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      I always knew there was trouble when my mother-in-law started dancing.

      Not because she’s a bad dancer, mind you. She’s actually pretty dang good. Remembers all the fancy moves from the Fifties and Sixties. Even picked up a few from the Seventies.

      From what I hear, she and my father-in-law used to cut quite the rug back in the day, and they more than held their own every time they got the chance.

      What I’m talking about is when she starts humming and dancing by herself over at the assisted living. The kind of dancing we’ve all come to know means she’s up to something.

      Something we better figure out right quick before it causes no end of trouble.

      Her assisted living facility is fantastic, the sort of place I wouldn’t mind living in myself on especially stressful days. Individual apartments with sweet little kitchens. Two bedrooms and a nice big living room. All outfitted with real hardwood floors and gleaming black granite, cable TV and fantastic high-speed internet. Stunning view out of three huge windows of her corner unit that look out over a tree-lined valley with a gorgeous row of mountains behind it.

      You can get the apartments furnished with fabulous furniture, comfortable and modern, and with fabric so soft you can’t even tell it’s easy-clean. Some of the sofas I’ve seen look like they could come out of any nice hotel in Atlanta or Cincinnati.

      My mother-in-law’s neighbor has a sofa, loveseat, and lounge chair all covered in this gorgeous forest green fabric with the most adorable little flowers all over it that I’d take home in a heartbeat.

      After all, women in their forties with two teenagers, a dog, a cat, and a sometimes absent-minded husband need easy-clean, too.

      All that and housekeeping services every day, a first-rate cafeteria, weekly shopping trips where someone else drives? With movie nights and a hair salon and massage facilities, too?

      Sure, I know these situations with older relatives can be rough. Heartbreaking too many times. Not everyone has it as easy as my mother-in-law for certain.

      But yeah, there are days I’d move right in.

      When my husband Andy and I first visited, I was certain we’d be adding the cost for one of those furnished apartments to the bill, which was already jaw-dropping at first glance.

      All I’ll say is thank the Goddess of Sensible Planning and the United States Air Force for long-term care insurance.

      But I suppose I shouldn’t have been all that surprised when Mrs. Major Michael Anderson—formerly known as Miss Francis Lee Cantrell of Holly Creek, Virginia—insisted that every stick of furniture and scrap of linen and bauble of decorating and shelf jammed with knickknacks would come from her own house.

      She tilted her head full of perfectly permed silver hair, planted her hands on her comfortable polyester-clad hips, narrowed her pretty blue eyes, and informed us in no uncertain terms that she’d put in thirty years decorating that house once her husband retired and brought them back home to the Appalachian Mountains.

      Picked every last bit out herself because he was utterly hopeless with that kind of thing (bless his heart and may he rest in peace). Filled it up with souvenirs and keepsakes from their adventures all around the world, from Japan to Germany to Las Vegas and everywhere in between.

      So she reckoned that’s exactly what she’d be taking with her on her retirement.

      That’s the other thing Andy and I thank our lucky stars about constantly. His dear Mama never had one second’s hesitation about making the move two years ago. My wonderful father-in-law had been gone for a few years by then, and to tell the truth, I think Fran was more lonely than anything else.

      She was plenty healthy, with only her “spells” of forgetting things causing any real worry. She’d always been more than a bit eccentric, with her own unique way of looking at the world. So it took us and even her doctors a while to realize anything was happening.

      We found a dozen bottles of shampoo and laundry detergent tucked away in her house because she decided she’d plumb run out every time she went to the store. She started collecting big bunches of napkins whenever we went out to eat, and told me the same story over the phone a couple of times a day.

      Nothing more dangerous or scary so far, thank goodness.

      And thank goodness even more, she was happy to retire in style, and we were relieved she wouldn’t be rattling around in the house by herself anymore.

      So we hired a couple of drivers with big trucks and put our teenagers to work helping, and brought everything Fran wanted to her new home. It really does look like the old one in miniature. Little ceramic figurines of fairy tale characters from Japan, wall hangings with paintings of traditional countryside scenes from China.

      An honest-to-goodness wooden cuckoo clock from the Black Forest in Germany, complete with a cheery little bird that pokes its head out and a parade of tiny, incredibly lifelike animals that circle around three times a day.

      The one and only bone of contention between Fran and me this whole time has been her purse.

      She’s carried a gigantic navy-blue leather purse all the twenty-two years I’ve known her. I swear, that purse is as big as a backpack or an overnight bag. I’ve never understood how she manages to lift the thing with arthritis in her shoulders, but I can’t remember ever seeing her without it.

      Unfortunately, most of her little fits of forgetfulness were all wrapped up in that purse.

      Once when she asked me to look for something inside, I found a couple thousand dollars she’d drawn out from the bank and forgotten all about. Another time, she’d tucked a steak knife inside that I found when it sliced my finger a good one. Massive piles of receipts and empty envelopes and bobby pins that her hair was too short to use, things like that.

      The problem was the thing was so huge, and had so many pockets and zippers and hiding places that it took a good while to search it. Time that’s hard to come by when you’re trying to get her to a doctor’s appointment and have to get back home for work or to some event with the kids. And the kids always have something going on.

      What made me realize we had to take action was when Fran started stashing food inside.

      There are only so many times you want to find fried shrimp or half of an egg sandwich or an extremely brown banana that have been inside a purse for a good long spell.

      Trust me on that one.

      So Andy and I talked it over with her doctors and the staff at the assisted living, and we decided it would best for everyone if we keep her purse. Maybe get her a much smaller one—a cute model made some time in the 2010s rather than the Eighties—that would be easier to keep an eye on.

      I’d geared up for a much bigger battle, to be honest. A shouting match at least, and the dreaded crying fit at worst.

      And she did get upset that day, but I think she tempered it because Andy was there.

      She saved the constant commentary for me.

      See, Andy travels a lot for work, and I work from home and set my own schedule. So I end up visiting and taking her to appointments and such. After we liberated her from her purse (and us from the constant unpleasant surprises hiding inside), I heard about it for weeks.

      How she hated to ask me for lotion, but she didn’t have her purse. Same with a hairbrush, or lipstick, or a mirror, or breath mints, or toothpicks, or a nail file. Things I had hardly ever seen her use outside of her house before. But their absence was apparently quite dramatic, or she wanted me to think so.

      Fran wouldn’t hear of a new, smaller purse, either. She’d change the subject or tell me to return the ones I bought often enough that I finally stopped offering.

      Then about three weeks ago, she stopped talking about her old purse.

      Because she’d gotten herself a new one.

      Not the same kind of huge luggage variety she’d carried before, which seemed like a good thing.

      At first.

      This was a cute little clutch more than a regular purse. In her same beloved navy blue, but not a whole lot bigger than a good-sized hardback book. It had a metal snap that looked like a tiny heart-shaped padlock. Opened out flat like a book, too, but I only saw it open one time before yesterday.

      It was empty, that first time.

      Lined with the prettiest silk fabric, but with the strangest pattern. The background was navy blue, of course, with thin gray lines running across it. And pale pink writing like I never have seen before ran all over the whole thing.

      When I asked Fran if she knew what language it was, thinking it might have been something she came across in all her world travels, she shrugged.

      Just a funny part of the design, she said.

      She kept it clean as far as food, and there wasn’t enough room to hide knives or too many bobby pins. I did her banking for her and made sure her account at the assisted living had plenty of money available. So I was pleased she’d found herself one she liked that didn’t seem to cause any trouble.

      I didn’t think all that much about it until I heard about Dr. Crabtree going missing.

      He’s been our family dentist for ages now, since before I even met Andy or Fran. Dr. Crabtree’s office isn’t far from the assisted living, but I wasn’t sure if Fran would want to make the switch from her family dentist.

      But the second she met Dr. Crabtree, she adored him.

      I understand why. He’s nice as he can be, and patient as you could ever want. Just as good with little kids and older folks as he is with middle-aged people like me. I only wish everyone working in medicine was as good with folks who either get scared or get confused sometimes.

      He even makes rounds at the assisted living and the nursing homes, too, to check in with people who can’t get out as easily, to see how they’re doing and make sure they don’t need any emergency dental care.

      Like I said, he really is a great guy, and a great dentist.

      He’s cute, too, with curly brown hair and big blue eyes, and a (healthy) smile that lights up the room when he walks in.

      Even if you’re staring down a root canal.

      What I think got Fran’s attention is Dr. Crabtree is just a touch over five-and-a-half-feet tall. Her husband wasn’t much taller than that, and Fran is barely over five feet herself.

      When she first saw him, she grinned and said, “I could just tuck you in my purse and take you home!”

      We all laughed, of course. That’s just one of those old mountain sayings, the kind that’s dying out as the generations move on and get way too exposed to TV and movies and even video games.

      Just an old saying.

      Like “I could just eat you up.”

      That one bothers me now, way more than it used to.

      Anyway, when I heard Dr. Crabtree hadn’t shown up for work for a few
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