid-January day was chilly and overcast, so I decided that we would take the car today instead of walking the short distance to the Athena College campus as we did in more comfortable weather. Stewart kept Ramses occupied with bits of bacon while we sneaked out the back door into the garage. Diesel hopped into the backseat of the car, and soon we arrived at the old antebellum mansion that held the library’s administrative offices and the archives and rare-book collection. I worked three days a week as archivist and rare-book cataloger, a job I thoroughly enjoyed.

			Diesel and I entered the building through the back door, and he ambled ahead of me to Melba’s office. I caught up with him, and he turned to me, meowing in disappointment. Melba wasn’t there.

			“Come on, boy. We’ll catch her later.” I started up the stairs, and he trotted quickly ahead. I glanced at my watch. We had arrived only seven minutes late.

			Tara Martin stood at the door. She flashed a quick scowl at me before averting her face as she usually did. She rarely looked directly at me. “Now I can’t put in my full two hours,” she said before I could greet her and apologize for arriving late. “I can’t stay to make up the time, either, because I need to get to the bistro to help get ready for lunch.”

			Suppressing the irritation I felt at her abrupt tone, I said, “I’m sorry we’re late. I’ll see that you don’t lose your time because I overslept this morning.” I pulled out my keys, inserted the correct one, and unlocked the door. Diesel paid no attention to Tara and scooted into the office. He made a beeline for his usual spot in the window ledge behind my desk.

			Tara made no response to my remark as I flipped the light switches to illuminate the office that contained my desk, a desk for another worker, and shelves containing a small part of the rare-book collection. The rest of the books resided on shelves in other rooms, along with the archives, here on the second floor of the old mansion.

			Tara marched straight to her desk, set her bag and her backpack down on the floor beside her chair, and removed her coat, a rather shabby trench coat at least an inch too long for her short, squat body. I could see streaks of dirt and mud along the hem.

			I took my place at my desk, shedding my jacket onto the back of my chair. I woke my computer, wondering whether Tara would remain in a huff or deign to speak to me. After all, I had offered an apology.

			“Thank you,” she said as she approached my desk. “I appreciate it, especially since it’s your responsibility to be here and unlock the door.”

			“Yes, it is.” I kept my tone even, though her graceless words annoyed me further. She could easily have stopped at appreciate it, but that wasn’t her style.

			Diesel meowed suddenly, but Tara paid no attention. By now I had a full view of her clothing that her coat had concealed. Today she was wearing wrinkled drab-brown leggings, the rusty-looking black skirt, and the dowdy, slightly stained gray shirt. This was the worst I had seen her appearance yet, and I felt sorry for her. Evidently most of her clothing was old and without much style. She wouldn’t be able to work in the main library looking like this. Even student workers had to be better dressed. I supposed she couldn’t afford new clothes, despite her part-time job here and her part-time work at the French bistro of my soon-to-be wife, Helen Louise Brady.

			The important thing was that she was a good worker, adept enough at the computer for the tasks I set her, and a remarkably accurate typist. She had been working for me for only a couple of weeks now, but I had quickly been impressed by her work ethic. For that I was willing to put up with her personal quirks, chiefly her tactlessness. I didn’t know her well enough to try to coach her out of it, but if she was to work for me on an ongoing basis, I had little doubt I would give in to temptation to talk to her about it. If I didn’t, I figured either Helen Louise or her partner at the bistro, Henry Hollister, probably would. They couldn’t afford to let Tara alienate customers.

			When I made no further comment, Tara settled at her desk and readied herself to continue her current task. The first week of December, the archive received a large donation of books from an alumna of the college, amounting to twenty-three good-sized boxes. Since it was politic to accept such gifts, particularly, as with this one, when they came with substantial donations to the college, I had no choice but to inventory the collection. We reserved the right to dispose of any items not suitable to our rare-book collection, especially if there were duplicates of titles we already owned.

			Tara, who had proved adept with spreadsheets, was going through each box, checking every book for damage, such as mold, mildew, or stains, along with unstable hinges. She recorded author, title, publication information, and condition for each title. She had also numbered each box and included the box number for each book. Later, when the collection had been completely entered into the spreadsheet, I would check for duplicates against the items already cataloged. At some point afterward, I would begin cataloging the items selected for inclusion. I had quite a large quantity of books from other donors that had to be dealt with first, however, so it might be a year or more before I could accession any of these. Unless, of course, someone higher up decided this collection should take priority.

			We worked quietly for a good quarter of an hour before a loud, jarring ringtone disturbed me. I looked up to see Tara grabbing her cell phone from beside her computer. She muttered, “Excuse me,” before she hurried out of the office into the hallway.

			She neglected to close the door behind her, however, and at first all I heard was the murmur of her voice. Then suddenly her volume increased, and I heard her clearly.

			“I told you, I don’t know who you think you’re calling, I never heard that name.” Then, seconds later, I heard a loud crunching sound.

			Tara came back into the office, her shattered phone in her hand.

		

	
		
			
				TWO

			

			She looked at me, a ferocious glint in her eye, as if she dared me to speak to her. She shoved the remains of her phone into her backpack and resumed her seat at the desk. Then I heard the tapping of the keys as she continued her work.

			That was an extreme reaction to a wrong number, I thought. Was she mentally unstable? I hadn’t witnessed such an outburst from her, if I could call it that, in the brief time I’d worked with her. I wanted to ask whether she was okay, but after studying her body language for a moment, I decided the better course of action was to ignore the episode.

			I felt a paw on my shoulder and turned to see Diesel staring at me from the window next to my chair. He meowed softly, and I patted his head to reassure him. He always picked up on tension, and even I could feel it emanating from Tara in the aftermath of her destruction of her phone.

			Diesel pushed his head against my head briefly before settling back into his resting position in the window. I turned back to my computer and tried to focus on my work. Thoughts of the odd behavior of my assistant continued to intrude, however, and I finally decided that I would talk to Helen Louise about it. I wondered whether Tara had done anything weird like this while working at the bistro. She might have been more likely to confide in Helen Louise if she was worried about something.

			My office phone rang. “Good morning. This is Charlie Harris. How may I help you?”

			“It’s me, Charlie,” Melba Gilley said. “Would you mind coming down here a minute?”

			“Sure, be right down.” I cradled the phone and pushed back my chair. “Come on, Diesel, let’s go downstairs.”

			Diesel knew what that meant. Melba. He jumped down from the window and headed to the door. I followed him, pausing only long enough to let Tara know I would be downstairs if she needed anything.

			All I received in response was a shrug.

			By the time I reached Melba’s office, she was already engaged in showering my cat with affection. She greeted me without looking up, and I dropped into the chair beside her desk.

			After a few seconds I interrupted her cooing at Diesel to ask why she wanted to see me. “Just for Diesel?”

			She chuckled. “No, though that’s always a bonus.” She kept a hand on the cat’s head as she sobered. “I witnessed something really odd, and I wanted to ask you about it.”

			I suspected she must have seen, or at least heard, Tara destroy her phone. I waited for her to continue.

			“What is it with that girl?” Melba asked. “I say girl, but she’s got to be in her late thirties, I reckon. I actually saw her stomping on her phone. I happened to be passing the foot of the stairs, and I heard her talking. Then she dropped her phone on the floor and stomped it real hard.” She shook her head. “That’s way past strange.”

			I shrugged. “I agree. I have no idea why she did it, although from what I heard, she was really upset over the call she got. Did you hear what she said?”

			Melba nodded. “That’s a pretty extreme reaction to a wrong number, wouldn’t you say?” She didn’t give me a chance to answer. “That girl either has some serious anger issues, or else she’s just plain weird. Maybe both.”

			“I agree. Definitely an excessive reaction. She made it obvious when she came back into the office that she didn’t want to talk about it, though, so I left her alone.”

			“Probably better not to know,” Melba said. “Though I sure am curious about her. I haven’t spoken to her that much, because frankly she’s put me off. She’s got about as much tact as a rubber duck.”

			I chuckled. “You’re right about that. I think she’s simply socially inept. She doesn’t understand how she comes across.”

			“I don’t think she cares,” Melba said.

			“You could be right,” I said. “I’m not sure what her career goals are, but if they involve dealing with the public, she’s going to be in trouble.”

			“If she hasn’t learned by now, I reckon she’s not going to change any unless somebody takes her in hand.” Melba eyed me speculatively.

			“Don’t look at me,” I said. “My charm school has been closed for decades.”

			Melba giggled, and Diesel warbled, as if he understood the joke.

			Melba sobered and regarded me with an intent expression. “It’s odd, though.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked, puzzled by the abrupt shift in tone.

			“She was definitely upset, angry even,” Melba replied slowly. “I’d swear, though, she was also frightened.”

			I considered that for a moment before I shook my head. “I didn’t get that impression.”

			Shrugging, Melba said, “I could be wrong. It’s just a feeling I had.”

			“She’s due to go to the bistro when she puts in her hours here,” I said. “Once she leaves I’ll call Helen Louise and tell her about it. If Tara’s really bothered by the call, maybe she’ll talk to Helen Louise about it.”

			“Maybe,” Melba said, her tone doubtful. “Tara seems pretty much a loner to me. I feel kind of sorry for her.”

			“I doubt she’d thank you for that,” I said.

			Diesel warbled loudly, and both Melba and I looked at him. He gazed back and forth between us. I could only wonder what was in his brain at the moment. Had he picked up on something that neither of us humans had? It was entirely possible with my empathetic boy.

			“If only you could tell us,” I murmured.

			Diesel butted his head against my knee.

			I rose from the chair. “We’d better get back upstairs to work.”

			“I’d better get back to work, too,” Melba replied as she gave Diesel one last head rub. “Let me know if anything else happens with her.”

			“Will do. Come on, boy, back upstairs.”

			Diesel followed me out of Melba’s office and hurried up the stairs ahead of me. When I entered my office I saw him already in his spot in the window embrasure. Tara’s head was bent over her computer, and her fingers worked busily on the keyboard. She did not acknowledge my return. I refrained from the superfluous remark I was tempted to make and went to my desk.

			Diesel chirped occasionally at either birds or squirrels he spotted in the trees he could see from his vantage point. Otherwise, the only noise in the office came from the tapping of keys on a keyboard. I worked on cataloging a collection of books from an earlier donation. Most of the items were obscure Southern novels from the nineteenth century. I doubted many of them were of much particular literary merit, but they fitted the guidelines for the college’s rare-book collection: Southern fiction, especially by Mississippi writers. Novels often provided insight into the mores and customs of a particular time, and I’d had several graduate students working on theses or dissertations who had worked with these materials.

			Time passed quickly when I was absorbed in my work, and Tara startled me by clearing her throat loudly. I looked up to see her standing by her desk, backpack and bag in hand. “I’m leaving now. Don’t forget what you promised about my time sheet.” She turned and walked out of the office.

			“Yes, Your Highness,” I muttered, annoyed by her peremptory tone. Really, the woman had all the grace of a dead hedgehog.

			Diesel meowed loudly, as if in response to my comment. I turned to grin at him. “Yes, that was rude,” I said. “But she was rude first.”

			The cat meowed again, louder this time. Now I laughed. When Tara first started working in the office, Diesel had made overtures of friendliness to her, but she had not encouraged him. He quickly realized she wasn’t a cat person, and since then he had ignored her. She hadn’t been actively hostile to my cat, but she had made it clear she didn’t want him near her. Diesel was happy to oblige and keep his distance.

			I picked up my cell phone and speed-dialed Helen Louise. The lunch rush at the bistro wouldn’t start for at least an hour, so she ought to have a minute to talk to me.

			She answered after three rings. “Hi, sweetheart. How are you?”

			“I’m fine, love. Are you busy? How’s your morning going?” I asked.

			“Fine so far. How about you?” she asked. I could hear sounds of activity in the background. I thought she was in the kitchen.

			“Fine, except for dealing with Miss Graciousness herself.”

			Helen Louise laughed. “Tara’s in fine form today, is she?”

			“I overslept and was seven minutes late this morning, and she of course let me know she wasn’t pleased,” I said. “Her usual charming self.”

			“Don’t let her ruffle your feathers, love,” Helen Louise said, a hint of laughter still in her voice. “We’re used to it here. That personality is why I keep her in the kitchen most of the time. Henry has an iron hide, and he doesn’t put up with any of her attitudes.”

			“Good for Henry,” I said.

			“I hope it’s not going to be a problem that she’s going to be one of the servers at Sean and Alex’s housewarming party at the farmhouse,” Helen Louise said. “If you’d rather, I can get someone else, but I think she could use the extra money.”

			“Hopefully she’ll be too busy to be rude to anyone.” I quickly felt ashamed at the cattiness of that remark. “Don’t pay any attention to me. I’m sure she’ll be fine. There was one odd thing this morning, though.”

			“What happened?” Helen Louise asked.

			I told her about Tara smashing her cell phone. “Has she ever exhibited that kind of behavior around you or Henry?”

			“No,” Helen Louise replied. “She can be a bit testy sometimes, but she’s never had an outburst like that.”

			“That’s good. Hopefully it won’t happen again.”

			Renovations at my grandfather’s farmhouse had finally finished, and my son, Sean, and his wife, Alex, had scheduled a party for tonight to celebrate and show off the completed work. Sean had bought the house from me because he wanted to keep it in the family. I hadn’t been to see the final product yet and was looking forward to the party.

			“Henry will be there, seeing that everything runs smoothly,” Helen Louise said. “I’ll be keeping an eye out, too, but the advantage of having a younger, hardworking business partner is that he’s willing to deal with catering parties himself.”

			Helen Louise had struggled for a few years with the idea of taking on a partner, because the bistro was her pride and joy. After a short but successful law career, she had gone to Paris to study French cuisine. She returned to Athena and opened the bistro, quickly becoming prosperous. She’d had a hard time letting anyone else be in charge, but now that we were soon to be married, she had become much happier to have Henry shoulder his share of the burdens of management.

			“Henry is a jewel,” I said, and she quickly agreed. “Would you like me to pick you up tonight? No sense in taking two cars.”

			“Yes, that would be great. Around six?”

			“I’ll see you then,” I said.

			We chatted briefly for a few moments; then I ended the call and went back to cataloging.

			I decided to work through my usual lunch hour. I called Azalea to inform her. I knew she hadn’t planned a hot lunch for me, and I gave Diesel a few treats to tide him over until we reached home.

			We left at two o’clock and drove home. Ramses greeted us enthusiastically when we came into the kitchen from the garage. Anyone would have thought he hadn’t seen us in weeks the way he carried on. Diesel tolerated the hopping and batting for about fifteen seconds. He pushed Ramses aside and stalked into the utility room. Ramses transferred his attentions to me. I forestalled his attempt to climb my pants leg and scooped him into my arms. I let him nuzzle the side of my face as I stroked his back. After he seemed to calm a bit, I put him back on the floor, and he trotted after Diesel.

			I scrounged in the fridge for my lunch, and I found slices of chicken breast for a sandwich. I made one with mayo, lettuce, and sliced red onion. I poured myself a glass of sweet tea, and I also took out another slice of chicken breast in order to give Diesel and Ramses bits of it.

			After I finished the sandwich and the boys finished their chicken, we headed upstairs. I intended to take a nap to recharge my batteries. I had no idea how late the housewarming party might run, and I didn’t want to fade out too early on a Friday night.

			After I disrobed and put my clothes away, I stretched out on the bed in my shorts and T-shirt. Diesel stretched out next to me, and Ramses scrunched himself up against my stomach. As I finally started to doze, I was thinking about the evening to come. I hoped it would be a success. I was sure it would all go off smoothly, and I smiled. I was so happy for Sean, Alex, and my granddaughter, Rosie. Then I drifted off.

			If I’d had any inkling the night would take such a strange turn, I wouldn’t have been able to fall asleep.

		

	
		
			
				THREE

			

			I arrived at Helen Louise’s house a couple of minutes after six. She met me at the door with a kiss. I waited while she locked up, and then, arm in arm, we walked to the car, where I held the door open for her.

			She glanced into the backseat, illuminated by the streetlight under which I had parked. “No Diesel tonight?” She slid into the seat.

			“No, I figured there would be too many people,” I said before I shut her door.

			When I got in the car, and while I was fastening my seat belt, she asked, “Who’s keeping him and Ramses company tonight?”

			“A history student at Athena named Carly Everett,” I said. “She earns extra money by pet-sitting. I saw her flyer pinned to the bulletin board in the main library building a few days ago. She has excellent references.”

			“I’m glad you found someone,” Helen Louise said.

			“The boys took to her right away when she came to interview with me,” I said. “She grew up with cats and dogs, and she seems kind and responsible.”

			“Good. What year is she?”

			“Sophomore. So she should be around for a few more semesters, in case we want to travel somewhere that Diesel can’t go.”

			“Does this mean I might finally get you to Ireland?” Helen Louise laughed gently.

			“Perhaps. If I can get you to take two weeks away from the bistro.” I was teasing, and she understood that.

			“Perhaps,” she responded laughingly. “Maybe for our honeymoon.”

			“That would be great.”

			For the remainder of the drive out into the country—not actually that far away from Athena—where the old farmhouse was located, we talked about our upcoming nuptials, scheduled for the first Saturday in February. That was only three weeks from tomorrow, I realized.

			Everything was set. The wedding itself would be held in Helen Louise’s church. Melba was serving as matron of honor, with my daughter, Laura, as an attendant, along with Sean’s wife, Alex. Sean was my best man, and my son-in-law, Frank Salisbury, would be an attendant. Azalea had agreed to sing. Neither of the grandchildren was old enough to serve as a ring bearer or flower girl, so we had opted to do without. There was brief talk of Diesel serving as the ring bearer, but there would be about fifty guests at the wedding. Too many, I thought, to make it easy for him to accomplish the task without getting skittish.

			The reception, catered by Henry and the bistro staff, would be held in the church hall. I had given some input into the menu, but Helen Louise and Henry knew far more about such things than I. Their taste and expertise were sufficient for the task, and I looked forward to a hearty meal after the ceremony.

			I turned the car into the farmhouse driveway. The porch lights shone in the darkness, but there were also Japanese lanterns set along the walk from the driveway to the porch to illuminate the way. Guests weren’t expected until seven, but Helen Louise and I had come early in order to help, if necessary. I spotted Laura and Frank’s car already parked, and I pulled in behind it. Ahead of their vehicle I spotted the van the bistro used for catering events.

			“I’m sure Henry has everything well in hand,” Helen Louise said as we made our way onto the porch.

			“I’m sure he has.” I rang the bell, and the door opened almost immediately to reveal my daughter-in-law, Alex.

			“Good evening.” She hugged us each in turn. “I’m so glad you’re here early so we can give you the private tour.”

			“Hi, Dad, Helen Louise.” Laura, too, greeted us with hugs.

			“You’re both looking extremely chic tonight,” Helen Louise said.

			“So are you,” Alex said, casting an admiring look at Helen Louise’s emerald silk dress. Laura’s choice of deep blue and Alex’s crimson set off their respective complexions beautifully.

			“I have to get a picture of the three of you.” I pulled out my phone, and they obligingly posed, Helen Louise in the middle.

			“Perfect.” I showed them the two photos I’d made, and they professed themselves happy.

			“Where are Sean and Frank?” Helen Louise asked.

			Alex shook her head. “They’re out back on the new porch, finishing their cigars. Sean assured me they’d be done in plenty of time to greet our guests.”

			Sean had become a cigar enthusiast during his years in Houston as a corporate lawyer, and my son-in-law, Frank, had recently joined him. As long as they didn’t smoke around my grandchildren, I didn’t fuss much. I’d rather they didn’t, but I supposed they could have far worse habits.

			“I’m going to spray Frank down with odor-canceling stuff.” Laura grinned.

			“Save some for Sean,” Alex said.

			Helen Louise and I laughed.

			“Where is Henry?” Helen Louise asked after the mirth had spent itself.

			“He’s in the kitchen with his crew,” Alex said. “Everything is fine. Henry shoos us out anytime we go into the kitchen.”

			“That’s Henry,” Helen Louise said. “He’s a mini tyrant on occasions like this, but things always run smoothly because of it. He’s on top of everything.”

			“That’s exactly why Alex and Sean hired him,” Laura said. “You picked an awesome partner, Helen Louise.”

			“Which one?” I asked, feigning affront.

			“Both of them,” Laura retorted, and punched me in the arm. “Big goober.”

			Helen Louise and Alex laughed.

			“Come on, now.” Alex turned and led the way to our left, into the formal parlor. The house was one of the old shotgun-style dwellings, with a long hall from the front of the house straight back. Rooms opened on either side of the hall.

			Alex had received some fine antique pieces from her family, and my late great-aunt Dottie had inherited most of the furniture from this house when her brother, my paternal grandfather, died. Most of the family antiques had been in the attic in my house since well before Aunt Dottie died, and I had allowed my children to take what they wanted for their own homes.

			I recognized various pieces as we made our way through the house. There had been only one bathroom when my grandparents lived here, an addition made when my father was a boy. Sean and Alex had added two more, including one for their master suite. Rosie, their daughter, had her own bathroom, as did the guest room. The builders were able to take a second parlor and divide it between the two bedrooms in order to make the new primary bath and Rosie’s bathroom.

			“The fixtures for the bathrooms are gorgeous,” Helen Louise said. “I love the style, a mixture of modern and antique, too. You made excellent choices, Alex.”

			“Sean and I made them together,” Alex said. “He really does have a good eye for design.”

			As we walked through the house, I felt a bit emotional after seeing it brought back to such a beautiful state. I had memories of the way it had been before my grandparents died. It was probably shabby back then, but I had always loved coming here. My grandmother gave me so much love and attention; all my memories of this place seemed touched by a golden glow.

			Now, seeing fresh wallpaper and paint with shiny fixtures in every room, I knew my grandmother would have loved to see the house looking so restored and renewed. My grandfather, on the other hand, would be worrying about what everything cost. I had to smile at that thought.

			“It’s really beautiful,” I said, my voice husky.

			Helen Louise put her arm around my waist. She understood what this house meant to me.

			“Thank you, Dad,” Alex said. “Sean wanted to make you proud of the place.”

			“He succeeded,” I said after clearing my throat.

			“Is someone taking my name in vain?”

			My handsome son walked into the hall from the back porch he had added to the house. Frank was right behind him. I caught a whiff of the cigars they’d been smoking. Laura curled her nose and grabbed Frank’s arm. She towed him away, barely giving him time to greet Helen Louise and me.

			“I was telling Dad that you wanted to make him proud of the place,” Alex said. “He loves everything.”

			“I do,” I said. “My parents and my grandparents would be so happy to see the old place so beautiful.”

			“Thanks, Dad,” Sean said. “I really appreciate that.”

			The doorbell rang.

			“And so it begins,” Sean said. “Excuse me, Dad, Helen Louise. Time to start greeting the rest of our guests.” He held out an arm for Alex. She took it, and they proceeded to the front door. Helen Louise and I stepped out of the way.

			I didn’t expect to recognize many people tonight, because I knew most of the guests would be friends of Sean and Alex or business acquaintances. I did know the first person through the door, however. Melba Gilley.

			After greeting Alex and Sean with hugs, she made a beeline for Helen Louise and me. “Doesn’t the house look beautiful?” she said, a wistful note in her voice.

			“It does,” Helen Louise said.

			“I’m real jealous that Alex, Sean, and Rosie get to live in such a historic old house. Especially the way it’s been restored,” Melba said.

			“Let’s have a closer look while they’re greeting more arrivals,” I said, gesturing toward the front parlor.

			While the three of us toured the house, with Melba exclaiming over various pieces of furniture, rugs, and other decorative items, the guests arrived in a steady progression. By the time we reached the back of the house, I heard a constant hum of conversation from the other end.

			Helen Louise excused herself to slip into the kitchen to check in with Henry and the staff to see how things were going. After a moment, she came out with Henry, and they went into the dining room, which was the prime catering spot for the party.

			Melba spotted someone she knew and darted forward into the growing crowd. I stood by the dining room door to wait for Helen Louise to finish her inspection. Tara came out of the kitchen carrying a stack of plates, and
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