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      The town doctor in Misty Hollow was originally from Ontario.  That explained why every examination room had framed pictures of the Maple Leafs or the Blue Jays on the walls, and why there was a Canadian flag proudly displayed above the window of the registration desk.  It was why Doctor Nicholas Malik had such a noticeable accent, with soft vowels and an almost musical cadence.  Darcy also liked to think it explained why he was such a nice man.

      It was such a stereotype, but in Doctor Malik’s case it was so very true.

      Reaching out, he ruffled the long tresses of her daughter’s dark auburn hair.  Darcy’s little girl rolled her eyes, pretending not to like the attention.  She was eleven, after all, and too old for stuff like that.

      She was not too old to feel sick, though.  After a couple of months of watching her daughter deal with recurring headaches, Darcy had finally insisted on bringing her to a doctor.  Colby had complained that she was fine, but mothers knew better.  Fathers did too, and Jon Tinker wasn’t about to let his daughter suffer any longer.

      Acting as a united front, they had finally convinced Colby she had no choice.  She was going.  Now Darcy had Colby here at Doctor Malik’s office for a checkup.

      His practice had opened up just about a year ago and was associated with the hospital over in Meadowood.  He had an office there as well but having him right here in town four days of the week was so much more convenient than driving over there.  Apparently, everyone else in town felt the same way.  Darcy had been lucky to get an appointment today.  He was booked solid for the next two weeks.

      Taking the stethoscope away from Colby’s chest, he pulled the earpieces out of his ears, and hung it around his neck.  “She seems to be doing fine,” he said, his deep alto voice holding a smile.  He was not a tall man.  With Colby sitting on the examination table like that they were at eye level with each other.

      “See, Mom?” Colby said, swinging her feet back and forth over the edge of the examination bench.  “I told you I was fine.”

      But he adjusted his glasses up higher on the bridge of his wide nose with a frown.  “Well actually, what I said was that you seem to be doing fine.  Having headaches at your age might mean nothing more than growing pains.  On the other hand, it could be a sign of something more serious.”

      “Like what?” Colby asked, ever curious.

      “Oh, like a viral infection, or a problem with your brain that we would need to fix, or any number of other things.”  He laughed in a friendly way.  “We doctors don’t like to make guesses without getting a lot of information first.  So, I’m going to order some tests for you at the hospital.”

      “Tests?” Darcy asked, a little concerned.  “What kind of tests?”

      “Ones we don’t have the equipment for here.”  He took a pen out of the pocket of his white lab coat and wrote some notes in Colby’s file.  “Nothing too serious.  An MRI to start with.  Some bloodwork as well, as long as you’re both okay with that?”

      Darcy didn’t think that would be a problem.  “Honey?  You’ll be okay with a little needle stick, won’t you?”

      “For Pete’s sake, Mom,” was the exasperated answer.  “I’m not a little kid anymore.”

      Darcy kept her comments to herself as she gave the doctor a knowing smile.  Colby had always been more mature than other kids her own age.  Still, she would be sure to be in the room when they did the actual blood draw, so she could hold her very grown-up daughter’s hand.

      It hadn’t escaped her that Colby had started copying her favorite phrase, ‘for Pete’s sake.’  It was just something that Darcy had always said, picked up from a TV show she used to watch as a child, and now she had passed it on to her children.  Jon thought it was cute, too.  It was certainly better than some things she could be saying.

      Although, following in the footsteps of Darcy Sweet might not be any kind of picnic for Colby, either.  Trouble had a way of finding her, and her family legacy had brought her plenty of misadventure as well.  That’s the way it was when you could see ghosts, and talk to spirits, and know things that were just unknowable.  That was the family gift. Darcy had it, and so did the other women in her family, and Colby too.  She was stronger with it than any of them.

      Stronger, even, than Darcy.

      “Now then,” Doctor Malik said thoughtfully, tapping his pen against the folder.  “Which day shall we bring you in for these tests?  I have appointment times Saturday, or next Tuesday.”

      “Either day is fine,” Darcy told him.  “The sooner the better.”

      At the same time, Colby said, “Tuesday.  It has to be Tuesday.”

      Darcy started to ask her daughter exactly why it would have to be Tuesday, when she saw the look on Colby’s face.  Her eyes, usually a mix of blue and green, were a dark shade of jade just now.  She was seeing something of that unknowable future with the family gift Darcy had been thinking about just now.  It was likely that even Colby didn’t know what she meant.  Her daughter’s gift was speaking through her, and when it did, Darcy had learned to listen.

      So instead she smiled and nodded to Doctor Malik that Tuesday would be fine and made a mental note to remind herself to pay very close attention to everything that happened next Tuesday when they went to see Doctor Malik at the hospital.

      On the way home Colby and Darcy played radio tag, a game they had created for long car rides where they took turns changing the station whenever they heard a certain word.  This time it was tree.  Thanks to Nicholas Malik having a clinic in town, it was a short car ride today and didn’t take them very long to get back to Darcy’s bookstore. They’d only changed the dial four times.

      “One more song,” Colby pouted, “and I would have won.”

      Darcy pulled the car into her usual spot behind the store and shut off the engine.  “You will never beat your mother at this game.  I am the undisputed queen of radio tag.”  She scooped back her dark hair dramatically with both hands, and then fluttered her eyes for effect.  “I am the undisputed queen of radio tag.”

      “As if,” Colby said.  “Come on.  Just one more round.”

      “Sorry, honey.  I’ve got to at least make an appearance at the store today.  Maybe we can play a board game tonight,” she suggested.  “That is, if you can manage to pull yourself away from your cellphone.”

      “Mom,” Colby said impatiently.  “Sometimes I just have to talk to my friends.”

      “You’ll see them at school tomorrow, won’t you?”

      “No.  Not all of them.  And besides, it’s just the way we talk to each other.  You’re too old to understand.”

      “Oh, hey now,” Darcy protested, but laughing as she did.  “Careful with the age talk, young lady.  I’m not old, for Pete’s sake.  I’m your mom.”

      There was snow on the ground in the middle of January, and both of them zipped up their heavy coats as they got out of the car and went to the bookstore’s back door.  The cold felt good to Darcy.  Bracing, and crisp.  It was nice, for a few minutes… as long as there was a warm place to go afterward.

      The back door was always locked from the outside, but Darcy had the key on her ring.  It was one of the perks of being a co-owner of an amazing place like the Sweet Read Bookstore.

      Inside there was the usual few customers that she expected to see on a weekday afternoon.  Tourists, mostly, who would casually peruse the stacks and then pick out an easy read like a romance novel or a thriller by James Patterson.  A lot of people nowadays just downloaded their books to their tablet devices, but there were still plenty who preferred the feel of a real book in their hands.  Paper pages turning in their fingers.  The weight of the spine against their palm.  Being able to mark your place with a dogeared corner.  Some preferred to listen to audio books, and Darcy had those people covered, too.  A rack of audio CDs and digital downloads were for sale at the front.

      As long as people loved a good story, there would be a place for the Sweet Read Bookstore.

      Over at the far side of the store, up past the racks of shirts and sweaters for sale with the bookstore’s logo—The Mysterious is all Around Us—three members from Darcy’s book club sat drinking coffee and discussing the events of the day.  They had a lot to talk about.  It was a new year and the world was changing faster than Darcy had ever seen.  Everyone had their opinions, good or bad, but here in Misty Hollow you could speak your mind without having to worry about a fistfight breaking out.

      Jackson Little saw her first and waved.  He was tall and hunched over, in the middle of making some point about walls and freedom.  Darcy thought it was probably best not to get into the middle of that conversation.

      She wasn’t five steps inside the door before her little boy came racing over to her.  Zane was a very grown-up three years old, and already trying to do everything the big people did.  He always came with her to the bookstore and when she had to step out, like this morning, her business partner watched him like he was a part of her own family.  Of course, the store had been childproofed, just like their house.  Plastic plugs in the outlets.  Soft foam on the edges of furniture.  Breakable stuff went up on high shelves.  It was a safe place for a little boy to play and stretch his legs.

      Zane threw himself into Darcy’s arms as she knelt down to catch him.  He gave the absolute best hugs.  It made her wonder, sometimes, why she and Jon had waited so long to have kids.  Who wouldn’t want a lifetime of this?  Before she knew it, her daughter was going to be all grown up and out of the house.  She wanted to enjoy every moment she had with both of them right now, while she still could.

      “How’s my big guy?” she asked Zane, setting him back on his feet and ruffling his unruly dark blonde hair.  “Did you have fun with Aunt Izzy today?”

      He nodded and played with the zipper tag on his mother’s coat.  “She reads some books.  Not like you.  You and Daddy read better.”

      “She read some books,” Darcy corrected him gently.  At three years old, he was still stumbling over his words.  “Doesn’t she do the funny voices like me and Daddy?”

      “Uh-uh.”  He shook his head and put his hands on his hips dramatically.  He was wearing his Avengers shirt today, the one that was already getting too small for him.  “It’s not most fun without the voices.”

      “It’s not much fun.”  This time it was Colby correcting his three-year-old grammar.  “That’s how you say it, twerp.”

      “Not a terp!” Zane protested.

      Darcy clucked her tongue.  “Colby, don’t call your brother a twerp… hey, are you okay?”

      Her daughter gave her a weak smile.  Her face was pasty pale all of a sudden.  Her forehead was sweaty.  “I’m just too hot, Mom.  I’m going to drop my jacket in your office.  Maybe lay down on the couch.”

      “Are you sure?”  Darcy turned the antique ring that had been her Great Aunt Millie’s around and around on the finger of her right hand.  It was her good luck charm, and she often played with it when she was upset.  “Maybe we should go back to the doctor.”

      Zane scrunched up his face.  “I like doctors.  They give me poppilollis.”

      “Lollipops,” Colby and Darcy said together.

      They smiled at each other, and the knot of worry that had been building in Darcy eased a little.  Something was up with Colby.  These headaches had seemed to pop up out of nowhere, and the listlessness, and the fevers.  For a kid who was usually so active this was hitting her hard.  Darcy kept telling herself that she would be okay.  She was a tough kid.  Tougher than Darcy had been at that age to be sure, when her world was being turned upside down.

      Actually, she was rather proud of herself for having given her two kids a better life than her own parents gave her.  All of that was in the past now, and the present was pretty darned good, as far as she was concerned.

      “Okay,” she said, standing up and taking Zane by the hand.  “Let’s you and me and Colby go back to the office.  “We’ll put our coats away, and see how Cha Cha is doing, and then Mommy needs to work for a few hours before we go back home.  How’s that sound to everybody?”

      “Fine,” Colby said without much enthusiasm.  “I’ve got some homework to do to make up for missing today, anyway.  Cha Cha can keep me company.”

      Their house was now home to one cat, and one dog—Cha Cha.  Tiptoe, their beautiful gray cat, was an independent and smart feline.  She was at home currently because cats appreciated their alone time, and she could be left by herself.  Maybe when Cha Cha was older, they could trust him to stay home for a few hours by himself but right now he was still a puppy.  He hadn’t learned that not everything was a chew toy.  Besides.  Cats and dogs alone together could sometimes be a recipe for disaster.  The two of them had come to an uneasy truce, but that didn’t mean Tiptoe wouldn’t box Cha Cha up and mail him to Kalamazoo at the first opportunity.

      Auntie Izzy was busy at the register.  Darcy’s business partner, Izzy McIntosh, was the unofficial aunt to both Colby and Zane now, and for good reason.  She spent so much time babysitting just for the asking that she was practically part of the family now.  Her own daughter had split her time between her own home and Darcy’s house growing up, and now she was off finishing up a final year of schooling, getting great grades and heading for her dream career.  Raising children took a village, after all.  Or at least a few very good friends.

      She waved to Darcy after bagging up a paperback romance for a young woman too busy talking on her cellphone to say thank you before she left.  Izzy rolled her eyes, and then shrugged.  A sale was a sale, after all.  They didn’t require gratitude from their customers.  It was nice, but thankyous didn’t pay the bills.

      Darcy helped Colby shrug out of her jacket before carefully opening the door to the back office.  She was expecting Cha Cha to burst out and go tearing through the shop like he did the last time.  Puppy dogs were a force of nature unto themselves.  Instead, she found him asleep on the couch inside the cramped space, curled up nose to tail.  His tan fur twitched in some dream he was having.

      He was just about the cutest puppy she had ever seen, with long floppy ears that he was always stepping on and a little tail that never stopped wagging.  His brown fur rippled as he took in deep breaths and huffed them out again.  Darcy put her finger up to her lips to tell the kids to be quiet.  She set Colby’s coat down on top of Zane’s that laying on the boxes of copier paper just inside the door, and then backed out again.  If they were really lucky, the dog would sleep until it was time for them to go home.

      Zane pouted as they closed the office door.  He wanted to play with Cha Cha.  Darcy promised him that there would be plenty of time for that when they got home.  He pouted some more, crossing his little arms and only managing to look completely adorable.

      “Guess I’ll go sit down at one of the tables,” Colby said, shrugging off the idea of resting on the office’s couch.  “Get a start on my homework.”

      “Thanks, honey,” Darcy told her.  She was already thinking about work stuff she needed to do when Zane tugged on her pants leg.

      “Cha Cha and me were talkin’,” he said.  “I wanna keep talkin’ about stuff.”

      Darcy smiled indulgently. “Not right now, honey.” He huffed at her as he turned to wander off.  Her son was always going on about how he was talking to Cha Cha, or Tiptoe, or some random bird in the front yard.  Last week it was a squirrel chittering at them from a tree in the park.  She knew that little kids liked to pretend, and she encouraged it in her two.  She was sure he’d grow out of it eventually but until then, she wanted him to be free to be a little boy.

      In the meantime, the members of the book club had started feeding him hot chocolate from the little courtesy station near their table, where customers could get coffee or tea or—yes—cocoa, and on a cold day like today there would be nothing better.  Zane chattered nonstop to them about whatever boys his age found interesting.  One of the club members, Eleanor Daby, was a gray-haired grandmother whose children were all grown and moved on and truth be told, Darcy thought maybe she liked coming here to see Zane more than she liked discussing literature.  She was honestly disappointed on the days that Darcy didn’t bring Zane with her to work.

      “He’s a very special boy, isn’t he?” Izzy asked, leaning her upper body over the sales counter to see Zane soaking in the attention from his impromptu audience.  She shook her head in amusement, making her styled, honey-blonde hair bounce.  “I loved it when my Lilly was that age.  Um.  Before we went on the run from her father, I guess.  But still, it was wonderful to see her learning something new every time she turned around.”

      Darcy had been looking through books that needed to be returned to the stacks.  She set them aside now and put her hand over Izzy’s.  She remembered the way Izzy and Lilly had come to Misty Hollow, moving into the house next to Darcy’s in disguise and using fake names, terrified that her abusive husband was going to find her.  That had been a scary time.  Darcy was glad it had worked out for the best.  She couldn’t imagine her life without Izzy as a friend.

      “I know,” Darcy told her.  “You miss your daughter.  I’ll be the same way when those two move out and start their own lives.”

      “Oh, I’m all right,” Izzy insisted with a forced laugh.  She wiped at the corner of her eye, trying to disguise a tear.  “I guess I’m just sad that Lilly couldn’t come home for New Year’s like we’d planned.  It was hard enough not having her here for Christmas.  Oh.  I’m sorry, Darcy… I know Christmas was hard this year for a lot of other reasons.”

      Darcy’s smile mirrored Izzy’s.  It was true that last Christmas had been one of the saddest for Darcy in a long time. It was the first time she had celebrated the day without her best cat friend Smudge and her human friend Helen, whose passing had been so close to the holiday. It had been difficult but at least she had tried to celebrate for her children's sake.

      Last Christmas, as part of the yearly pageant, the town had held a memorial service for Helen Turner, the longest active mayor Misty Hollow had ever known.  Everyone had loved Helen.  In a strange way, so had the person who killed her.  It had been harder on Darcy because of the friendship she had shared with Helen, but also because she had been the one to find Helen’s killer. Cha Cha had actually been Helen’s dog before they took the little puppy in, so in a way Darcy still had a part of her friend with her.  That was the way things went in Misty Hollow.  The bad with the good, and you never knew what surprises were waiting for you from one moment to the next.

      The shopkeeper’s bell over the front door jingled, and a deliveryman in a brown winter jacket and padded snow pants came in, carrying a white cardboard box.  The package was stamped with the words “careful” and “fragile.”  The address label was handwritten.

      Like she was saying… surprises.

      “Hi ladies,” he said to Darcy and Izzy.  “Got a package here for a Miss Sweet.  Which one of you would that be?”

      “Me,” Darcy said, “but it’s Mrs. Sweet.  See, my husband’s last name is Tinker, but I kept my name when we married, so our last names are different but we’re still… um.  You probably don’t need to know the details.”

      “Not really,” he shrugged.  He set the box down next to the cash register and tapped his pen against the form on his clipboard.  “Sign here, initial here, and you have a nice day.”

      “Nice guy,” Izzy said when he was gone.  “Very friendly.”

      Darcy chuckled as she pulled the box closer to her across the counter.  “Maybe if he worked for tips he’d be more chatty.  So what do you think this is?”

      They weren’t expecting an order for the store.  It was too light and too small to be filled with a run of books.  Only a foot long on each side and only half as tall.  When she looked at the return address, she was surprised again.

      “This is from my mother.”  She had to say it out loud just to make sure she wasn’t seeing things.

      Izzy leaned over Darcy’s shoulder to look.  “Wow.  How long’s it been since you talked to your mother?”

      “We got a card at Christmas.  I think there was a phone call around Halloween.”  She shrugged.  “My mom’s been off in her own world again.  Things aren’t bad between us, they’re just… neutral, I guess.  Neutral bordering on good.  Let’s call it that.  I can’t imagine what she’d be sending me now.”

      There was a letter opener in the drawer of odds and ends under the sales counter.  It made quick work of the packing tape.  Darcy folded back the flaps and removed crumpled up pieces of newspaper used for packing material to reveal what was inside.

      A silver box with a hinged lid.

      Darcy gasped.  It wasn’t just any box.  This was something special, and something she hadn’t seen this since she was a teenager.

      “What is it?” Izzy asked, full of curiosity.  “It looks old.”

      It was, in fact.  Very old.  “This is a family heirloom,” Darcy explained.  “It’s a jewelry box that’s been passed down in my family for I don’t even know how long, but supposedly it was made by some famous jeweler in like the sixteenth century in Europe, or something.  It’s real silver and I guess that makes it even more valuable.  My mom got it from her mother, and she always promised it would go to me someday, but I’d given up on ever seeing it again.”

      “How come?”

      Darcy grimaced.  “Because my dad basically stole it from me when I was younger.  He was going to sell it for the money.  I mean, this much silver, crafted by someone famous?  I can only imagine what it’s worth.  That was shortly after I first came here to live with my Great Aunt Millie, actually.”

      “He stole it from you?  Wow, what a jerk.  Oh, sorry,” Izzy added quickly.  “He’s still your dad, I guess.”

      “Don’t worry about it.  I felt the same way.  Still do, sort of.  Anyway he stole it from me but then he died before he could do anything with it and I just figured it was long gone.  Mom must’ve gotten it with Dad’s belongings.  She must’ve had it all this time.”

      Nearby, a circular rack display of multi-colored shirts squeaked as it made a quarter turn, seemingly all on its own.  The book club members paused in their conversation to look up.  Zane laughed and clapped his hands.  The adults shrugged it off as just one of those things and went back to their conversation.

      Darcy and Izzy shared a knowing smile.  That would be Great Aunt Millie herself making her presence known.  She’d died years ago but her ghost had stayed to watch over Darcy and her family.  This used to be her bookstore before it was Darcy’s, and she liked being here.  When no one else was around she liked to play a game with the Colby and Zane where she dropped books off the shelves, and the kids would run back and forth, picking them up and putting them back as Millie dropped another, and another.

      Izzy was aware of Great Aunt Millie.  Darcy had explained a little bit of the ghostly world to her, and she’d seen the little things that Millie would do.  A rotating rack of t-shirts and sweaters didn’t bother her in the least.

      Darcy’s life would never be normal, but she liked being just the way she was.

      She lifted the box out of the package and set it on the counter to have a better look.  It was just like she remembered it.  The silver had tarnished in places, and gone dull, but it was still beautiful.  There were stubby, curving legs at the four corners and a twisting rope design all around the edge of the lid.  A name had been carefully and artistically etched into the top long before Darcy had been born, worn by time and the gentle caress of countless hands until only three letters were still visible.  It was her mother’s name, of course.  Eileen.  She didn’t know when she’d added her own name to this treasure, but it was so like her to do exactly that.

      She remembered her mother sitting in her bedroom and opening this box to take out a necklace or a set of earrings.  She’d always looked so elegant to the little girl Darcy had been back then.  To her younger self, this had been just about one of the prettiest things in the world.

      Seeing it today, she still felt that way.

      Under the box, nearly hidden by the crumpled newspaper, was a folded-up note.  It was from her mother, but it was so… impersonal.

      Found this in some stuff I had packed away.  Forgot all about it.  Enjoy.

      Even when her mother was being nice, she was short and trite about it.

      Darcy touched her hand along the edges of the box, feeling the tarnished scrollwork and patterned leaves with her fingers.  When she opened it, the hinge along the back of the lid squeaked.  It smelled old, in that way that metal did when it had seen decades of use.  Inside were differently sized compartments lined with red velvet.  She felt around a few of them, remembering how they used to be full of trinkets and coins and other things that looked like treasure to a little girl.  Her treasure box.  That was what she used to call it.

      The velvet had worn thin in places.  Just as time had smoothed out the name across the lid and tarnished the silver to black in places, time had taken its toll on the inside as well.  How many generations of her family had owned this, she wondered?

      She knew someone she could ask.

      Looking around the bookstore, she caught a flash of Great Aunt Millie in the corner, wearing her long black dress and floppy-brimmed hat.  She was there and gone again, faded away into the shadows.  A spirit unseen by everyone except Darcy.

      She and Aunt Millie could talk at home, when there wouldn’t be people around.  She didn’t need her friends seeing her talking to the empty air.  Aunt Millie knew everything about their history.  Darcy was pretty sure that most of the secrets had been shaken out of the family tree by now so there shouldn’t be any surprises there.  Just a few good anecdotes about Darcy’s ancestors.

      Because frankly, she’d had enough surprises for one day.

      “It’s pretty,” Colby said, appearing at her elbow.  Darcy had been so caught up in her thoughts that she hadn’t noticed.  “Seriously cool.  Is it yours?”

      “Ours,” Darcy told her.  “It was my mother’s, and her mother’s before that, and it will be yours one day.”

      “That’s nice,” her daughter said in a near-whisper.  Then she wiped at her brow with the back of her wrist.

      Darcy frowned.  Reaching over, she placed her hand on top of Colby’s head.  “Oh, honey, you’re burning up.  Do you feel okay?”

      “Um.  I don’t think so.”  Colby blinked up at her.  “I feel… I feel funny.”

      Then she closed her eyes and fell.
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      “Really, Mom.  I’m fine.”

      Colby was lying on the living room couch with a cool, damp washcloth on her forehead.  Darcy had wanted to take her back to the doctor, and she would have too, but Colby argued that all she needed was some sleep.  This was the compromise, along with a promise that if she started feeling faint again Darcy was going to bring her straight to the hospital over in Meadowood.

      She fussed with the cloth on her daughter’s forehead.  “You’re not fine.  There’s something wrong.”

      “I know that, Mom.  I’m the one with the headaches.”

      “Uh-huh.  Maybe don’t try to be funny when your mother’s worried.  We need to figure out what’s going on.  It could be diabetes, maybe, or you could be dehydrated, or you could have an undiagnosed heart condition.”

      Colby rolled her eyes.  “You’ve been looking things up on the internet again, haven’t you?  I’ve told you not to do that.  All you get is all kinds of weird stuff that makes you… makes you worry.”

      She ran out of breath at the end of her sentence.  Closing her eyes, she sank back hard into the cushions.

      “Uh-huh.  Somehow I don’t think I’m worrying too much.”

      Colby was already asleep, but Darcy stayed where she was, watching her breathing.  Her daughter was definitely not okay.  Doctor Malik hadn’t found anything when he examined her, but what did that mean, really?  Darcy had no idea what was going on.  It was hard for her to admit that, because she was Colby’s mother, and a mother was supposed to take care of her children.  She was supposed to keep Colby and Zane safe.  If they were hurt, she was supposed to make them better.

      But she had absolutely no idea what to do.

      When the front door opened, she gave Colby a quick kiss on the cheek before dashing out to the kitchen.  Jon was home, and she didn’t want him making noise and waking their daughter up.

      This house, just like the bookstore, had belonged to her Great Aunt Millie before Darcy came to town.  After Millie passed away, it had become hers.  Back then it had felt huge.  So large, it seemed, that she would never be able to fill it up herself.  Now that she and Jon had kids, and a cat and a dog too, it was oh so very cozy.  The front door opened onto the small kitchen and dining room, which was just off the entryway from the living room.  Jon was hanging up his coat when she came in and threw her arms around him in a tight hug.

      “Jon, thanks for coming home.  It wasn’t a problem getting out early, was it?”

      He shook his head, slipping off his tie and undoing the top button of his shirt.  “That’s one of the privileges of being chief.  I get to make my own schedule.  How’s she doing?  It sounded serious when you called.”

      “She fainted, Jon.  She fainted, and just now she passed out on the couch.  She has a touch of a fever, too.”  Darcy crossed her arms over her stomach.  Her worry was becoming a physical thing.  “Then the headaches…  I mean, she’s resting now, and she said she was fine but I think she’s just being brave.  We were at the doctor’s today, and he couldn’t find anything either so I guess it might just be some bug, or something?  I don’t know.  It feels serious.”

      Leaning in, Jon kissed her on her forehead.  “I trust your instincts.  If the mother in you is telling you that something is wrong, then I believe you.  But, if she’s okay for now, let’s wait until tomorrow and see what happens.  If it’s the flu or something, she might be better then.  If not, then we’ll take her to the hospital.  Okay?”

      Darcy shifted from foot to foot.  “That sounds okay, I guess.  She has a follow up appointment there on Tuesday, too, for some tests.  Maybe that will tell us something.  I just wish I could make her all better right now, you know?”

      “Yes, I do.  I want the same thing.  Sucks when your kids are sick, doesn’t it?”

      “You aren’t kidding.  I’m glad you’re home.”

      “Me too.  So where’s Zane?”

      “He’s upstairs taking a nap of his own with Cha Cha.  Poor guy got himself all tuckered out at the bookstore playing with Great Aunt Millie and the book club.”

      Jon frowned.  Not because of the mention of Aunt Millie.  He knew about Darcy’s gift, and about the ghosts in her life.  “He’s sleeping with Cha Cha?  On his bed, I take it?”

      Darcy patted him on the chest.  “Yes, dear, the dog is on his bed.”

      He ran a hand through his short dark hair and blew out a breath.  “We’ve talked about this.  I don’t like the idea of letting the dog sleep on his bed.”

      “Tiptoe sleeps in our bed,” she reminded him.

      “Yeah, and I’ve never been really fond of that either, but cats and dogs are different.”  He kicked off his shoes and went to the refrigerator to get himself a bottle of water.  “Dogs are always rolling around in the dirt and once he gets older, he’ll be bringing God knows what in with him.  We don’t want that on our beds.”

      “For Pete’s sake, Jon, you should have seen the places Smudge got himself in and out of.  You never kicked him out of bed.”

      “Your old cat was a special case.  Me and him had a special understanding.”

      “Oh, really?  And what was that?”

      “As long as he didn’t try to get under the covers with us, I wouldn’t steal any of his cat food.  See?  Worked out good for both of us.”

      She gave him a look, because they both knew he was making that up.  “I don’t think Cha Cha being on his bed is going to hurt anything.  If he’s ever really dirty we’ll make sure that Zane gives him a bath.  He’s going to have to learn how to do that anyway.”  He was ready to argue the point further, so she quickly changed the subject on him.  “Hey, look what came for me in the mail today.”

      The jewelry box was there on the table where Darcy had put it while she got Colby situated on the couch and Zane snugged into his bed upstairs.  She’d left it there on purpose because she wanted Jon to see it.

      His eyebrows rose appreciatively.  “Whoa.  That’s really nice.  Is it real silver?”

      “Mm-hmm.  It is.  This used to be my mother’s jewelry box.  She mailed it to me at the store today.”

      “Why, did she lose our home address?”

      “Jon,” Darcy said, gently warning him not to go there.  “I know my mom hasn’t had a lot of contact with us recently, but it was nice of her to send this to me.  It was one of those things that I identified with my childhood, you know?  I didn’t think I was ever going to see it again and now here it is.”

      “I admit,” he relented, “it was nice of her.  It really is beautiful.”

      “Yes, it is.  I’m not sure of the whole story but supposedly, it was crafted by some famous metalworker a few hundred years ago.”

      “Huh.  That’s interesting.  No, I mean it.  I like old handcrafted pieces like this.  People back then really knew how to make things, you know?”

      “I agree.  I was going to ask Great Aunt Millie about it later, to see if she’ll tell me anything about it.”

      “You can’t just ask your mother?”

      Darcy shrugged.  “I don’t think she knows.  I’m just about quoting her word for word when I say it was made by someone famous, ‘or whatever.’  It was just a pretty jewelry box that got passed down through the family, and I doubt she knew anything more than that.”

      He nodded, examining it more closely.  “What about the name on the top?  There’s an I, an L, and there’s an E… but I can’t make out anything else.  Is that your mother’s name?”

      “Eileen.  I think it is, yeah.  It’s always been a little hard to read.  Maybe we can pay someone to buff it out and put my name on it.  Or Colby’s, even.  I’ll pass it down to her when she’s old enough.  Keep the tradition going.”

      “But if it got passed down through the family,” he mused, “then your mother’s name would have only been added recently, right?”

      Darcy considered that.  “Well, yeah.  Of course.”

      He pursed his mouth.  “I don’t know.  This looks older than that.  I’m not sure that kind of wear can happen in one person’s lifetime.  You can’t even read half the name.”

      “That’s true.  Those letters look like they’re just as old as the rest of the box.  Hmm.  I guess I never really thought about it.  You sure know your way around a jewelry box, Mister Tinker.”

      “And I’m secure enough in my manhood to admit it,” he said with a wink.

      “You certainly are.  All right, I’ll add that to the list of things to ask Millie about later.”

      “Are you sure it’s important enough to do a spirit communication to contact Millie?  Last time you wore yourself out so bad you were in bed for a whole day.”

      “That was different,” she reminded him.  “That was when I tried to contact Mister Wilhelm’s dead wife and she didn’t want to talk to me.  She was still mad at him for remarrying.  This is just Millie.  She likes to talk to me.”

      “All right, if you’re sure.”

      “I am.  But it can wait until tomorrow.  For now, why don’t we go and check on our children?”

      It turned out there was no need to go to Colby.  She had gotten up from the couch and now she was standing there in the entryway between the living room and the kitchen, listening in.  “It’s okay, Mom,” she said again, with a little more energy this time.  “See, I’m fine.”

      “You should be lying down, young lady,” Jon told her, his voice full of concern even though he added a smile to soften his words.  He went over and hugged her, and she leaned into him like she always did.  She had started to catch a growth spurt recently.  Now she was up to her father’s chest, tall and willowy and—to Darcy’s eyes—so very vulnerable.

      “You do feel warm,” Jon said after putting a hand to her forehead.  “How do you feel otherwise?”

      “Well…”  She grinned up at him.  “It’s nothing that some ice cream and a movie on the couch wouldn’t fix.”

      Darcy had to laugh at that.  “I’d say she’s feeling better.”

      Jon clapped his hands together.  “Well, then ice cream it is.  What kind of movie do you want to watch?  Horror, comedy, or sci-fi?”

      “Ugh,” his daughter said, pulling a face.  “No sci-fi, please.  I don’t care if Darth Vader is Luke’s father or if that girl at Colony 41 is ever going to figure out what happened to her friend.  Let’s do a comedy.  Something to make us laugh.”

      “Sounds good.  Just nothing that has what’s-his-name in it, okay?”

      “Who’s what’s-his-name?”.

      “You know,” he said, already in the freezer looking for the ice cream, “the guy with the face and the thing.”

      Colby didn’t quite roll her eyes.  “’Kay.  Still don’t know who you mean, but we’ll find something without what’s-his-name.”

      “Ahem,” her father said dramatically.  “Remember our little talk about saying ‘okay’ instead of that other way?”

      She grinned and cocked her head to one side.  “’Kay.”

      Jon grimaced.  “Yes.  That.”

      “Aw, Dad, you’re just upset because you think I’m going to take after Ellen Gless and start running around the country being a gun for hire.”

      He made a sound at the back of his throat and rolled his eyes over to Darcy.  “Remind me to thank Ellen for regaling our daughter with stories of her troubled life.”

      Darcy made a what-can-you-do gesture, and Jon sighed.  Their friend Ellen had spent years living as a mercenary, working for whoever would pay her fee, doing things that Darcy still didn’t like to think about.  She’d turned her life completely around, though, and as far as Darcy was concerned there were a lot worse role models their daughter could have chosen.

      Like the famous actor who thought he was a comedian, with the face and the thing.

      Before Darcy could tell Jon any of that, his cellphone went off in its belt holder.  He took it out, and frowned, and closed the freezer.  Giving Darcy an apologetic shrug he swiped the answer button.  “Hello?”

      Darcy knew that look, and she didn’t need to hear the other end of the conversation to know that was work calling her husband.  They’d been together for years now, and they knew each other’s expressions, and their moods, and when the universe was conspiring to keep them apart.  Like it was doing now.

      “Uh, yeah,” Jon said at the end of his conversation.  “I know where that is.  I can be there within an hour.”

      That surprised Darcy.  Misty Hollow was a small town and no part of it was an hour away from any other part of it.  Not by car.  Which meant…

      “Where are you going?” she asked him when he hung up.

      “Uh, you caught that, did you?”

      Colby rolled her eyes.  “Of course she caught it, Dad.  You married Mom for her brains, remember?”

      Jon looked like he wanted to argue that point, but wisely chose not to.  “Well, I can’t get anything over on the women of the Tinker-Sweet household, now can I?  So, yeah.  That was the lieutenant from over at the Meadowood Police Department.  They’ve got a case they’re stuck on and they’re asking for assistance.”

      “From you?”  Darcy didn’t understand.  “They do know you’re the chief in Misty Hollow and have your own department to run, right?”

      “Sure they do.  But…”

      She sighed.  There was always a ‘but.’  “But what?”

      “But, their chief is out of state on vacation and as good as their lieutenant is, he’s good enough to know when he needs help.  I did the same thing that summer when we went to Florida, remember?”

      Actually, Darcy had forgotten about that.  Jon had temporarily given Meadowood’s chief jurisdiction in Misty Hollow in case anything really big came up.  Darcy’s sister Grace was senior detective at the Misty Hollow PD, and technically Jon’s second in charge, but she and her family had come with them on that vacation.  Wilson Barton had been out sick with a viral infection that had him confined to bed.  It had left a big gap in the leadership at the department, so Jon had taken the step of asking for assistance rather than cancel their vacation plans and disappoint the kids.  Nothing had happened while they were gone, thankfully, but now that favor was being called in.

      Darcy sat down at the table, realizing there was no way for Jon to get out of this.  “So do I know this lieutenant at Meadowood?”

      “No, I don’t think so.  It’s a bigger department over there.”  He was putting his shoes back on as he talked, in a hurry to get going.  The sooner he left, the sooner he could return.  “We know a few of the officers over there but even I don’t know all of them.  I much prefer leading my small-town department where I know everyone by name.  Misty Hollow’s got other things that make it special, too.”

      He came over and gave Darcy a kiss on the cheek, and then hugged his daughter again.  There was no doubt for either of them what special things he was talking about.

      Next to him, a white streak glided up from the floor to the countertop, landing with a graceful jump.  Tiptoe looked up at him with unblinking, pearl green eyes, her left ear flicking.

      He grinned down at her and stroked her fur, ears to tail, just the way she liked.  “Yeah, you’re pretty special too, Tiptoe.  Even though you know you’re not supposed to be up on the counters.”

      “She knows,” Darcy said with a little shake of her head.  “She just doesn’t care.  She’s got a lot of her daddy Smudge behind that cute cat face.”

      Tiptoe looked her way, with her ears back and her eyes narrowed.  She was every inch her father’s daughter, and Darcy could read that expression plain as day.

      I am not cute.

      “All right,” Jon said, giving Tiptoe a scratch under her chin whether she wanted it or not.  “I’m going to head out.  I’ll message you as soon as I know what’s going on.  Don’t wait up.”

      “Wait, you didn’t tell me what’s so important that they’re calling you in before dinner.”

      He grimaced, his eyes flicking to Colby as if debating whether to say anything in front of her.  They raised their daughter to know there was bad things in the world, however, and seeing ghosts like she did made her a lot more grown up than most.  There might be some details that she was too young for, but when Jon said, “It’s a murder case,” Colby didn’t even blink.

      Something tightened in Darcy’s chest, though.  Maybe just concern.  Maybe intuition.

      Jon gave her one of his special smiles, telling her it was fine.

      She got up to give him a hug before he left.  She hated it when the time they had to be with each other got stolen like this.  It was his job, and she knew that, and she loved him for the way he helped people but sometimes she wished there was more of him that could be just hers.

      It was selfish, she knew, but then a wife got to be selfish when it came to her husband, didn’t she?

      After his car had pulled out of the driveway Darcy got out two bowls, and the ice cream that Jon had put back in the freezer.  “Guess it’s just you and me and Zane for the evening.  You pick the movie, I’ll get the snacks ready.  Not too much or you’ll spoil your appetite for dinner.”

      The jewelry box was still on the kitchen table.  That could wait for later.  She hadn’t seen it in more years than she cared to admit and leaving it be for another few hours while she spent time with her children wouldn’t make a difference with it one way or another.

      When she brought the bowls of ice cream out to the living room she found Colby sitting on the couch, leaning forward, staring at the television.  Whatever station she had it turned to was off the air.  The screen displayed a message saying that content would be available soon, check your service provider for details.

      Colby was glued to the screen as if it was the most interesting thing in the world.

      She set the bowls of ice cream down on the little coffee table in front of the couch.  “Uh, honey?  Whatchya doing?”

      Slowly, her little girl lifted a hand up and pointed at the television.

      Darcy cringed.  “Honey, I know you aren’t feeling well but so help me, if you start saying ‘they’re here’ I will move the television into the basement and leave it there.  You know Poltergeist freaked me out.”

      Colby turned to look at her mother.  Her eyes were unfocused.  “You can’t see what isn’t there,” she said.

      Darcy sat down next to her, patiently taking her outstretched hand and holding it down in her lap.  She knew what this was.  The family gift was stronger in Colby than it had ever been in Darcy, developing at a far younger age.  Sometimes it just took her over completely and she said things that seemed like gibberish but that actually shed a light on the future.  Colby didn’t always remember what she said or did when she got in this state.  When she did remember, more often than not she wouldn’t have a clue about what they meant.  Not until they came to pass.

      Sometimes the future only revealed itself in time, even with advanced warning.

      You can’t see what isn’t there.

      “I’m going to keep that in mind, honey,” she told Colby.  “In the meantime, how about you dig into this?”

      She brought one of the bowls of over and waved it around under Colby’s nose.  She blinked at it, coming back to herself quickly.  “Ooh.  Ice cream!  Thanks, Mom.”

      Darcy kissed the top of her daughter’s head and took the second bowl for herself.  “You’re welcome.  Now.  Let’s see how much of this movie we can get through before Cha Cha smells the ice cream and wakes your brother up.”
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      Darcy woke up to a puppy dog licking her hand.

      She had fallen asleep on the couch after putting the dinner dishes in the sink and putting laundry in the washer and making sure both of her children made it to bed.  The armrest made a fairly decent pillow, and the cushions were nice and plump, and this wasn’t the first time she’d fallen asleep down here waiting for Jon to get home.  Zane had needed three stories before he would settle down and close his eyes.  He kept saying it was Cha Cha who wanted her to read The Basketball Tree one more time, but she knew it was Zane’s favorite.  That was okay.  She kind of liked the book of short stories herself.

      Cha Cha’s tongue licked against her fingers again.

      “Stop it,” she told him, pulling her hand up and tucking it to her chest.  “I don’t know where your tongue’s been.”

      “Um.  It’s been in the food dish,” he told her in his growly little voice.  “Oh, and on the bottom of your shoes.  You stepped in some weird stuff today.  Where were you when you did that?  I’d like to go there.  Maybe then I can step in it.  Can I go there?  Can I?  Can I?”

      He blinked his dark brown eyes at her as he sat back on his haunches, panting excitedly.

      Darcy sat up.  The floppy-eared puppy bounced on his front paws, hoping for playtime now that she was awake.  Only, she wasn’t really awake, was she?  This was another part of her family gift.  Sometimes her dreams were more than dreams…like this one.

      Cha Cha couldn’t really talk, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have anything to say.

      “Hey, know what?” he asked her.  “My tail’s faster than me.  Watch.”

      He spun around in a circle, chasing his wagging tail, gruffing and biting at the empty space where it had been again and again until he got dizzy.  When he stopped he tumbled into a sitting position, his eyes wide and out of focus.  “See?  That is one fast tail!”

      Darcy couldn’t help but laugh at the little guy.  “Okay, Cha Cha.  What’s going on in your world?”

      He lifted a back paw and began scratching at the side of his neck.  “Um, not much.  I thought there was a mouse upstairs today.”  He scratched harder, his ear flopping wildly back and forth.  “It wasn’t a mouse.”  His ear wrapped around his foot.  “It was that shaving thing that Jon uses.  The one that goes buzz, buzz, buzz?”  He tried to untangle his foot and failed.  “Hey.  I think I’m stuck.”

      Very slowly, he toppled over onto his side, tangled up in his own ear.

      “Hold on,” Darcy said, laughing harder.  “Let me get you undone.  And that shaving thing is a razor.  Stay away from that, okay?  I don’t need a dog with a mohawk.”

      She unwound his ear, and set him back on his feet, scruffing the fur all along his back.

      “Bam-bow-wow,” he said, which was his favorite thing to say whenever he showed up in her dreams.  “You sure are smart.  I’m glad I live here.  Hey can I get my own room?  I think that would be fun.  Just a small room.  I’m a small dog.  Small dogs only need small rooms.  Can I?  Can I?”

      “Uh, no,” she told him.  “People get their own rooms.  Dogs and cats get to sleep on our beds when they’re good.”

      “Besides,” a feline voice said.  “I was here first.  If anyone gets their own room, it’s going to be me, shoe-breath.”

      Tiptoe was laying across the arm of the couch now, where Darcy’s head had just been resting.  Her tail hung over the side, swishing back and forth as she nonchalantly licked at her paw.  She ruled this house, and she knew it.  In the dream, Tiptoe was larger than she was in real life.  Her baseball cap was on backwards over one ear.  She only ever wore that cap in Darcy’s dreams.  Maybe in her own dreams, too.

      Of course cats had dreams.  Darcy had never doubted it.  They were just as smart and imaginative as people.  In some cases even more so.

      Tiptoe’s daddy Smudge used to appear in these dreams.  He still did sometimes.  Ghosts could do that.

      Which was why Darcy wasn’t surprised to see Great Aunt Millie walking her way down the stairs right.  “Oh, my,” she said brightly.  Her black dress swished with each slow step.  “This house certainly has changed.  I like what you’ve done but I’m not too sure about that color in the upstairs hallway.”

      Darcy smiled over at her.  “I kind of agree.  Jon and I are thinking of repainting.  I’m glad you’re here, actually.  Do you have a few minutes?  I wanted to ask you about my mother’s jewelry box.”

      “Is that all?  Well, that’s simple enough.  Here I thought you were going to ask me about the problem Jon’s on about.”

      “Problem?  Wait, what problem?”

      “The case he went on in Meadowood, dear.”

      That certainly caught Darcy’s attention.  “Is there something wrong there?  He hasn’t come home yet.  He promised to message me but I think I fell asleep before he could.  What’s going on over in Oakwood?”

      “Oops.  I suppose I said too much on that.  Getting ahead of myself, I’m afraid.”  She came around the couch, scratching Tiptoe under her chin and patting Cha Cha on his head before sitting down with Darcy.  “Ask me about that later, after Jon gets home, if you need to.  I’ll still be around.  Now.  What do you need to know about that box?”

      Darcy didn’t like how Millie was suddenly changing the subject, but she knew her Great Aunt well enough to know that later meant exactly that.  So she went back to the matter at hand.  “Where did that jewelry box come from?  I mean, I know the story my mom told me, how it was created by some master silversmith back in the twelfth century, or whatever, but I’ve always felt that there was more to it than that.  I’ve always felt drawn to it, like it was special in a way I couldn’t explain.”

      “Hmm,” Millie mused.  “And with your sixth sense, you know to pay attention to such things.”

      “You and me both, yes.  I’ve thought about it ever since I was a little girl.  It’s a beautiful work of art but I hardly know anything at all about it.  Who made it?  Why did my mom put her name on top of the box?  What happened to it after my dad took it from me?”

      Millie chuckled pleasantly.  “Oh, my, but you do have some questions there, don’t you?  That’s a lot of thinking over such a small thing.”

      “So there’s nothing special about it?”

      “Well, now I didn’t say that.”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake, Aunt Millie.”  Darcy threw herself back into the couch.  “Are you going to get all cryptic on me now?  Really?  When I was younger you were the one I always came to when I had questions about anything.  Even my family.  You knew everything.  You must know about that box.”

      “I know enough,” she said, still smiling.  “Probably about as much as your new puppy dog does.”

      Cha Cha was sitting at Millie’s feet, panting up at her with his pink tongue lolling out from the side of a big smile.  “I know lotsa things, nice lady.  I know how to get up the stairs and where the best digging spots are in the yard and where my boy Zane likes to get licked on his face.  Yup.  Lotsa stuff.”

      “Mrrowrr,” Tiptoe sneered from her perch on the arm of the couch.  Her tail swished back and forth, back and forth.  “I think,” she said, “that dogs should be seen and not heard.”

      Cha Cha was watching her tail swing like he was hypnotized by it.  “You got a pretty tail, pretty cat.”

      She twitched her whiskers and narrowed her eyes thoughtfully.  “Maybe,” she purred, “you’re not so dumb after all, dog.”

      Darcy closed her eyes.  This dream was getting way out of control.  She’d just hoped to get some answers from Millie.  The jewelry box was a family heirloom and Millie didn’t seem to want to say much more than that, but she knew it was important somehow.  For more than just its weight in silver, too.  She took a deep breath, and let it out again, settling her head back against the cushions.  She was starting to get a headache.

      Millie shook her by the hand, getting her attention back.  “Don’t worry, dear.  Truth comes from the most unlikely of places.  Thankfully, you have a house full of smart people to help you think things through.  And me, of course.  And, let’s not forget your wonderful cat and smart little doggie.”

      Tiptoe rolled pulled her cap down low over her eyes.  “Smart dog.  As if.”

      “Oh, bam-bow-wow!” she heard Cha Cha exclaim.  “I’m a smart dog.  Yup.  Smart, smart, smart.  I know how to bury things where people can’t find them, too.  Gotta look under the top.  Yup.  I hide all my best stuff under the top.”

      “See?  Your puppy knows as much about the box as I do.”

      Darcy wanted to open her eyes and argue with Millie that what Cha Cha had just said made absolutely no sense, but the couch was just so comfortable.  She laid her head back, her eyes still closed, and crossed her arms in a huff.  “Millie, this is my dream.  If you’re going to show up the least you can do is answer my questions, don’t you think?”

      “Oh, but I did, dear.”  She laughed softly, and patted Darcy’s hand.  “You just need to listen to your dog.”

      She gave Darcy’s hand one last squeeze.  Darcy felt her getting up from the couch.  She must be getting ready to leave and go back to wherever it was ghosts went when they weren’t haunting the living.

      “Oh, and Darcy?” she said, sounding like she was a million miles away.  “That’s not your mother’s name on the box.”

      “Then who…?”  Darcy felt herself drifting, her mind losing focus, falling asleep in spite of herself.  “Who…?”

      Millie’s answer was a distant whisper in her ear.  “Our family came from somewhere else.”

      Then she was gone, and the room was quiet.  Darcy thought she might really fall asleep.

      Until something went crash out in the kitchen.

      Darcy jumped up from the couch, on her feet and breathing hard, instantly awake but confused about where she was in the dark.  The living room.  In her house.  Right.  It was late, and she’d fallen asleep waiting for Jon, and then she’d had a dream…

      Ooh, the dream.  Millie had told her something, but it was kind of escaping her right now in that way that stuff from dreams sometimes will.  It was there, and she knew it was still there, but she couldn’t recall what it was.

      She was going to have to think about it later because right now something had gone crash.  The light was off in here so she could rest her eyes, but she’d kept one on in the kitchen for when Jon got back.  She didn’t want him coming home to a dark house.

      And just like that, she thought she knew what the noise in the kitchen was.

      Jon was by the sink, carefully stacking the dirty pots and pans from dinner back into place.  His smile was sheepish when he saw her standing there watching.  “Er… sorry.  I was trying to be quiet, but my sleeve snagged the handle on that pan and then the whole pile just went crashing down.  Did I wake the kids?”

      “No,” she said, helping him balance one last dish, “just me.”

      “Well, so much for sneaking in.  I guess I need to work on that, huh?  Smudge always made it look so easy.  Weird to think I’ll never be as stealthy as a cat.”

      “I like you better as a man, anyway.”  She snuggled herself up against his chest.  “Welcome home.  What time is it, even?”

      “After midnight.  I didn’t expect this thing in Meadowood to take so long.”

      “You didn’t text me like you promised, either,” she reminded him.

      “Sorry again.  I was so busy I didn’t have time, and then when I did have time I was already headed home, and I knew you might be sleeping.  Looks like I was right.  How is Colby’s headache?”

      “Better.  She went to sleep like her old self.  I guess we’ll see how she is for school tomorrow.”

      “You take such good care of them,” he told her, his voice tender and sincere.  “I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too.”

      He gently combed her hair back into place with his fingers, smoothing out the bedhead that the couch cushions had given her.  She loved him for little things like that, and for
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