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      “This is the last of it,” Tex said from behind the wheel of a moving truck. A week of packing had left him looking a little worse for wear. He’d had help in the form of his sister’s four boys, who ranged in age from ten to seventeen. They’d packed their belongings and their mother’s. They were all moving from Austin to Dallas to be closer to Uncle Tex. I’d met Tex four years ago, and this would be the first time I saw him interact with them. I wasn’t sure what to expect.

      The passenger-side door opened and shut. Moments later, a boy, about ten years old, came around the front of the truck. He wore a catcher’s mitt on his left hand and held a worn baseball in the other. His dark blond hair was sun bleached by his hairline. He had freckles on his nose, and one of his eyes squeezed shut as he stared up at me. “Are you Madison?” he asked pointedly.

      “I am.” I glanced at Tex, who flashed his lazy, sexy grin. I turned back to the boy. “Are you Adam?”

      “Yeah.” He socked the baseball into the mitt, freeing up his right hand.

      “What position do you play?” I asked.

      “Third base.”

      Behind me, more truck doors opened and slammed shut. Tex joined us. A few moments later, another boy, slightly older than Adam, joined him.

      Tex took the mitt and ball from Adam, who lost a little of his ten-year-old bravado.

      “Watch this,” Tex told the boys. He handed me the ball and then backed away. After he put a suitable amount of distance between us, he nodded.

      I pitched a line drive.

      Tex caught it easily, but the resulting thwump when the ball hit the glove said everything the boys needed to know about my abilities with a baseball.

      “You don’t look like you can throw,” Adam said. “Can you do other stuff?”

      I glanced up at Tex. He raised his eyebrows suggestively. I bit back a smile and a retort intended for him and not a ten-year-old. “What kind of stuff do you like to do?”

      “Catch frogs. Sometimes salamanders. I had a pet milk snake until he got out of the terrarium. My mom freaked. She’s a sissy.”

      “Watch it,” Tex said. “That’s my sister you’re talking about.”

      Adam made a face at Tex, who kept his expression tough. Clearly wanting Tex’s approval, Adam apologized and then hung his head. Tex handed him the baseball that he’d caught from my pitch, and Adam ground it into the center of his catcher’s mitt and sulked.

      Tex’s townhouse was the end unit in a development. His building housed eight units, three stories tall with rooftop patios overlooking the Dallas skyline. The units had a narrow paved path that ran the length of the building and an alley with a garage in the back. Tex’s unit, being on the end, had an additional alley alongside of his, but today, we stood on the sidewalk next to the truck.

      It was late afternoon, and the sunlight, mostly blocked by neighboring clusters of residences like Tex’s, peeked over rooftops, casting distorted shadows over us. It was April, a few weeks past my birthday, which had mostly come and gone thanks to my request that no fuss be made. I shared a birthday with actress Doris Day, and birthday celebrations used to come in the form of movie parties with my family. When they were killed in a car accident thirty years ago, I kept the Doris Day elements as reminders of those days but downplayed the annual marking of time.

      Tex turned to the other boy. “You and Adam can play catch, but I don’t want to hear any windows getting broken. Understood?”

      “Sure, Uncle Tex,” the boy said. He and Adam headed toward the alley that ran behind Tex’s house.

      “Which one is that?” I asked.

      “Gabe.”

      “How many more are there?”

      “Two.”

      “Are you sure you can handle four boys on your own?”

      Tex grinned again. “Boys are easy. I’ll throw a couple of burgers on the grill and put on the Rangers game. If that doesn’t entertain them, the strippers will.”

      “I hope Lily knows what kind of influence you’ll be on her sons.”

      “Lily is grateful I offered to take them off her hands for the night. Who knows the last time she had time alone with another adult her age.” He studied me. “What do you have planned?”

      “Pretty much the same as you.”

      “Including the strippers?”

      “Yes, but mine strip paint.”

      Tex laughed out loud. “Considering Lily’s about to move into her ex-husband’s house, she’ll probably appreciate that more.”

      A Jeep pulled up behind the truck. The Jeep’s driver was a teenage version of the two boys I’d already met, and the passenger was somewhere between them all in age. The driver had the window down and his arm propped on the door. The sun glinted off the face of his black rubber sports watch. “Hey, Tex!” he called. “Where should I park?”

      “Around back,” Tex said. “Last garage of the building. The remote’s on your visor.”

      The teen nodded and backed the Jeep up.

      “No ‘Uncle Tex’ from him?” I asked.

      “That’s David,” Tex said. “He’s seventeen. He sees me as his equal.”

      “Right, because seventeen and fifty-two are the same.”

      “Age is a state of mind.”

      “Then I’d say you have more in common with the thirteen-year-old.”

      “Gabe’s twelve.”

      God help me.

      Tex dropped the truck keys into my open hand. “The address is in the GPS. Lily’s probably already there.” He glanced around to see if the boys were close, and then said, “Thanks for this, Night. Lily doesn’t have a lot of female friends in Dallas.”

      “Don’t mention it. She’s your sister. She’s family.”

      Tex leaned in, and we kissed. From somewhere down the alley, one of the two younger boys said, “Yuck.” I climbed into the moving van and headed on my way.

      Lily Banks, soon to be Lily Allen, was Tex’s younger sister by five years. Their mother died when he was in high school, leaving behind him, his older brother who’d died in service, and Lily. Tex had been more of a father figure than a brother to her, which led to her seeing him as an authority figure to rally against. She married young and started her own family, determined not to repeat their mother’s mistakes. Seventeen years and four boys later, she was facing life on her own for the first time in a long time, and in an about-face, she turned to Tex for help. It was a testament to his character that he never once questioned why it had taken so long for her to ask.

      As an interior decorator with a modest skill set for renovations, I was a handy person to have on speed dial. When Lily first told Tex she was getting divorced, he offered to move her and the boys into his townhouse. As nice as his offer had been, it was impractical. Even my place, a sweet craftsman purchased for the cost of back taxes, didn’t have the room for that much testosterone. But Lily’s ex, who had originally resisted her repeated requests for a divorce, had a change of heart, offering his Dallas home as part of their settlement. Tex had been suspicious about the whole thing, but after a conversation about gift horses, even he recognized that one of his sister’s biggest problems had been solved.

      Lily’s new house was an old one. Located in the Midway Hills neighborhood, a development north of Dallas Love Field airport, it was a classic mid-century ranch. It was closer to my house than Tex’s, though not by much. Built in 1957, the house had never been renovated, which made it something of a unicorn. These days, developers were snapping up mid-century ranches at an alarming rate. My clients, lovers of mid-century modern style, used to hire me to decorate. Lately my job had expanded to include undoing the bland renovations completed by flippers in their misguided attempts to create neutral palettes. It had happened so frequently that I now offered a special rate for an undo/redo. My newest employee, a high school senior who showed far more promise as a contractor than a reporter (the job he held when I met him), was my secret weapon. He was eager to gain experience, and there was nothing like taking things apart to teach you how they were put together in the first place.

      The drive to Midway Terrace from Tex’s house took twenty-five minutes. I followed the directions and parked in front of a brick house with a massive oak tree in the front yard. Lily’s car, a white hatchback, was parked in the driveway on the right. The back seat was packed with personal belongings she hadn’t wanted to put in the truck.

      The house was a sprawling ranch made of red brick and dark brown siding. Pinkish breeze blocks were stacked to the left and the right of the entrance. The house had a peaked roofline and clerestory windows to allow in natural light. In terms of mid-century modern, it was a divine example of architecture, and I couldn’t wait to get inside to see what else I’d find.

      I climbed down from the truck. A silver sportscar pulled into the driveway behind Lily’s hatchback, and an attractive man got out. He wore a sport coat over a polo shirt and khakis, the uniform of the casual professional male. The man barely glanced my way before approaching an agitated woman who bore more than a passing resemblance to Tex.

      “It’s about time,” the woman said.

      “I don’t have time for a whole scene, Lil. I’ve got a plane to catch.”

      “Right. It took you nine years, but now you’re in a hurry?”

      “The house is yours. Consider it a goodwill gesture.” He dropped a set of keys into her open palm.

      I would have recognized Lily even if this man hadn’t used her name. She had the same coloring as Tex, dark blond hair and enough of a tan to appear healthy but not leathery. Her hair was pulled into a messy ponytail that tipped to the side on top of her head. I hadn’t known what to expect from her—she was a born and bred Texas woman, and Tex had his own share of Lone Star State clichés imprinted on his DNA, but Lily seemed untouched by the Dallas beauty code. She wore an oversized white T-shirt and yoga pants with running shoes. I didn’t know if anything about her was a trendy fashion choice or a function of her lifestyle. The one thing I didn’t see in her was sadness.

      By her interaction with the man, I guessed he was Gil, her soon-to-be ex-husband. He was halfway back to his car when Lily called out, “Don’t you want to say goodbye to your boys?”

      He stopped and turned. “They’re here?” he asked hopefully. He looked around the yard. Perspiration dotted his forehead, which struck me as odd, since it was a gorgeous seventy-five-degree day. There was something unusual about Gil, and his drive-by behavior wasn’t the least of it. If Lily hadn’t been waiting out front for him, I’d bet he would have left the keys in the mailbox, or worse—tossed them out the window onto the overgrown yard.

      “No, they’re not here. They’re at my brother’s place. If you wanted to see them, you could have agreed to help us move.”

      “Yeah, well, things happened pretty quickly.” He glanced at his watch then over his shoulder. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I’ve gotta go.”

      “Fine,” Lily said. “It’s not like I expected anything else.”

      Lily turned her back on Gil, who speed-walked back to his car. His tires left skid marks on the street out front as he pulled away. I watched his taillights until they left the development.

      I turned back to the house and discovered I wasn’t the only person to watch the scene unfold. An older man with a gruff expression shook his head at the scene and then went into the house next door.

      Lily had disappeared into the house. Instead of following her through the front door, I walked around the side, checking out the exterior until I reached the back patio.

      Everything I’d heard about Gil was that he didn’t want this divorce. Even though he and Lily had been separated for almost a decade, he refused every request to make that separation official. After the birth of their youngest, Gil moved to Dallas, taking a job as a botanical researcher at the Lakewood Arboretum. Lily maintained a separate life in Austin, raising four boys on her own, working remotely as an executive assistant for a team of insurance brokers, and barely making ends meet.

      Not until recently had Gil relented to her requests after landing a coveted job out of the country. Lily hadn’t wanted to give him time to change his mind. She put her house on the market, and it sold quickly. Gil transferred the deed to a mid-century ranch to her name as part of their settlement, and here we were.

      Lily hadn’t said we were meeting anyone, but I heard her voice coming from inside the house. She was arguing with someone. Lily saw me outside the screen door and unlocked the door then gestured for me to come inside. I had to put my weight into it, but I finally got the door to slide open, catching the tail end of Lily’s argument.

      “—not what we agreed to,” she said into her phone. “Maybe you did, but I didn’t.” She turned her back on me and wandered deeper into the house. “So help me, Gil. Don’t do this. They’re your boys too.”

      I knew from Tex that Lily’s divorce was combative, but even so, I wandered away to give her privacy. The move wasn’t entirely generous; I wanted to see the interior.

      Lily went toward the right, so I went left. We’d been told the house was move-in ready, which was a vast overstatement. The carpet, once-white wall-to-wall shag, was stained in several places, and the light fixture, a seventies-era chandelier with plastic candles, dangled dangerously low. I left the living room and entered the kitchen, a study in black and white all the way up to a white ceiling with black polka dots. I was all for whimsy, but the effect agitated my nervous system and clashed with the slate tile flooring. Fixtures had been pulled away from the walls, exposing dirt and mouse traps, which were (fortunately) empty but spoke to a greater concern. Beyond the kitchen lay a den with black shag carpeting. You would think black carpet, while an unusual choice, would be effective in hiding signs of wear. You would be wrong. The carpet had faded to dark gray. The walls were bright white, and the smell indicated the paint was still fresh. I verified that assessment by dragging my fingertip along the paneling. The house was such a disaster that whitewashing one room was a slap in the face.

      “Madison?” called Lily.

      “In here,” I said. “The room past the kitchen.”

      “My brother wasn’t kidding,” she said, hugging me. “You really do look just like Doris Day.”

      “The older I get, the less relevant that is. Your boys were more impressed with my ability to throw a baseball.”

      “You must have met Adam,” she said. “He’s my youngest. He doesn’t go anywhere without that catcher’s mitt.” She held up her hands. “I’m not complaining. At least he forgot about snakes.”

      “He said he had a pet milk snake that got out of the terrarium.”

      She shook her head. “If by ‘got out of his terrarium,’ he meant ‘got put into Mom’s ten-pound bin of all-purpose flour,’ then yes, that happened. And somehow, not one of my sons knows how a six-inch milk snake crawled across our house, climbed onto a counter, opened a cabinet, and climbed into a sealed bin of dry goods. I tell you, that snake could have sold tickets at the state fair if it had survived.”

      I liked her immediately. “I couldn’t help overhearing you when I arrived. Were you talking to Gil again?”

      She tossed her cell phone onto a torn red beanbag chair that had been left behind. “Yes, that was Gil. He agreed to hand over the keys to the house, but I knew when he dashed out of here there was going to be a problem. He claims he doesn’t know anything about the condition of the interior. He said he hired a company to get it ready for us.” She looked around. “If this is after the place was staged, imagine what it looked like before.”

      “Speaking of which, don’t touch the walls. The paint is still wet.”

      Lily looked as if wet paint was too much to take. “I can’t do this,” she said. She dropped onto the red beanbag, and the fabric split, spewing foam pellets about a foot away from the seat. After glancing at the mess, she tipped her head back and closed her eyes. “Exactly how much can a person be expected to take?”

      I assumed the question was rhetorical. “Why don’t you wait here. I’ll conduct a walk-through. If anything else needs to be handled, I’ll make note of it.”

      “Thanks,” she said.

      I left her in the beanbag and checked the rest of the place out. I was both surprised and delighted to discover a pink bathroom complete with matching tub and a blue bathroom with a shower. A third bathroom, painted yellow and tiled in gray, sealed the deal. I could work wonders with this house if given the opportunity.

      I found Lily where I’d left her. “It’s not all bad,” I said. “In fact, it’s pretty great. Your ex might have thought he was burdening you with a massive fixer-upper, but he didn’t factor in one thing.”

      “My never-ending capacity for struggle?”

      “Your recent acquaintance with the owner of a company that remodels and redecorates mid-century modern houses.” I gestured at the surroundings. “Lately I spend more time undoing what people like your ex think are upgrades. My team will check the structural integrity, which is probably in decent shape because these houses are indestructible. After that’s cleared, it’s a matter of decorating to your liking. I’ve got an entire inventory of furniture and fixtures, and you can have your pick of them at cost.”

      Lily sat up. “That’s not fair.” She attempted to stand, but the beanbag gave a good fight.

      I held out my hand and pulled her to her feet.

      She bent back down and grabbed her phone then pressed a number from her menu of recent calls. “Gil, it’s Lily. I’m taking the house, but you’re paying for upgrades. I hope your new job came with a healthy pay increase, because in addition to our divorce settlement, I’m sending you the bill.”
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      Lily hung up and shoved her phone into a pocket on the side of her yoga pants. “Tonight, when I go to bed, I’m going to picture the expression on his face when he gets that message.” She smiled. “I have a feeling I’ll fall asleep happy for the first time in a long time.”

      Movement on the black carpet caught my eye. I looked down and saw a mouse race across the carpet and disappear into the bedroom. Lily saw it, too, and blanched.

      “I’ll handle that too,” I said. I put my hand on her arm and steered her toward the front door. “But tonight, you’re staying with me.”

      She parked her hatchback under the porte-cochère and we drove the moving truck to my place. I might not have the accommodation for four boys plus Tex, but my spare bedroom would be perfect for Lily. I gave her a moment to get what she needed from the truck while I checked in with Tex.

      “Change of plans,” I said. “The house needs work. Lily’s going to stay with me tonight.”

      “This isn’t an excuse to go to Magic Mike night at Jumbo’s, is it?”

      “You’ll never know, will you?”

      Tex’s end of the phone went silent.

      I quickly added, “It’s nothing I can’t handle, and I already told her I’d do the job at cost. I’ll design around whatever she wants and bring in a team to handle any structural issues.”

      “You shouldn’t take a financial hit over her ex-husband’s passive-aggressive action.”

      “She already called her ex and told him he was paying.”

      “You sure you can fit this into your schedule?”

      “Absolutely. I’ve just finished the last of four high-paying jobs that I never would have gotten if I didn’t have a contractor on my payroll.”

      “Keep an eye on her, will you?” he asked. “I know that’s a lot to ask, but I feel responsible. I should have seen this douchebag coming.”

      “Even if you did, there’s not much you could have done about it. You can’t make her do something she doesn’t want to do, and you can’t make her not do something she does. It’s her life to live.”

      “Yes, but she’s family. There are different rules.”

      I felt the familiar shock to the chest that came with the subject of family. More than half of my life had passed since my parents’ death, but I still missed them. I made a living from obtaining the estates of recently deceased people of a certain age, amassing more inventory than I could use in one-off room remodels, but my parents’ estate had sat, unexamined, in a storage facility in Pennsylvania. Not until last month, when the owner notified me that he was closing the facility and selling off unclaimed contents, was I faced with the need to do something with their belongings.

      I’d come a long way from those days, when I worked at a resale shop alongside people who taught me about the design style I loved, but a part of me had gotten locked into that storage locker too. That part of me had sealed off, isolated from ever feeling that level of abandonment again.

      “You there, Night?”

      “I’m here,” I said.

      “Listen,” he said, this time more gently. “I know this wasn’t what you signed up for, and I promise I’ll make it up to you. I’ve been looking out for Lily my whole life.”

      “You’re a cop. You look out for everybody.”

      “Like I said, family is a whole different ball game.”

      Tex and I made plans for him to come to my house the next day, and I headed inside. Lily was in the Glenn Den, an astronaut-themed sitting room on the other side of the living room. Old houses generally had small footprints, especially ones with second floors. Even though Lily was two rooms away, I easily overheard her conversation.

      “I can’t. He’s leaving the country. It’s this or nothing, and I didn’t go through all of this to end up with nothing. I can’t put the boys through that.”

      She had her back turned to me. I hadn’t tried to be quiet when I reentered the house, but she didn’t appear to know I was there. I pulled two stemmed wineglasses out of a kitchen cabinet and then poured us each some white wine from a bottle I’d opened earlier in the week.

      “You’ve already done enough,” Lily said. “I can’t expect you to keep on picking up the slack from my choices.”

      Ah, she must be talking to Tex. I put the wine away and prepped a charcuterie board with cheese, crackers, diced apples, jam, and honey and set everything on a laminated vintage TV tray. Then I added a couple of cocktail napkins with saucy (for 1960) expressions and carried the setup to her. The carpet silenced my footfalls. I set the tray on the coffee table and tapped Lily on the shoulder.

      She jumped. Her eyes moved from mine to the tray. She said, “I have to go. I’ll call you tomorrow.” She disconnected and thrust the phone into her pocket. “Keds and carpet.” She pointed at my feet. “Stealthy combination.”

      “One of the many benefits to spending life in sneakers.” I handed her a wineglass. “Is he going to be okay with the boys tonight?”

      “Who?”

      “Tex,” I said. I pointed at her pocket. “I overheard part of your conversation and assumed you were talking to him.”

      “Sure, of course. The boys love him, and honestly, they could use a strong male role model after having Gil as their dad.”

      When Tex and I first met, the last thing I would have called him was a strong role model. For a moment, I rolled that memory around in my mind and smiled to myself. But regardless of Tex’s reputation, he was dependable, honest, hard-working, and fair, and I couldn’t really imagine anyone else I’d want in my life if I had to raise four boys of varying ages.

      “He’s been looking forward to your visit,” I said. I gestured to the sofa. We both sat.

      “They’re probably knee-deep in video games and popcorn by now.” Lily held out her wineglass and we clinked. “To having the night off.”

      “You deserve it.”

      Considering we’d met for the first time a few hours ago, Lily and I got along well. We put a dent in the charcuterie spread and finished the wine, which came as a surprise when she tipped the bottle upside down to shake out the last few drops. Maybe she wasn’t the only one who needed a night off.

      She stretched her arms overhead and yawned. “I know it’s early, but I’m sacked. Would you mind if I turn in for the night?”

      I glanced at the clock mounted on the wall behind her. It was a little after nine. I was a morning person by nature, having maintained a morning lap-swimming regimen for the better part of a decade. Between my regular routine and half a bottle of wine, I was whipped too.

      “Sure,” I said. “Sleep as long as you want tomorrow morning. We can meet Tex for breakfast and come up with a plan then.”

      We took turns in the shower, me going first. I was half-asleep by the time her shower ended. In the hallway, I heard the linen closet opening and closing and then creaking hardwood as she walked to the spare bedroom. Rocky, my caramel and white Shih-Tzu, lay on the foot of the bed, curled up in a messy fluff of fur that was desperate for a trim. A few weeks ago he’d caught his paw under the rails of a rocking chair and had spent his recovery time being carried around in a handbag.

      Headlights from a passing car lit up the windows, and Rocky raised his head. He stared at the window and, as the light faded, rested his head on his paw.

      I wasn’t used to having a houseguest other than Tex, and when he stayed over, he didn’t use the guest room. Old houses came with interesting noises, and tonight, I heard them all. I eventually drifted off around eleven thirty.

      At quarter to one, I woke with a start. Another set of headlights danced against the glass of my bedroom windows. I pulled the covers over my head and rolled over, catching the tail end of sleep before it slipped away for good.

      The next morning, my internal alarm woke me at a quarter after five. I’d long ago learned the rest of the world didn’t function on my schedule, so I gave Lily ample time to sleep in and took Rocky out for a walk. Then I discovered the first problem of the day.
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        * * *

      

      “She’s gone,” I said to Tex on an early morning phone call.

      “She can’t be gone.”

      “I’m telling you, she’s not here. The truck’s gone too.” I poured a cup of yesterday’s coffee and set my mug in the microwave.

      “Did you try to call her?”

      “I called you. I thought maybe she missed the boys and went to your place.”

      “Walk me through your night.”

      “There’s not much to walk through,” I said. “After your call, we sat around talking like a couple of women who hadn’t had time to sit around talking. We finished off a bottle of wine and then went to bed.”

      “After what call?”

      “Last night when you called her. Maybe she called you. I overheard part of the conversation while I prepped a cheese board.” I wandered to the door and let Rocky out. I sat on my stoop while he trotted slowly toward his favorite tree.

      “What is it with women and cheese boards? Did Giada do a special or something?”

      “I’m pretty sure you’ve watched more Giada specials than I do.”

      “You’re right. Bad reference.” He gave the conversation a moment. “Did the History Channel run a special on Julia Child?”

      Ooooooh! “Are you not concerned with the absence of your sister?”

      “I’m more concerned with this phone call she was on. I was outside playing catch with Adam and Gabe. What did she say that made you think it was me?”

      I thought back to the snippets of conversation I’d overheard. “I was trying to give her space. I didn’t think I needed to eavesdrop so soon after meeting her.” As I stood outside and watched Rocky, the white moving truck turned the corner and drove toward me. I watched as the driver parked alongside my front hedges. The driver’s-side door opened, and a few seconds later, Lily walked around the front of the truck, holding a tray with coffee cups.

      “Good morning,” she called out cheerily. “I couldn’t find your coffee, and I didn’t want to wake you.”

      I stared at her. She didn’t want to wake me? At five thirty in the morning? Who was this woman?

      “Is that Lily?” Tex asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t tell her you’re on the phone with me.” He hung up.

      I’d been curious about Tex’s relationship with his sister, and not just because of the glimpse it might give me into the boy he was before he became a man. Tex was in control. All the time. Even when he’d been under suspicion of murder, suspended from the police force while an internal investigation was conducted, he’d never seen himself as a victim. He simply found a different way to do what he did, which was to discover the solution from a fresh perspective.

      But asking me to pretend I hadn’t called him about her felt different. Tex had already told me he’d watched out for Lily their whole life. They had a falling out after he was left with the weighty decision of taking his mother off life support two months after she’d had a stroke. It was the worst possible eighteen-year-old birthday present a boy could get: Congratulations, now you’re her legal guardian. Sign this paperwork.

      I knew that decision had helped propel Tex from boy to man. I knew losing his older brother had affected him too. And I knew Lily had been thirteen at the time, a girl who still needed her mother even if that mother was a drunk who set a bad example with a revolving door of suitors. But other than that, I didn’t know much else about them.

      I tucked my phone into the patch pocket of my blue and white knit dress. It came from the estate of Kelley Hawks, a former saleslady for Tiche Goettinger’s department store in Arlington. Along with her meticulously maintained wardrobe I’d found a stash of postcards with images of the store. They’d been addressed and stamped but never sent. The message on each was the same: My new employer! Her enthusiasm over having landed the glamorous job was evident and I always wondered what had happened to Kelley to keep her from sending the postcards to everyone she knew.

      I accepted a cup of coffee from Lily, then led her and Rocky back into my  kitchen. “I guess my efforts to let you sleep in were wasted,” I said.

      Lily looked at me and took a sip of her coffee. She shrugged. “You’re right. When I talked to my brother last night, he told me not to worry, but I couldn’t help myself.”

      That’s funny, I thought. According to Tex, that phone call hadn’t been to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      I placed Rocky in a wicker tote bag and carried him to my vintage Alfa Romeo. It wasn’t the most convenient car to use for a move, but until we worked out where Lily was going to stay, it didn’t seem wise to burn up gas driving around in the moving truck. I drove us to Tex’s townhouse. Traffic was just starting to show signs of life. That was one of the benefits of getting up early. We made good time and parked outside Tex’s garage twenty minutes later.

      Lily and I walked around to the front door with Rocky peeking his fluffy head out of the tote. Knowing Tex’s place was infested with boys, I rang the bell instead of letting myself in like usual.

      We waited upwards of a minute before I rang it again.

      And again.

      The third time turned out to be the charm. Footsteps pounded down the staircase, thundering like a small army on the other side of the door. Voices argued. “Don’t tell Mom!”

      Lily and I shared a glance. She rapped her knuckles on the door. “Don’t tell Mom what?” she asked.

      The sounds on the other side of the door went quiet. Then someone said, “Uh-oh.”

      The lock clunked and the doorknob turned. Gabe and Adam stood on the other side. Neither boy was tall enough to see through the peephole and know who was on our side. A small Shi Chi dog, Wojo, yipped
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