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TIPS


Prologue

David Bridges checked the mini-bar in the suite for the third time. He’d made a couple of special requests for the evening and wanted to be sure they’d been carried out. He assured himself once again that his staff had come through, right down to stocking a bottle of the best white wine the Napa Valley vineyards could offer.

He thought of the elegant Duns Scotus as his hotel. His position as Chief Engineer at one of the best-known hotels in San Francisco brought him high-level responsibilities and a great deal of respect. He oversaw the entire maintenance staff and was a member of the management executive committee, with a say in all the important contract negotiations for facility and equipment upgrades.

He’d cashed in on his status at the hotel and assigned himself this royal suite on the eleventh floor.

David tugged on his dark suit jacket, a little too snug around his waist these days, though on the whole he thought he kept pretty fit for a middle-aged man.

He congratulated himself on all his successes.

This weekend his high school classmates, his cheering fans, were coming to the city for their thirtieth reunion. David had arranged for everyone to get a good deal on rooms at the Duns Scotus, much lower than the rack rate. How many of the smart kids who made the honor roll and played chess could do that for their friends?

Three decades, he thought, over in a snap of the fingers. He ran his hand along the silky floral comforter, a match to the drapes, and looked ahead a couple of hours. He had big plans for tonight, both business and pleasure.

He walked to the window, an entire wall of glass, and took in the sweeping view of the San Francisco Bay—a commanding view, the Duns Scotus brochure said—from his spot on a hill higher than any building in his hometown of Lincoln Point, California, an hour to the south.

This suite and every other room would be even more spectacular once he made sure the right contractor got the approval for the remodel.

David pulled his heavy trophy out of his luggage and held it up so the stone base was waist high. The cold eyes of the bronze drop-back quarterback met his, transporting him to his years at Abraham Lincoln High School three decades ago. The trophy and his jersey, number thirty-six, had been on display in an ALHS hallway all these years, but this weekend it would have center stage at the hotel as his whole class gathered to reminisce. He relished the idea of reliving his glory days.

Too bad his personal life was in shambles. But it wasn’t all his fault, and by Monday things might be better along those lines, too.

On the whole, the outlook for the weekend was good. Promises had been made and it was time to call them in, one way or another.

The phone rang. He picked up the unit in the living room and listened to the insistent voice on the other end.

“We’re clear,” David responded. “It’s do or die.”

He hung up and sat on the sofa, facing his trophy where he’d placed it on the credenza, his name facing out, of course. He thought back to his starring role in the big games on Thanksgiving and Homecoming Weekend, the hallway of lockers where he’d had his share of quick embraces, classrooms where he’d done as much note-passing as note-taking.

He sat back and linked his hands behind his neck. A small shiver of doubt crept up his spine. He shook it off. This was his weekend.

What could go wrong?


Chapter One

I maneuvered through the store’s narrow, crowded aisle carrying a loaded plastic basket on my arm. When the metal handles dug too painfully into one arm, I shifted the basket to the other. For a break, I set the ugly green container in the only clear space, a corner of the back counter, and reviewed the items I’d collected. I matched them against my shopping list.

Three bathtubs. Check. Fourteen lamps. Check. One outdoor swing set. Check. One baby carriage. Check. One life preserver. Check. I still needed six counter stools and two refrigerators, one modern and one nineteen-thirties style with the motor on top. 

The minute I’d told my crafters group I was headed for Cooper’s dollhouse and miniatures store in Benicia, sixty miles away from our town of Lincoln Point, they clamored to capture my attention and give me their wish lists. There weren’t that many independent miniatures stores in northern California anymore, so when one of us was able to make the trek to a shop, we all submitted our needs.

Another half hour of browsing, and I was weighed down with all the desired items, plus unplanned “must-haves.” I gathered up a few tools—a mini drill, a miter box, and needle nose pliers that were on sale—and lugged the basket toward the cash register.

I’d been successful with everyone’s list but my own; I couldn’t find the perfect six-inch Christmas tree. That may have had something to do with the fact that it was August and nearly ninety-five degrees, although crafts stores generally carried at least some inventory for each holiday year round. I checked the Christmas bins again and found eighth-inch mistletoe and a set of one-inch stockings, all of which I added to my basket, but no “tall” spruces to my liking.

On this weekday morning, the store was nearly empty. While I paid for my purchases (the grand total was anything but miniature), I chatted with Cindy and Jim Cooper, the store’s owners, reminiscing about the time when there were shops like this in every town. 

I could have stopped for lunch at one of Benicia’s many cafes. A charming small town on a strait of San Francisco Bay, Benicia offered a variety of cuisines, including Thai, my current favorite. I chose instead to head home to Lincoln Point, more than an hour away, to arrive in time for leftovers with my eleven-year-old granddaughter, Madison Porter.

As I walked to my car, passing vintage Victorian houses, antique shops, and clothing boutiques, tempting smells and interesting music wafted from doorways. But cafes were ubiquitous and would be around for a long time—who knew how much longer Maddie, approaching the years of teen angst, would want to eat with her grandmother?

Maddie was staying with me for three weeks while she attended a high-tech summer camp program at Lincoln Point’s Rutledge Center, the town’s educational and all-purpose facility. I considered it surprising—and amazing good luck—that our tiny town offered a computer program not available in Maddie’s new, more sophisticated residence city of Palo Alto, home to Stanford University, among other grand institutions. Her parents were using the time for a little camping of their own, at a cabin at Lake Tahoe.

I was thrilled to have Maddie to myself.

I drove home with a smile, wondering what her latest computer joke would be. 

“Why are computers skinny?” Maddie asked.

This was easy, a rerun from her first day of class. “Because they eat only bits,” I said.

Maddie frowned and kicked her legs under my kitchen table. “I already told you that one, didn’t I?”

I admitted as much as I scooped ice cream into cone-shaped, cone-colored dessert dishes.

“Is that all you’re learning at computer camp? Jokes and puns?” Once in a while I assumed the role of strict grandmother, but it never lasted long.

“It’s not computer camp, it’s technology camp,” Maddie said, pulling a bowl of ice cream toward her. “We’re learning how to do 2- and 3-D video, flash animation, and modding for games. Some kids are on the robotics track, which I’d like to do next year. They’re attaching a Bluetooth interface to a robot so they can control it from any location connected to the Internet. Cool, huh?”

Like most children her age, Maddie grew up with computers and had surpassed me in the language a long time ago. My only contribution now was, “Yes, very cool.”

“Does that sound like we’re just telling jokes all morning?” Maddie asked. Then, much to my relief, she broke into laughter and came over for a hug that she knew would turn into a tickle and a messing-up of her red Porter curls.

Bzzz, bzzz, bzzz.

Maddie ran to the door. We both knew it was probably my nephew, homicide detective Eino Gowen, Jr., whom she called Uncle Skip. “First cousin once-removed” had been too much for her as a toddler, and no one in the family thought there was a reason to revisit the Uncle title.

“Looks like I’m just in time for dessert,” Skip said, helping himself to a handful of my just-made ginger snaps. “I could smell these half a block away.”

I scooped a generous portion of caramel cashew ice cream, Skip’s favorite, into a bowl for the second redhead at the table. A Porter by marriage only, I didn’t share in the redhead gene and had to make do with ordinary dark brown hair, now tinged with gray.

“What timing,” I said. “I think you have a GPS on my oven and freezer door.”

“That’s not how—” Skip started until he caught my look.

I liked to keep my family guessing about just how much of a Luddite I was.

“Uncle Skip, what did the computer’s fortune cookie say?” Maddie asked. She’d finished smashing her chocolate ice cream into a mushy consistency with her spoon, just as she had when she was three years old. Aspiring robot-maker or not, she was still a little girl.

Skip put on his best thinking expression. “Hmm. Not a clue. What did the computer’s fortune cookie say? “

“Take one data at a time,” Maddie said, triumphant.

Skip slammed his palm against his forehead. “Good one!” Unlike inconsiderate Grandma/Aunt Gerry, Skip not only let Maddie have the punch line, he also laughed harder than I did. No wonder she adored him.

“Are you busy down at the station, Uncle Skip?” Maddie asked.

“There’s not too much going on right now.”

“No big cases or piles of folders on your desk like you have sometimes?”

“Nope. I guess all the criminals are too hot to work.”

“And August is the only month when we don’t celebrate an Abraham Lincoln event, so there are no big crowds to worry about,” Maddie added.

“Exactly. Next month we’re back on track with the big Emancipation Proclamation Convention.”

“But August is pretty clear, right?”

Uh-oh. I knew where she was going with this.

“You’re doomed, Skip,” I said.

Maddie swooped in. “Remember you said when you weren’t busy you’d teach me some police things, like how to do fingerprints, and how to investigate? And tour the building”—here she shook her spoon in his direction—“including the jail.”

Skip hung his head. He’d been had. I saw it in on his face. Twenty-eight years old and a pre-teen had bested him.

The good news was that our little town of Lincoln Point had been homicide-free for the summer, a comforting statistic.

Skip cleared his throat. “Let me look at my calendar when I get back from my meeting, okay?”

“Promise?”

“Hey, any cute boys in your computer class?”

Nice try, I thought. But Maddie had something to say about that.

“Are you kidding? The boys are all dorks. We had a class photo taken for the newspaper and the boys all made funny faces.” Maddie splayed her fingers, held a hand to each ear, and wiggled her fingers. “Like this.”

Skip mimicked her hand gesture and stuck out his tongue. “It’s no good without the tongue,” he said, once he could talk.

Maddie and I rolled our eyes. “Boys never grow up,” I warned her.

It was a dream come true for me when Maddie had decided she’d like to be part of my Wednesday night crafts group. During the school year she stayed overnight with me and I drove her back to her home in Palo Alto early on Thursday mornings in time for classes. We’d all agreed that we’d keep this schedule as long as her schoolwork didn’t suffer.

“Not likely,” I’d told my son, Richard, Maddie’s father. “She’s a genius.”

“So you say,” said the orthopedic surgeon, a man of few words who knew better than to argue with his mother.

For our group project this summer, we crafters borrowed from a Bolivian tradition, Alasita. We’d learned about it from Beatriz, a woman who joined us briefly while visiting her mother in Lincoln Point. We were fascinated by the concept: during the Alasita festival, people made or bought miniature versions of what they hoped for in the coming year.

“In the markets you find everything,” Beatriz had told us. “Tiny cars, houses, and food, and even little bitty marriage certificates, passports, and money. Men buy hens and women buy roosters in the hope of finding a partner before the year’s end. If you buy these things or make them, it’s supposed to bring them into your life in the next year, as long as it is blessed by a shaman.”

“Do you think there’s a shaman in Lincoln Point?” Karen Striker asked now, as we sat around a large table in my primary crafts room. (According to my late husband, and everyone who was familiar with my house, the whole rest of our four-bedroom home was a secondary crafts area.)

Karen, five months pregnant, was building a lovely nursery, augmented by the one-inch-scale baby carriage I’d picked up for her this morning in Benicia. “I want to send good vibes into the air on every possible wavelength,” she told us.

“I know a priest,” Mabel, our oldest member, offered.

Her husband, Jim—the only male in our group—grunted, conveying doubt that a Catholic blessing would work as well. Mabel and Jim were working on a ship’s cabin, a model of the luxury version they hoped to occupy on their fall cruise to the Mediterranean.

Maddie enjoyed playing hostess on these evenings, and tonight she seemed to have fun refilling glasses of iced tea and plates of cookies, running back and forth between the kitchen and the atrium of my Eichler home. It took the record-breaking heat we were experiencing to get us to move all our supplies from my crafts room to the cooler atrium, and this week had qualified.

For her own project Maddie had chosen to build a miniature soda fountain. She’d worked diligently on a sign that named flavors after her own friends and relatives. In her red-striped shop, one could “buy” Ginger Grandma, Pistachio Porter, Strawberry Skip, Tutti-Frutti Tracey, and so on.

“Does this mean your goal for the year is to eat all the ice cream you can?” Karen asked.

“For now,” Maddie said.

I was happy that my granddaughter considered her life so good that all it needed was more ice cream. I also loved that she worked the spectrum of creativity, from computer programming in the morning to crafting tiny ice cream sodas in the evening.

Of all the projects, Rosie Norman’s was the most interesting and packed with meaning—she was building a half-scale (one half-inch to one foot) room box replica of the hallway of lockers at Abraham Lincoln High School.

“It’s where David Bridges, the star quarterback, kissed me,” was her only explanation the first week.

Rosie, who owned the bookstore in town, was a student of mine during my first years teaching English at ALHS, right after Ken, our three-year-old son Richard (Maddie’s father), and I moved to California from the Bronx. Rosie had also become a good friend who sometimes watched Maddie when I had undisclosed errands at the police station across the street from her shop.

Rosie’s class was holding its thirtieth reunion at the end of the week. At first I questioned the math, but finally grasped the reality—it had been three decades since I helped distribute diplomas to my first graduating class. Faculty, current and retired (like me), were also invited to the gala weekend, most of which would be spent at the beautiful, old Duns Scotus Hotel in San Francisco. (Apparently, no one wanted to party at Abe’s Beard and Breakfast, the only motel in Lincoln Point.) Rosie had talked me into going so she wouldn’t have to walk into the opening cocktail party alone on Friday night.

“Why are y’all bothering to go?” Susan Giles asked, her heavily accented y’all referring only to Rosie. “You always say how you weren’t very popular in high school.”

“You wouldn’t get it,” Rosie told her.

Rosie was probably right. Susan’s voice betrayed a lack of understanding, and I pictured her as a class officer and prom queen of her Tennessee high school. Rosie, on the other hand, had had a reserved personality and an almost matronly body even as a teenager. Thick glasses and a slight lisp hadn’t helped.

“Well, I just think you have to be realistic,” Susan said. “People don’t change, and if you think you didn’t fit in then, you probably won’t now.”

Harsh words from someone whose “realistic” hope was to win a trip around the world. Susan was working on a set of miniature luggage, using tweezers to manipulate in place tiny pieces of floral brocade and minutely thin strips of leather. I hoped the trip would be all-expenses paid; otherwise the life-size version of this seven-piece luggage set would cost a fortune to check at the airport.

Over the summer weeks, as Rosie had added scuffed sneakers and spiral binders to the three-inch-tall (six feet in real life) lockers, and posters, photos, and mirrors to the insides of their doors, she’d revealed more and more about her history with David Bridges.

“I had a huge crush on him,” she’d told us. “And one date, almost, which had a sorry end, but it wasn’t his fault.” She promised us all more details on that later. The important thing was that now, out of the blue, after thirty years, David was sending her presents and notes about how eager he was to meet her again during the reunion weekend. He’d sent flowers, candy, and jewelry. “I don’t want to wear the bracelet he sent until the reunion weekend, but I’ll tell you it’s really, really beautiful. Tiny emerald and diamond stones. David did not spare any expense.” 

Sooner or later in their four years at ALHS, every student, some more memorable than others, passed through one of my English classes. My memory of David Bridges was of a good-looking and popular young man. A star athlete, but not a very engaged student. He was immature for his age, as were the boys in his crowd, if I remembered correctly. For Rosie’s sake, I hoped that the responsibilities of adulthood had brought him more wisdom and perspective.

The chatter during this last crafts meeting before the big weekend seemed to be completely devoted to what Rosie would wear to the opening cocktail party on Friday night. Something classic, but not dowdy. Flattering, but not trashy. Bright, but not gaudy. We talked as much about Rosie’s dress as we did when one of us needed help designing a canopy for a miniature Victorian bed or a yarn rug for a log cabin kitchen.

Rosie had been invited to David’s room for a private party on Friday night after the cocktail party. I, of course, would be her guest. That gave me only two days to come up with an excuse for getting out of it.

“What’s David doing with his life now?” Karen said.

That question, intended or not, sparked a very long response from Rosie. “David has the title of Chief Engineer at the Duns Scotus, which you all know is the premier hotel in San Francisco.”

This was a very responsible job, Rosie explained, often meaning he was the only manager on duty for days at a time. How else did we think her class was getting such a good rate on rooms? He’d been married briefly but was now divorced, with one son, Kevin, whom he hadn’t seen in a long time. He lived in South San Francisco. 

“I thought you lost track of each other a long time ago. How do you know all this?” I asked.

Rosie blushed. She lowered her head to apply a sealant to the floor of her room box. She’d achieved a decent semblance of the ALHS first floor hallway, with ugly linoleum on the floor and steel gray lockers lining one wall. “I haven’t talked to him in all this time, but I volunteered to put together the booklet that has information on everyone’s life at the present time. It’s like a yearbook, but updated.”

“And you got that input from him? Even the part about his being estranged from his son?” I asked.

“Uh-huh. He filled out the form I sent to everyone in the class and he just drew a line next to the question about children’s occupations. So, I’m assuming they’re estranged.”

“Maybe the kid’s just unemployed,” Susan offered.

Rosie waved her hand as if to say, so what? She smiled broadly. “I want you to know he didn’t just fill in the blanks; he added a personal note that said, ‘Thanks, Rosie.’”

One thing crafters are good at: talking and working at the same time. Fingers were busy gluing, cutting, trimming, painting, and sewing while questions and answers continued to fly. There was also a fair amount of snacking from the potluck bowls that had arrived with my guests.

“And these presents—do they come with a note, or a phone call, or anything?” Karen asked.

“How do y’all know these presents are from David?” Susan jumped in.

“You both sound like my dad. He’s the only other one who knows about this. I’ll tell you what I tell him: I know it’s David, that’s all there is to it. And besides, there’s a card with each present, signed ‘Love, D. B.’ That’s for David Bridges.” Rosie rolled her eyes. “Who else?”

I saw that we were all tiptoeing around a warning to Rosie that there was something not quite right about this reunion-within-a-reunion. Mabel gave it the best try.

“Have you called him, to thank him for the presents?” our polite, most senior citizen asked.

“Of course not,” Rosie said with a tense laugh. “Our meeting is supposed to be romantic and dramatic. And besides, girls don’t call boys, remember?” 

“What if it doesn’t turn out the way you think, Rosie? What if he’s toying with your feelings?” Karen asked. “You said your first and only date didn’t go well. Maybe he’s setting you up for another fall.”

Rosie lifted her eyes from the tiny brush dripping with red paint from the last application of trim on the wall of the school hallway.

She gave us all a deathly serious look.

“Then I’ll kill him,” she said.

Silence washed over the room.

I forgot that Maddie was with us until I heard her small voice.

“What do you get when you drop a computer on your toes?” she asked. She waited a beat, then answered her own question. “Megahertz,” she said.

We all took a breath, followed by loud laughter. I didn’t dare look over to see if Rosie was amused.


Chapter Two

The plan was that Maddie would stay with Beverly, my sister-in-law and best friend, for the weekend. For once, Maddie didn’t complain about being left behind. The arrangement would put her at the center of attention in yet another Lincoln Point household, with a surrogate grandmother whom she loved and ready access to her Uncle Skip. The better to nag him about giving her junior detective status with the LPPD.

Nick Marcus, Beverly’s companion for the last several months, had learned the rules early on: “Love me, love Maddie.” Not that that was hard to do, he told us, and he was welcomed immediately into our extended family.

On Thursday evening, Maddie and I were packing her new, grown-up (non-pink) luggage for her trip across town when the phone rang.

“I can’t believe this, Gerry.” Beverly’s voice carried both sadness and disappointment. “Nick’s grandfather passed away up in Seattle and the services are this weekend. I’ve never met him, but I think I should be there for Nick.”

“How sad, Beverly. Of course you should go. Please give Nick my condolences,” I said, at the same time running down my list of usual alternatives to watch Maddie.

“Skip and June are coming up, too, so the families can all meet. Even though it won’t be under the best of circumstances.”

“I’m glad you’ll all be together,” I said, meaning it, but also mentally crossing two more people off my list.

Rosie Norman, another loyal backup, was de facto out of the picture. My friend Linda Reed was on call at the Mary Todd retirement home where she worked as a nurse, meaning she’d be sleeping in their nurses’ lounge over the weekend.

I could try to get Maddie to Tahoe where her parents were, four hours away even with no traffic, but that seemed like a lot of trouble for everyone.

“Gerry?” I wondered if Beverly had been talking the whole time. “I’ll bet you’re going through your list. I feel awful about this. I suppose we could take Maddie with us, but—”

“No, no. Don’t give it another thought. I’ll just take her along. You get ready and I’ll see you next week. And, again, please tell Nick I’m sorry for his loss.”

Why did I think I’d have trouble breaking the news to Maddie? She was always at least a step ahead of me. She’d figured it all out from my side of the conversation and was ready for me.

“Is it as hot in San Francisco as it is here?” she asked.

How quickly my granddaughter adjusted.

I thought of the quote often attributed to Mark Twain: “The coldest winter I ever spent was a summer in San Francisco.”

“It’ll probably be freezing,” I said.

Rosie was a little less enthusiastic about the change of plans. “I thought we’d have some time together,” she said on the phone, her tone carrying an edge of disappointment.

Instead of sticking with our initial plan to ride and room together, I now preferred to drive myself with Maddie to have more flexibility. I had to admit that the idea of the hour’s drive to San Francisco talking to my granddaughter was much more appealing than having the love-struck Rosie by my side. I wasn’t sorry about missing excruciating details of a thirty-year-old high school crush. I’d had enough of that during my twenty-seven years of teaching.

“We can do something special another time,” I said. “Thanks for understanding.”

“You know, I’ll probably be busy with David, anyway,” she said.

I wondered if she believed that any more than I did. It wasn’t as though David had to fly across the country for the reunion; he lived in South San Francisco and could have taken her to dinner any night of the week. If he were really sincere about picking up their relationship (if there ever was one), why would he be going about it in such a dramatic way? Unless he was as immature now as he was then.

It occurred to me also that Rosie’s behavior was not her usual responsible, mature way of dealing with life. She had a degree in English literature, owned and operated a good-sized bookstore, and had been on her own most of her adult life. But she seemed to have become a different person, acting starry-eyed and unrealistic, now that a potential boyfriend was in the picture.

I’d seen a lot of that also during my years with adolescents.

I picked up Maddie at Rutledge Center after her technology camp on Friday and drove straight up U.S. Route 101 to San Francisco. The weekend schedule called for shuttling back and forth to San Francisco for the cocktail party on Friday night, then back to Lincoln Point on Saturday afternoon for a groundbreaking event for the new ALHS sports stadium, then to San Francisco again for a banquet on Saturday night and a brunch on Sunday morning.

I got tired thinking about it.

The inconvenience of managing the disparate locations had been trumped by the desire of the powers-that-be to break ground for the new athletic field the same weekend as the reunion. I hoped thirty-year alums and their faculty would hold up. What had been a forty-minute drive between Lincoln Point and San Francisco thirty years ago now could take double that time in heavy traffic. When it wasn’t the regular commute time holding us up, it was construction that closed a lane or two.

I hoped the payoff for all the driving stress would be worth it, especially for Rosie.

My old Saturn was loaded with Maddie’s laptop, videos, and enough snacks to make it easy to avoid the expensive refrigerated M&Ms in the hotel minibar.

“No computer jokes today?” I asked her.

“Nah. I have to stop that. When I get back to my regular school, no one will like me.”

“You mean you have to give up something you enjoy to fit in there?”

“No, no. Don’t get all worried. Forget I said it. My mom is already on me not to sell myself out. Or short. Or whatever.”

I’ll bet she was. Mary Lou Porter had softened a bit from her activist days at UC Berkeley, but she was still on the watch for signs of inequality wherever it might be. She’d won the battle to get Maddie admitted to this summer’s program even though she was younger than the minimum age of thirteen. All she’d needed to hear was that a ten-year-old boy with less computer experience than Maddie had been allowed to register.

“Knock, knock,” I said.

Maddie gave into a little-girl giggle. “You’re not supposed to start the joke, Grandma. You don’t know any punch lines.”

“I tried.”

“We’re totally booked,” said the young woman in an unattractive navy power suit. Pinstripes in polyester seemed an oxymoron to me. I heard click, click, click as she worked the keyboard, conflicting with the clang, clang, clang of a cable car on Powell Street, right outside the door. “We’ve got a wedding and a reunion and a trade show and …” She threw up her hands. “It’s an old hotel, you know, with mostly single beds.”

Above the woman’s head was a large painting of John Duns Scotus himself, in his Franciscan robes. I wondered what the symbolism was. Did he or any other Catholic theologian care about the sleeping arrangements of tourists from the suburbs?

I all but pointed to the little girl beside me, and Maddie obliged by looking forlorn and temporarily homeless. Never mind that she had a new cell phone, an iTouch, and a state-of-the-art computer in her designer backpack.

“Can you add a cot to the room Rose Norman and I already have?”

“We’re not supposed to …” She looked down to see Maddie struggling with her suitcase. She smiled at Maddie and took a deep breath. “Well, let’s see …” Click, click, click. “It will be a little tight, but …” Click, click, click. “There, I moved you to a slightly bigger room with space enough for a cot. I think you’ll be comfortable enough and I don’t think anyone will mind.”

I hoped her boss was among those who wouldn’t mind her giving us special consideration.

“Thank you very much,” Maddie said, in a sweet voice that she didn’t use for normal conversation or for computer jokes.

I made a note to get her a special treat. As if I wouldn’t have otherwise.

Rosie had so much luggage, I doubted there would have been room for me in her car if we’d gone with the original carpooling arrangement.

“I brought a few wardrobe choices,” she said, out of breath from unpacking her suitcases on the bed nearer to the door. “I need your help with what to wear, Gerry.” She looked at Maddie, busy hooking her computer equipment together. (Since her birthday, she’d acquired many more items that began with i.) “And yours, too, Maddie.”

“You’d do better sticking with Maddie’s advice,” I told her, though it was no secret that my own palette ran from white to creams to beiges to the occasional pale blue. I’d brought one of my fancier beige outfits for the cocktail party, which meant that the slacks and tunic were silk, nicely complemented with long pearls from Ken. It was my standard outfit for weddings and anniversary parties.

“You’re lucky you’re so tall and thin, Gerry. You can wear anything.”

I heard the same thing often from other friends, all of whom seemed to have a hidden agenda—to brighten my wardrobe. Occasionally I broke loose and bought a flowery jacket or a blouse in bright green or glittery blue. My shopping bags with donations to charity were full of these purchases. 

I was surprised to see that Rosie had brought her unfinished room box with her. She set it on a corner of the long dresser that held the television set and took up most of one wall.

“This is my favorite project in the group,” Maddie said, running her finger along the slatted vents in one closed locker door. She turned to me. “I love yours, too, Grandma.”

I gave her a forgiving smile. “It’s okay. I know a cottage Christmas scene is no match for this.” It was neither the time nor the place to share my own dismay that apparently I had no Alasita-type goals for the year other than a Merry Christmas. “Do you think you’ll have time this weekend to work on the scene?” I asked Rosie.

She shook her head. “I … I thought David might like to see it.”

“I like the little toothbrush on the top shelf of the locker on the end,” Maddie said, saving me from having to make an optimistic comment.

It took an hour before Rosie considered herself ready to meet David at the cocktail party. “I’m sure we’ll bump into him before the private party in his suite,” she said, justifying the fuss.

From six to seven o’clock, she tried on several combinations of dresses, shoes, and jewelry, asking for our votes each time. In the end she went with a simple black dress with a low V-neckline and a ruffled hem. She carried the smallest of the three black evening purses she’d brought, this one with a large silver buckle that took up most of one side of the purse, and a silver chain strap.

“Are you sure I look okay?” she asked, moving her hammered silver pendant to the exact center of her cleavage. 

“You look cool,” Maddie said, then returned to scouting out the amenities in the room.

“You look wonderful,” I told Rosie, meaning it.

Maddie called out from the bathroom, ticking off the contents of the counter. “We’ve got shampoo and conditioner, a shoe shine cloth, mouthwash, a shower cap, and body lotion,” she announced. Back in the room, she came upon a book in the table between the twin beds. “This is a funny Bible,” she said.

I took a look and was surprised to find the collected works of Duns Scotus. “It’s not a Bible,” I said. “These are writings by the monk this hotel is named after.”

“That’s weird, naming a hotel after a monk.”

I scanned the chronology at the front of the book, to get my dates straight. “He was a Franciscan who lived in the thirteenth century,” I said, as if that made everything clear.

“Oh, I get it. San Francisco. Franciscan.”

Apparently, clear enough.

A few minutes later, I sent Maddie off with a group of children who came to the door. I felt sure she’d enjoy the special kids’ program, which started with an evening of swimming in the hotel pool, more than a cocktail party with middle-aged men and women and their teachers.

“Here it is,” Rosie said, still concentrating on her outfit. “The final touch.”

She’d added the pièce de résistance—the sparkling, (allegedly) emerald-and-diamond bracelet that (also allegedly) David had sent. Why am I being such a skeptic? I wondered, and chided myself at my lack of romantic spirit. I needed to bolster my friend.

“You look lovely, Rosie,” I said, reinforcing my earlier compliment. “And the bracelet is gorgeous.”

That wasn’t so hard.

Once last tug on her dress, a puff-up of her chestnut bob, and Rosie and I left the room. I felt as nervous as she did, hoping the evening wouldn’t end in disaster for my friend.

We might have been in an elegant San Francisco hotel, but the decorations at the cocktail party were one hundred percent Lincoln Point. We could have been entering the Abraham Lincoln High School gym—the official maroon-and-gold school banner was draped above the portable bar of the converted meeting room; small gold napkins with a maroon silhouette of Honest Abe lay on the high tables.

We picked up our name badges, entered the room, and walked along the edges, where several large easels held poster-size collages of photos of the reunion class. The snapshots were interspersed with ALHS pennants, ticket stubs, and graduation tassels. Here and there on narrow pedestals were large sports trophies that on any other day resided in cases in the halls of ALHS.

Rosie quickly found the one with David Bridges’s name on it. I could barely distinguish the football statuettes from those with hockey or bowling stances, let alone determine which position the figures represented, but Rosie knew exactly what was depicted in bronze on David’s trophy.

“It’s a well-known quarterback pose,” she said.

I knew for a fact that Rosie hadn’t been to or watched a football game of any kind since she had cheered for David from the sidelines of the ALHS field.

As a miniaturist and former teacher, I suffered from two occupational hazards: giving close scrutiny to even the most casual crafts project, and forgetting that I was no longer responsible for giving grades. This evening, though no one asked, I assigned no more than a C-plus to the decorations. The posters especially were crudely done, with evidence of a bad glue job congealed around the sides of the objects, which in their turn were affixed to the cheapest cardboard sold at a crafts store.

My judgmental attitude came to a halt when I found myself in front of a memorial board with yearbook photographs of the nine class members who had died in the intervening years. I looked at each face and saw a lively teenager cut short in life’s journey. Just as parents didn’t expect to outlive their children, teachers assumed their students would carry what they learned long into the future.

I took a breath and focused on the center of the room, alive with blaring seventies music and loud chatter.

I was getting used to having all the professionals in my life, like doctors and repairmen, being younger than me. But seeing a large group of my former students with wrinkles around their eyes and gray at the temples was almost overwhelming. It had been many years since I’d been to one of my own school reunions. I decided to skip all such gatherings in the future.

I took my cue from Rosie and crept along the walls of the room while she surveyed the crowd without reserve. She frowned and screwed up her nose the way Maddie did when she was concentrating on her homework. Finally, we’d made a full circle, back to the entrance. I made a move to go to a table a few feet in when I spied a student I recognized, but Rosie pulled me along with her.

“Stay with me, okay? I’m nervous.”

Surely we weren’t going to circle the room again. “Why don’t you just try to find someone you know and—”

“I know lots of people here, Gerry. But I don’t need to visit with the ones who still live in Lincoln Point. They’re my customers. I see them all the time.”

I saw her point. Sort of.

Unfortunately for Rosie, one of my students found me before Rosie found David.

Frank Thayer, newly appointed principal of ALHS, and one of the brightest lights in my special Steinbeck seminar, introduced me to his wife, Paula. “This is the best English teacher I ever had,” he told her, making it well worth the trip for me already. The fact that the loud chatter and earsplitting music (“Margaritaville” at the moment) caused him to shout out the compliment made it even better.

Rosie was itchy while we reminisced about the miniature project we’d worked on for the Steinbeck class: a replica of Steinbeck’s home in Salinas, California. Frank was a wonderful woodworker and had contributed his skills to the enterprise. He told us he and his family had recently celebrated a birthday lunch at the old Victorian home, which now included a restaurant and gift shop.

If I didn’t like her so much as a friend, I’d have said Rosie was rude as she paid little attention to the conversation, though she’d also been involved in the Steinbeck seminar. She’d written an outstanding report on East of Eden, if I remembered correctly. And when it came to English term papers, I usually did.

“Didn’t you make a set of miniature books for that project?” Frank asked Rosie. “Sort of presaging your future career as a bookshop owner.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, her eyes roaming the room for David. “There he is,” she whispered to me, her breath catching. “Two tables over, near the doorway. In the beautiful navy suit and yellow tie. His hair is still thick and dark.” 

I thought I heard her sigh, and hoped I was wrong. Was it a coincidence that “I Just Want To Be Your Everything” was now playing?

I turned to see an older David Bridges, still looking quite fit, arguing with a man in a gray jumpsuit. A maintenance person, I thought.

“They don’t look happy,” I told her, noticing somewhat antagonistic gestures on the part of the stocky man in the hotel uniform.

“Remember I told you David’s in charge of the maintenance crew here at the hotel? That must be a whiny employee. You’d think the guy would leave poor David alone to celebrate for one night.”

“We have empty seats at our table,” Frank said, commanding our attention again. I wasn’t surprised that the new principal didn’t isolate himself at a head table, in spite of his position. He pointed to a set of six bar stools and a high table not far from where we stood. “Henry Baker and his granddaughter are there. Remember him? He taught shop.”

“Of course, he was a great help with a lot of our miniature building projects.” 

“Come and sit with us,” Paula said. 

Rosie shook her head, but too late. Frank took our drink orders and insisted on treating us. 

I felt more than saw Rosie’s glare as we made our way to the table to the tune of “Muskrat Love.” But I was more intrigued by a little girl of Maddie’s age sitting next to Henry. Either Henry didn’t know about the special kids’ program or he wanted his granddaughter by his side. I couldn’t imagine the other alternative: that a nine- or ten-year-old might insist on attending a function like this.

I felt a bump on my right hip. “Oops, sorry,” said a booming voice behind me. “Oh, hi, Mrs. Porter,” the
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