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Chapter One

The final test was always nerve-wracking.

The room was cozy and inviting, with a leisure chair and matching ottoman in a sweet briar rose pattern, a tall bookcase filled with the complete works of Shakespeare, photographs in white porcelain frames, a mahogany coffee table, and a hardwood floor polished to perfection. With its stately Christmas tree and holly-laden mantel, the composition might win a designer award for Victorian charm and décor, but could it hold its own against the force of gravity?

I took a breath and did the arm stretch I learned in aerobics class—the special session for the over-fifty crowd.

Then I picked up the room by the back of the chair, my fingers gripping the carved wood. Everything else came up with it, even the basket of knitting next to the chair’s Queen Anne feet.

So far, so good.

I tipped the room upside down and gave it a little shake, keeping a careful eye on the half-full glass of wine and the star at the top of the spruce.

I waved the room from left to right. The miniature furniture and all the accessories stayed glued to the floor, the books stayed in the bookcase, the lamp clung to the table. Only the beaded fringe on the ornate lampshade moved, sending a delicate pattern of roses and green leaves rippling through the air.

I was home free, officially done with my Victorian room box, which was ten inches long, representing ten feet (full-scale, we miniaturists called it). Tomorrow I’d take the parlor downtown to the community center—as my contribution to the holiday auction. More specifically, the Mary Todd Lincoln auction, where every crafter in town competed for the most authentic Victorian-era ornamentation.

Lincoln Point, California, about forty miles south of San Francisco, took all things Lincoln seriously. Never would we lump Abraham’s birthday with those of every other president of the United States. We celebrated on the day itself, February 12, no matter which day of the week it fell on.

We were equally dedicated to his wife. One of Lincoln Point’s founding fathers in years gone by apparently decided that Mary Todd Lincoln’s birthday, December 13, was an appropriate day for the official start of the Christmas celebrations around town, beginning with a grand ball at city hall.

Thus, not even Christmas had escaped our grasp. (And lately, we also included Hanukkah, Kwanzaa, and generic winter solstices, Lincoln-izing them all.)

Linda Reed, my good friend and a much better crafter than I, had chosen to create a model of a Victorian bedroom in half-scale (only one-half inch equals a life-size foot). She’d hand-sewn a mountain of tiny pillows and added embroidery picturing an elaborate skating party worthy of a Currier & Ives print.

“I’m tired of needlework,” she’d told me. “Next year, I’m going to do a Victorian bathroom.”

“I’ll bet one dollhouse kit and a year’s supply of rubber cement that you’ll be doing crewel work on the towels and hand weaving the toilet seat cover,” I’d said. “Mrs. Lincoln would have liked that.”

This had drawn a laugh and “You’ve got a point, Gerry.” Linda seemed happier these days, now that her adopted teenage son, Jason, had an afterschool job and was making the honor roll, and the more troublesome of her two exes was out of her life. Linda had also managed to streamline her career as a nurse. Instead of juggling part-time positions at three medical centers, she’d accepted an offer of a full-time job at the Mary Todd Home, an upscale, multilevel care facility near her own house. I was a volunteer there myself on Friday mornings, teaching and helping residents with crafts projects.

The Mary Todd Ball was only two days away, and there was much to do in the meantime in my regular, life-size schedule. First up today was a meeting at the library with Lourdes Pino, one of my favorite GED students. She was more than ready to take the test for her high-school equivalency diploma, but she still lacked the confidence to go for it. In her fifties, she had a tough time with change and risk-taking. (Didn’t we all?)

I had a couple more deliveries to make around town—my inability to “just say no” had earned me a spot on the decorating committee for the ball. There was also shopping and preparation for a special guest: this evening, I’d pick up my beloved ten-year-old granddaughter, Maddie, at the airport. I’d have her to myself until her parents joined us for Christmas next week.

I gave my room box a nudge on the way out the door to meet my student, poking at the table legs and the antimacassar I’d tatted for the chair back. I found it just the way I liked it—completely static.

Rrring. Rrring.

My kitchen phone. I stood in place by the front door, waiting to hear a message. I never thought I’d be one to screen calls, but I had to admit how handy it was. What had I done before answering machines, caller ID, cell phones, and call waiting? It was a long way from the four-party line we shared in my childhood home in the Bronx.

“Geraldine, this is Dolores Muniz. I need to talk to you. Please, please be there.”

Coming from my machine was the voice of the Lincoln Point City Hall. That is, of one of their high-ranking administrators, a dynamic woman with whom I’d worked on publicity and permits for the many crafts fairs and programs I helped organize. Dolores’s personality leaned to the dramatic, but this seemed a little intense, even for her. I rushed to the phone.

“It’s my grandmother,” she said to the machine, just before I picked up the receiver.

“What’s wrong with Sofia?” I asked Dolores. I hoped we wouldn’t be faced with losing Sofia during what should be a festive time.

I had a special bond with Dolores’s grandmother. Sofia was in her mid-eighties, a resident at the Mary Todd Home and a regular participant in my Friday morning crafts workshop. But more than that, she’d built me a shrine in the very dark days of my husband’s long illness. Though only three inches tall, the beautiful altar, with its rows of votive candles and statue of Our Lady of Guadalupe gave me great comfort. Neither Sofia nor the lovely lady in blue in the miniature scene seemed to mind that I wasn’t Roman Catholic.

“Geraldine, I’m so glad you’re there.” I heard relief in Dolores’s voice, then increased agitation. “They can’t find her.”

I heard the panic in Dolores’s voice and wished I were there to offer relief. As it was, I had only a silly question.

“She left the home?”

“The administrator is saying she ran away, but I know she wouldn’t do that. So either her memory has gotten worse, or”—Dolores’s voice caught—“someone kidnapped her. You know, you hear such horrible nursing home stories these days. Who knows what could have happened to her?”

I put down my purse and tote and sat on a metal chair in my atrium. “I’m so sorry, Dolores. I assume they’ve called the police?”

“They did, and so did I, but on the whole, the police don’t care. They never do. She’s just an old lady who wandered off.”

The beginnings of a speech in defense of law enforcement formed in my mind as I thought of Skip, my conscientious twenty-eight-year-old nephew and one of the newest detectives in the Lincoln Point police department. But on the whole, I knew that Dolores was right, that a harmless, meandering octogenarian was not a high priority on the LPPD crime-fighting agenda. Perhaps we needed an Old Person Alert, like the Amber Alert for children.

“Can you talk to Skip, Geraldine?” Not unexpected. I often got requests to intercede with Skip. Sometimes for a speeding or parking ticket, sometimes for more serious matters, like this one. It was hard to convince people that, one, I didn’t have a hotline to Skip, and, two, the wishes of a retired English teacher were not what the LPPD had dedicated their lives to. “I’m going to drive around myself and look for her, but it would be nice to know someone on the police force cared.”

“I’ll try to reach my nephew, but I can’t promise anything. What I can do, if it will help, is drive for you if you want some company while you look.” My own time, at least, was something I had control over. Though I questioned the usefulness of a random search of Lincoln Point’s streets, I understood why Dolores would need to be doing something to find her grandmother.

I heard a loud sigh. “That would be wonderful, Geraldine. Can you pick me up at city hall?”

“Give me ten minutes.”

I hung up and mentally changed gears. My call to Lourdes caught her just in time, before she left for our tutoring session at the library.

“That’s okay, Mrs. Porter, I will wait here until you call me.”

“Thanks for being flexible, Lourdes. Go on to the next chapter in your book, and we’ll work on it later today.”

Always the teacher, my late husband, Ken, would have said. Always giving homework. I knew he meant it as a compliment.

I gave my cozy scene one more nudge, and my atrium Jade plant a quick spray. I grabbed a light jacket (Decembers are mild in this part of the world, at least for a Bronx native) and glanced at my tote full of books and materials for tutoring. Before the morning’s over, I thought, Sofia will have been returned safely to her room at the Mary Todd—probably by an LPPD officer as young and handsome as Skip was (though it would be hard to find another cop with Skip’s dazzling red hair).

I’d still have time for conjugations and punctuation with Lourdes.


Chapter Two

In the interest of efficiency, I flipped open my cell phone at the first red light and punched in the number three, for my one and only nephew. Skip teased me about coming after number one—his mother, my sister-in-law and best friend, Beverly Gowen—and number two, my son, Dr. Richard Porter, in Los Angeles.

“I know that number two is really for Maddie,” Skip had said the first time he checked out my speed dial list. “You just don’t want me to realize I’m less important than a ten-year-old.”

“A ten-year-old who adores you.”

Skip had puffed out his chest at that. “And rightly so.”

Skip’s biggest threat to me was that he’d tell my friend Linda Reed she was number four. We all knew Linda could get a little testy when she thought she was being slighted.

Skip answered his phone now, with a noticeable lilt on the words of his new and exciting title.

“Lincoln Point PD Detective Gowen.”

“I like the sound of that, Number Three.”

“Hey. What’s new? Is the little princess in town?”

“Not yet, and you’d better not let her hear you call her that, or you’ll go down a few notches on her superhero list.”

“Good point. Do I hear traffic? This must be important if you’re dialing and driving.”

The light turned green and I moved forward, convincing myself that multitasking was safe on Springfield Boulevard, our main drag, where the speed limit was thirty miles an hour.

“A friend of mine is missing. Well, the grandmother of a friend. Actually, the grandmother is a friend, too, I guess.” No response from Skip. “Someone I’ve worked with at city hall. Her grandmother’s in my class at the Mary Todd Home. It’s the grandmother who’s missing. Sofia Muniz.” Still no response, except a throat clearing, to let me know he was still there, I supposed. This was something Skip had gotten very good at—letting “the other guy” talk and talk, waiting until a question was asked; and even then, he was more likely to ask another question instead of answering.

“Did you hear me?” I asked, more loudly than necessary.

“Did you ask a question?” he replied. I knew he heard my loud grunt, because he came back with, “Sorry, Aunt Gerry. Tell me more.”

I told him as much as I knew. “Can you look into it?”

“She’s how old?” he asked, in a way that sounded too close to “why bother?”

“That’s not the point.” Maybe Dolores, with all her city hall connections would have commanded more of his attention than his old (to him) aunt. For that matter, why hadn’t she used her government resources to track down her grandmother? I’d have to find a delicate way of asking her.

“Sorry, again,” Skip said. “But I just caught a murder.”

I let out a long breath. “In Lincoln Point?”

Where else? I thought belatedly. What I really wanted to know was, who’s been killed—and why—in my town? Lincoln Point had already suffered two murders this year, including that of a long-time businessman, and I didn’t look forward to a new issue of a rising crime rate. Not to mention, it was a small town and I might know the victim.

“Can’t say right now, and not just because I’m out the door.”

“And you can’t even check to see if anyone is looking for Sofia Muniz?”

“You know, Aunt Gerry, with three … uh, retirement homes in town, we get calls like this almost every day.”

“Not from me.” I was sounding like a whiny old aunt. I’d have to examine this trend, I told myself. How could I expect Skip to drop everything and do my bidding? “Get going, Skip. Don’t mind me. I’m just concerned for an old friend.”

“No, no, you’re right. No one is unimportant. I’ll check it out, I promise. Maybe we can make a deal. You go out with Nick Marcus as I’ve been suggesting, and I’ll—”

“Don’t go there, Skip.”

“Okay, but just let me know when you’re ready to brave the dating world. We could double.”

Clearly the police were not very busy today, even with the latest homicide—they could easily patrol the streets for a missing citizen. “Right now, I’m going to cruise Lincoln Point with Dolores and try to find Sofia Muniz.”

I hung up before Skip could rattle me even more.

No way was I going on a date with Skip’s mentor on the force. Or anyone, for that matter. My decision had nothing to do with Nick—I’d heard great things about him from Beverly, who worked with him on her volunteer projects. But I’d struck it rich with Ken Porter, who died two years ago. He was the most wonderful husband anyone could ask for. I doubted there was another man like him out in Skip’s “dating world,” and I didn’t have the time or interest to find out.

My next call, at the Hanks Road stop sign, was to the Mary Todd Home.

“May I speak to Sofia Muniz?” I asked a female operator. Just checking.

“One moment please,” and then, a long wait later, “Mrs. Muniz is not available right now.”

“Has she left the residence?” Now moving past Sadie’s ice-cream shop on my right. Too early, though I considered a chocolate shake a nutritious midmorning snack.

“I’m afraid I can’t give you that information.” I knew that, but took a chance on catching her off guard. “Would you like to leave a message for her?”

“No message, but I’d like to speak to Linda Reed, one of your nurses.”

“She’s not on break yet.” And how do you know that so quickly? I wondered.

I hung up, no wiser. But, nothing ventured …

I pulled up to the Lincoln Point City Hall, an imposing white building at the heart of our civic center. To the right was our library, to the left the police department. I imagined Skip looking out the window of his office (except he’d left, and, besides that, he was still housed in a windowless cubicle), scratching his head, certain of the futility of what I was about to do.

Dolores was on the long, wide steps, talking to a well-dressed man who was about her age and height. Looking more closely, I saw that it was Steve Talley, a colleague of hers whom I’d met a few times. From their postures, I sensed it was not a friendly conversation. Dolores’s arms were folded across her chest; Steve’s hands were in his pockets. They took turns leaning into each other in an almost threatening way.

I gave a slight tap on my horn. Dolores turned away from Steve and started down the steps without a “good-bye” that I could detect. He stood there for a moment, frowning, then walked away.

“You wouldn’t believe what some people will do to get ahead,” Dolores said, right after “Thanks so much for coming, Geraldine.”

“A disagreement among colleagues, I take it?”

“That’s putting it mildly. Once again Steve has tried to undermine me.” She buckled herself and her rich-looking coat into my Ion, which seemed shabbier than ever from the contrast. “He removed my name from an interoffice distribution list, so I don’t get updates on time.”

I shook my head in sympathy. “How petty.”

I was sure the high school faculty politics I’d endured had been tame compared to what must go on in city government.

“‘Petty’ barely covers what Steve Talley is up to. But never mind him. Let’s go. I need to focus on finding Sofia.”

Dolores was bundled up more than the weather called for, in my opinion. She was a southern California native, I remembered, who thought it was not an exaggeration to call fifty degrees, no wind or precipitation, “winter weather.” Or maybe her long, black wool coat was simply a fashion statement. If so, it worked. Dolores was tall and thin—so was I, but I could still never pull off the elegant look, not even when I was her age, about twenty years ago. It might have been her excellent posture, which commanded the attention she needed to do her job well. It was hard to imagine a slouching city hall office manager. In the elegant department, I was also sure that in my outfit today—corduroy slacks and leather belt, cotton turtleneck, and brown tweed blazer—I looked like Dolores’s poor cousin.

“We’ll find her, Dolores,” I said, because I felt it was my duty to offer hope, possibly to make up for my low-end car. I headed back down Springfield Boulevard in the direction of the Mary Todd. I assumed we’d start there, but I could tell Dolores had already begun her search. Even as she talked to me she peered out the window, now and then stretching her neck to look around me at the other side of the street.

“When did you find out Sofia wasn’t at home?” I asked her.

“I call her every morning at seven o’clock to remind her to take her medications and do her exercises. Really just to touch base, you know. This morning her phone rang and rang, and then the desk picked up. They told me she must still be asleep. I tried for almost an hour and I know she doesn’t sleep that late, so I decided to pop over and check on her. That’s when they admitted to me they couldn’t find her. I looked around a little, but then I had to be in my office for an important meeting, and now …”

Dolores paused in her rapid-fire summary to wipe her eyes and blow her nose. Her makeup still looked perfect, her shoulder-length black hair coiffed for a modern, professional image.

“Do you know when she was last seen by a member of the staff?” I asked her.

Dolores’s “No” sounded more like a wail. I hoped it wasn’t because my question, once I heard it myself, sounded too much like part of a missing persons interrogation. “I should never have sent her there. I should have kept her in my home. Our home.”

I reached out and rubbed her shoulder. “It’s normal to feel that way, Dolores, but we know that at a certain point, that’s not realistic. She was ready for professional care. What are the staff at the Mary Todd doing to find Sofia?”

“Nothing that I can see. They say people leave all the time. But not my grandmother. At least I hope not. Sure, she had some memory loss. Ha, so do I. Sometimes she claims they don’t give her her meds. So I check and the pharmacy at the home says, yes, they gave them to her. But those are little slips. All in all, she’s”—Dolores snapped her fingers—“right there, you know. Does the crossword puzzle every day. And she loves your class, Geraldine. She’s making something for Ernestine, my daughter.”

Dolores was rambling, veering off track, but I couldn’t blame her. “Did the home send out their van, or anything like that?” I asked.

“Yeah, they said someone was out looking for her, but who knows? I keep calling back and they haven’t found her.” Dolores pulled her fashionable multicolored scarf, mostly red, tighter around her neck. “It’s freezing out, too. What if she’s out there in her nightgown?”

I could have pointed out that temperatures in the low fifties hardly constituted freezing, but I understood Dolores’s worry and frustration, beyond the actual data. Also, today was overcast and, for some Californians who worshipped the sun, that alone was enough to bring on a shiver.

“Sometimes old people wander back to where they used to live,” I said. “Did you check around your home?”

She nodded, and buried herself deeper into her scarf, still surveying the streets as we drove north. Sadie’s Ice Cream Shop was now open and I promised myself a shake as soon as we found Sofia tucked in her Mary Todd bed with a puzzle magazine, wondering what all the fuss was about.

If I needed one, I had a good excuse to indulge, since Susan Giles, one of the crafters in our group, had left the miniature Victorian soda fountain she’d made for Sadie’s window in my possession. It was my job to deliver it to Sadie’s since Susan was on her way to a Christmas reunion with her family in Tennessee (“TIN-essee,” as Susan pronounced it).

No wonder I’ve been craving a shake, I thought, I’ve been living with tubs of ice cream, thimble-size though they were, for several days. Susan had prepared two rows of flavors for her tiny freezer case. Whereas she’d been meticulous in modeling Victorian tables and chairs (white wrought iron), and signage (hearts, flowers, and cherubs) for the shop, she’d taken liberties with the ice-cream flavors. Some were as simple as strawberry and chocolate; others more modern and elaborate, like German chocolate cake and mint-chip cookie dough with nuts. She’d also modeled one of Sadie’s holiday specials: a vanilla ice cream “snowball” covered with coconut and topped with a tiny candle and sprig of holly. A little silver scoop sat on top of the counter, and I could swear I smelled freshly baked cones every time I passed by.

Dolores had been talking while I’d been salivating over what was in reality nothing more than modeling clay (ah, the power of miniatures). I hoped I hadn’t missed anything critical.

“I called the people next door to me to check. My grandmother isn’t anywhere in my neighborhood,” Dolores was saying. “And anyway, it’s a gated community, so the guard would have seen her go in. My grandmother lived there with me until a couple of years ago when I put her in the Mary Todd.” In her distraught, guilt-ridden state, Dolores was able to make “Mary Todd” sound like “San Quentin.” She dabbed at her eye makeup. “It was always the three of us—me, Sofia, and Ernestine.”

“I remember Ernestine in school. She’s a good student.” Something to brighten a needy mother’s day, even if the girl wasn’t among the best I’d taught at Abraham Lincoln High School. “I can’t believe she’s in college already. Where is she, again?” Get the mother talking about her pride and joy.

“UC Irvine. She’s doing really well, a junior already. She’s majoring in communications.”

“You and Sofia must be very proud.”

“We are. She’s the first in the family to go to college, you know, but once she left, my grandmother was alone all the time. I work late a lot, and even on some weekends. I thought it would be better for her to have company, you know, be around other people, play some games, take some classes. And Mary Todd is supposed to be the best.”

My friend Linda, one of its finest nurses (I was sure), would agree. And so did I, having had some experience of different care facilities myself. I was a regular on the arts and crafts circuit, working with senior residents at all three of Lincoln Point’s facilities. Handling tiny pieces was beyond the physical capability of many old people, and I focused on what they could do, such as painting larger pieces, or working with fabric. A surprising number of women in the homes knitted or crocheted, telling me it was therapy for their arthritis. They loved making tiny blankets and rugs for children’s dollhouses.

Sofia, I remembered, had been working on an outfit for a statue in a miniature church. She carefully explained to me how the statues of certain saints in Catholic churches wore real clothes. The Infant Jesus of Prague, she pointed out, had the most elaborate wardrobe of all.

As we passed Hanks Road, Dolores sat up in her seat. “Wait, Geraldine. Could that be her? I think I saw her down there on the right. Turn around!”

I made a U-turn at Gettysburg Boulevard and turned left on Hanks. “Where exactly?” I asked, seeing no one on the street except a mailman and a multi-dog walker.

Dolores sank back. “I don’t see her now. It was probably someone retrieving their newspaper. Wishful thinking, I guess.”

She looked so despondent that I didn’t correct her grammar, and instead came up with another platitude. “We’re almost at the Mary Todd, Dolores, and I’ll bet while we’ve been driving around, Sofia has been playing Scrabble with her friends.”

Dolores gave me a wan smile. I knew she wanted to believe that even more than I did.

I thought about my own parents, who had died relatively young. Hard as it had been to deal with at the time, I’d long since become thankful that I’d been spared this kind of worry. I hoped my son would be spared it, too, but that was a road I was definitely not ready to go down.

A tune I couldn’t place rang through my car. Dolores’s cell phone. She pulled it out of her pocket (unlike me, who always had to dig in my tote) and clicked it open.

“Dolores Muniz,” she said. A pause. A few “uh-huhs,” then, “I’ll see what I can do, but I might not be in the rest of the morning. I’m picking up some brochures at the printer’s.”

Strange. I wondered why Dolores would lie. I could understand not wanting her office staff to know details of her personal life, but this seemed an occasion when she’d want all the help she could muster. And it certainly was nothing to be ashamed of.

Dolores looked over at me. She smiled weakly and shrugged her shoulders. I took the gesture as an Excuse me for lying of sorts but not an offer to explain. I smiled back and kept driving, meaning, Don’t mind me, I’m just the driver.


Chapter Three

A few blocks later, the sprawling Mary Todd Home loomed in front of us.

Ken, an architect for all his working life, was always put off by the style (“styles,” he would say) of the home. “It’s part Spanish—see the creamy stucco and the red tiled roof? Part timbered—which could be either German or English, for heaven’s sake. Part Tuscan—would you look at that balcony.” He’d throw up his hands. “What were they thinking?”

“I like it,” I’d say, just to tease. And he’d start again, this time pointing out the influence of Scottish Jacobean in the round turret, or the peaks of a Cape Dutch in the back.

How I missed his intelligence, his wit. Him.

Dolores hardly waited for me to set my car in PARK before she was unbuckled and on her way up the long driveway to the glass-paneled double door. I caught up with her at the front desk (copiously draped in a garland of holly), from which we got no satisfaction, other than, “We’re doing all we can to find your grandmother,” and “Can I get you some coffee?” Finally, I persuaded the woman closest to the telephone to page Linda Reed.

“Let’s look in Sofia’s room while we’re waiting for Linda,” I said to Dolores. “It might give us a clue about where she went.”

Dolores nodded absently. “Follow me,” she said. Her expression told me that her mind was filled with unpleasant imaginings of her grandmother’s current plight.

As we stepped into an elevator, I was greeted by two women from my crafts class, passengers from the basement, I imagined. They came forth with a duet of “Hi, Mrs. Porter.”

“I bought some new paint for next Tuesday’s class,” Emma (or was it Lizzie?) said.

“It’s Wednesday, not Tuesday,” said Lizzie (or was it Emma?).

The debate went on to the second floor, where Emma and Lizzie got off, happily before I was forced to tell them they were both wrong.

Dolores and I exited the elevator on the fourth floor and headed for Sofia’s quarters. We passed lovely reading corners with a bright and attractive décor that included small bookcases and colorful lamps. The arrangements were near windows with views of nearby hills. Most of the readers were engrossed enough (or napping?) to be oblivious of Dolores and me, but a few looked up and smiled a hello, including Gertie, a particularly talented knitter, and Mr. Mooney, an excellent woodworker.

Until today, I’d seen only the main floor of the home, where the entryway and community rooms were located. Lavish as the first floor was, with enormous flower arrangements and comfortable groupings of furniture in the lobby, I had no idea the elegance and luxury carried through to the residence floors.

“You’ve certainly done well by your grandmother, Dolores. This looks more like a fine hotel than a senior residence.” (Ken’s architectural judgment notwithstanding, I said to myself.)

Signs directed us to a spa, a pharmacy, a fitness center, and a grand ballroom. I stopped to peer into a theater—a dark room with stadium seating, currently empty except for one old man asleep in the front row, obviously determined to capture a good seat. A program at the door listed the movies scheduled for the week, a mixture of classics and newer films, probably just out on DVD. We both inhaled deeply at the smell of buttery popcorn from a machine in the corner.

“I thought I was doing the right thing for Sofia,” Dolores said. “The best thing was that she’d never have to move again. This is one of those ‘continuing care communities,’ they’re called, with a care center on site.”

I knew as much from Linda, who divided her time between á la carte nursing services at the home’s wellness center and the more intensive care (not technically, of course) in its care center wing.

Sofia’s suite was beautifully appointed and larger than the Bronx apartment Ken and I shared when we were first married. I was sure Dolores had applied her own impeccable taste to the décor: simple lines but comfortable and inviting, in several shades of blue. A small Christmas tree with permanently attached tiny red, green, and gold balls stood on a table beside the couch. Two large, festive gift bags nearly blocked the entry to the patio.

“Two bedrooms and two bathrooms?” I asked, regretting my shocked tone.

“I didn’t want her to feel cramped. And once in a while Ernestine or I come and stay here overnight. Not often enough, I realize.” She ran her fingers over Sofia’s dresser, lined with family photographs. A lifetime of memories. Weddings, birthdays, poolside parties, and holiday gatherings filled the light oak surface. I recognized Ernestine’s formal high school yearbook photo in the collection, and one in her robes with Dolores on one side and Sofia on the other. All three Muniz women were tall and large boned. Sofia at eighty-something still had a rather stately carriage. Dolores turned to me. “Geraldine, what if she’s …?”

I hugged her. “You’ve been a good granddaughter, no matter what,” I told her, basing that judgment solely on the living arrangements she’d provided for Sofia. I tried not to dwell on the various nursing home scandals I’d read about, from people stealing pensions and social security checks to euthanasia at the hands of a well- (or not) meaning orderly.

I felt uncomfortable, like a snoop in someone else’s home, so I simply followed Dolores around the apartment, observing, as she opened drawers, unfolded and refolded clothes. She checked a large closet in the bedroom Sofia used, and I suspected she hoped she’d find her grandmother there, as if she were playing hide-and-seek one more time.

“You know, Sofia was never really happy in this place. In fact, she was never completely happy in my new home. I worked so hard to get us from hand-to-mouth survival in an old dump on the south side to the beautiful home where I live now. And she’d tell me she missed the decaying old apartment.”

This fit well with what I knew of Sofia. Dolores had bought her a fancy case to hold the materials for my crafts class, but Sofia carried her supplies in an old canvas tote bag. Instead of a state-of-the-art ruled cutting board that Dolores delivered to her in class one day, Sofia used a pile of cardboard as a base when she needed to score or cut. I imagined she wished she could simply discard Dolores’s rich redwood lawn furniture (I guessed about this) and sit out with her friends on a government-issue porch in a rusty chaise lounge.

Dolores pushed sweaters and flowered housedresses across the closet rod. “She couldn’t get used to the security at our new place. ‘Like a prison, with visitors signing in,’ she’d say. ‘Why can’t we stay where Ernestine was born?’ she’d ask me.” Dolores grunted. “It was in Nolin Creek Pines, Geraldine.”

“The housing projects behind the civic center?” The one named after the site of Lincoln’s log cabin birthplace, I remembered. Nolin Creek, Kentucky. Probably no other state in the country besides Kentucky and California had a Nolin Creek, thanks to us.

Dolores pulled the accordion door closed with a resigned sigh that said, My mother is not hiding in her closet. “That same rat hole. Funny, now I have an office at the back of city hall, so I look out my window and see those streets. It’s a reminder every day of where I came from and where I never want to return.”

I realized I knew very little about Dolores Muniz, except that she was a single mother with a rags-to-riches story that she usually preferred not to talk about. Not the time to quiz her, however. “Nolin Creek Pines is pretty run down now,” I said.

“It started out run down. But Sofia never cared as long as we were together. Sometimes when she’s tired or not feeling well and her memory is not great, she asks me things as if we still lived there. You know, did the landlord fix the curtain rod in the kitchen? Did I remember to buy grout for the bathtub? Do I think the roof will leak again this winter?”

I followed Dolores through a set of patio doors to a small balcony. Sofia had a view to the north, not bad this time of year when rainfall turned the hills green. “Green-ish,” Ken and I called it, remembering the rich, deep green of the Poconos in northern Pennsylvania and of the Catskills in upstate New York. I had a thought to ask a scientist (not that I could think of one among my friends) what made the difference. I wouldn’t have been surprised if Maddie knew. There was a lot of fifth grade science that was over my head.

Dolores sat down on one of the white metal chairs on the patio, apparently out of steam for the moment. I took the other chair, not knowing whether to get her talking or let her take the lead. In my mind I was constructing a miniature Nolin Creek Pines kitchen for Sofia. I could model an old-fashioned sink with a skirt around the bottom to hide the pipes. I wondered if the apartment had a radiator—something very easy to construct, with a little gray clay. If I kept it simple, I could have it done in a week, by Christmas, when she’d be back, safe, and celebrating with her family.

“Nice day, isn’t it?” An old woman’s voice broke into my crafty wanderings.

I knew Dolores was as disappointed as I was to see that the greeting came from Sofia’s neighbor, one balcony to the right, and not from Sofia herself. We tracked the sound to a frail-looking woman with an all-white halo of hair, her voice loud, high-pitched, and scratchy.

“Very nice, indeed,” I said, not to be rude. It wasn’t her fault that Sofia was missing.

Then the obvious occurred to me. “We stopped by to visit Sofia. Have you seen her today?”

“I’m Sandy Sechrest,” she said, seeming to stand on tiptoes. She pronounced it “seek rest,” which I thought was fitting. The solid walls of the balcony hid all but her head and shoulders. She seemed to be balancing herself by the tips of her fingers (were those mittens covering them, or stretched out sweater sleeves?). “Sofia and I are friends.”

While I smiled at the image of a Mutt and Jeff partnership, with the taller-than-average Sofia and the diminutive Mrs. Sechrest, Dolores jumped up. I worried that she’d frighten the tiny woman. Or attempt to vault over the space between the balconies—about ten feet, I guessed. But her cool professional training came to her rescue and she slowed down to ask in a calm tone, “Do you know where we can find her this morning, Mrs. Sechrest?”

“You can call me Sandy. My friends call me Sandy.”

“Thank you, Sandy. You can call me Dolores. I’m Sofia’s granddaughter.” Dolores took a breath. I was impressed at how well she was doing. “Is Sofia over there, visiting you?”

Mrs. Sechrest looked perplexed. “No, no. I think she went shopping.” She looked to the hills beyond (focusing her eyes farther than the edge of the earth it seemed). “No, wait a minute. She was down in the garden very late last night with two men. I could see them from here. I don’t sleep much so I sit out here all the time. When it’s cool, I use the nice shawl my great-grandson brought back from India for me.”

“You were telling us about Sofia?” I reminded her.

“Yes, Sofia. Maybe they came to take her shopping.”

“Someone took Sofia shopping in the middle of the night?” Dolores asked. I could tell she was trying not to sound too exasperated.

Sandy knocked her temple with her tiny knuckle. “Not shopping. I remember now. They were taking her to jail.”

“To jail?”

Mrs. Sechrest waved her arms and nearly disappeared below the wall for a moment. She came back up. “Yes, yes, that’s right. One of them was the man who drives the shopping bus.”

“The big yellow shopping bus?” Dolores asked her.

Mrs. Sechrest nodded vigorously. “Except this time it was a jail bus.”

Dolores turned to me, and whispered (unnecessarily, since Mrs. Sechrest had the very loud voice of the nearly deaf), “There’s no yellow shopping bus. This woman is out of it.”

“I’m so sorry, Dolores.” I could see the letdown in her face, her posture, her eyes that were starting to tear up again.

“At least we have an idea of what to do now,” I told her. “We can talk to some of the other residents. Someone might know what she did last night or this morning. She might have said something that will help us.” That was a lot of some-s, I realized. No wonder Dolores didn’t jump at the idea.

“I can’t just stay here, Geraldine. Can we drive around town again?” Dolores was full of nervous energy, fiddling with the buttons on her blouse, twisting her watch around and around on her wrist.

“This might be our best bet to find out what happened last night,” I said. “But if you want to leave, of course I’ll take you.”

Her answer was to sweep toward the door. I turned to say goodbye to Mrs. Sechrest but she’d left her balcony. Or else she’d simply dropped down to her normal, miniature height.

We were back in the entryway, ready to leave the suite, when the doorway was suddenly filled: my friend Linda Reed, looking broader than usual in her starched nursing whites (de rigueur at the Mary Todd). She was breathing heavily. I might have thought she’d climbed the four floors from the lobby, except I knew Linda could get winded just hurrying down a hallway. Still, she was a most welcome sight, beehive hairdo and all.

Help at last, I thought. Like me, Linda knew Dolores through our crafts work. Dolores was an enthusiastic supporter of our fund-raisers and did her best to move quickly on publicity, arrangements for permits, and other city-hall-based details.

“Did you find my grandmother? Is she all right? Is she here?” Dolores dropped her purse and grabbed Linda’s hand, as if to hold fast to our only decent source of information.

“We found her,” Linda said.

Anxious looks all around. Dolores seemed to hold her breath. The phrase dead or alive? hung in the air. Then Dolores blurted out, “What happened? Is she all right?”

“She’s getting settled in the care center.” Linda pointed to the south wing of the home. We followed her index finger. Dolores drew her breath in again. “It’s mostly good news.”

A long exhale from Dolores. A questioning look from me, who had focused on the word “mostly.” Dolores didn’t seem to hear it, but then she didn’t have my habit (the sometimes curse of an English teacher) of picking up on every word, every nuance. She grabbed her coat and put it on while juggling her purse and heading for the hallway. “I’m going to see her.”

“Let’s walk and talk.” This from Linda, who had taken a team-building course last fall.

I was ready to do both.

To get to the south wing where the care center was located, Linda explained, we’d have to go down to the first floor, cross the lobby to another set of elevators, and go up three flights. I was reminded of too many airport parking garages. Which in turn reminded me of the San Jose Airport where I’d pick Maddie up this evening. I gave my watch a surreptitious glance. Though we hadn’t seen Sofia yet, I felt the crisis was over and I could allow myself the pleasure of anticipating my only grandchild’s visit.

Between now (eleven fifteen) and then (four o’clock) I’d have to squeeze in a make-up tutoring session with Lourdes
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