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GERRY’S MINIATURE TIPS


Chapter One

My new house didn’t have western exposure in the kitchen. It was almost criminal. I couldn’t imagine working at the sink or stove without benefit of the late afternoon sun.

Fortunately, it was an easy problem to fix. I picked up the house, rotated it about ninety degrees, and set it down in its corner. Only a couple of items fell over in the operation—a small lamp and a vase of flowers that apparently weren’t glued down properly. I righted them and peered through the picture window.

Much better.

Now I had four dollhouses, spread throughout my life-size home, with picture windows that framed the setting sun, especially brilliant this February afternoon.

“You should have asked me to do that, Mom,” said my husky son, Richard (The Orthopedic Surgeon, as I liked to append to all who would listen). “That must weigh forty pounds.”

“I’ve been moving houses like this since—”

Richard followed me from the dining room to the kitchen where I resumed dinner preparations. “Before I was born, I know,” he said. “First in the Bronx, and now in Lincoln Point. Yada, yada.”

His smile, with his long laugh lines, prompted me to kiss him on his scruffy cheek (it was still a novelty to have my only child back home). “Thanks anyway for the offer.”

The truth was I’d gotten used to being alone and doing whatever heavy lifting needed to be done. I’d been a widow for more than two years. As wonderful as my local family and friends had been to me, they weren’t by my side 24/7, and at the end of the day, I was on my own. I wasn’t one to sit around and wait for help or call someone when I wanted to install a shelf or rearrange my furniture—even the life-size version—when I was perfectly capable.

Richard, his artist wife Mary Lou, and the joy of my life, my granddaughter Madison Porter, recently turned 11, had moved back to Northern California only a few weeks ago. They were staying with me while their home-in-the-making near the Stanford University School of Medicine, Richard’s new employer, was being completed. I didn’t say it out loud, but my secret hope was that the contractors would live up to the stereotype and be many weeks late. But no matter what, my son and his family would be only ten miles to the north of me now, instead of hundreds of miles to the south in Los Angeles, where they’d been since Maddie was two years old.

“How many dollhouses do you need, anyway?” Richard asked me.

“I think one hundred would be a good number,” I answered.

Not easily bested, Richard gave me another broad smile. “Well, you’re on your way.”

“I like your attitude. I’m glad I’m serving your favorite tomato sauce tonight.”

I hadn’t yet owned up to my family that my true heroine was a woman featured in a documentary I’d seen on our local cable channel. She’d been collecting dollhouses of all sizes for many years. On the video you could see houses everywhere. One-room cabins, shops, and barns lay on her windowsills; large Victorians and colonials sat on tables and along the walls of every room. An especially beautiful structure from 1840 (she’d rescued it from a trash bin in a Welsh village), lined with majestic Palladian windows, took up a large area of her living room floor.

I thought of visiting her until I learned that she lived in England. Who knew that Channel 29, the Lincoln Point cable franchise, had such far-reaching contacts?

I couldn’t remember the last time Richard and I shared a meal together by ourselves. Tonight, the rest of our extended family was otherwise engaged. It was Mary Lou’s turn to pick up Maddie from the after-school program in their new neighborhood. They would then have dinner together, for a little quality mother/daughter time.

With my near and dear reasonably content and healthy, the only stress in my life at the moment was the looming deadline to finish a room box by February 12, one week from now, when Lincoln Point would celebrate “The Real President’s Day,” as we called it. In store for us was a reenactment of one of the 1858 campaign debates between Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas, with all the trimmings of period staging. My foot-long room box, featuring an outdoor debate setting, was to be raffled off for the benefit of the library.

I focused on the task at hand and stirred my special marinara sauce.

“Do you know where your wife and daughter are eating?” I asked Richard, handing over a hot shrimp for him to sample.

“It’s a no-brainer. Mary Lou will suggest a salad bar or sushi or whatever, Maddie will bat her eyes and plead for pizza, and guess who’ll win?”

“I’ll count on a couple of leftover slices coming home,” I said.

Richard stopped to lick his lips. “Mmm. The shrimp is perfect. Who needs pizza?”

What followed was more Maddie talk—especially about her adjustment to the move away from her Los Angeles school and neighborhood.

“She doesn’t seem to have made many friends here yet,” Richard said.

“It’s been hardly a month,” I said. “Give her a chance.”

If anyone but her father had suggested that my granddaughter was slow at assimilating, I’d have sounded even more put out. The only child of an only child, Maddie seemed determined to fill her life with surrogate siblings and cousins and had learned to charm both adults and other children.

Not that I was biased.

“I guess we’ll see,” said Richard, who knew enough not to belabor any hint of imperfection in his daughter in my presence.

He arranged dishes and glasses on the dining room table. Probably I made too much of it, but I thought he looked more like his father when he was doing a chore that Ken often did, like setting the table or taking out the trash. My son had the Porter red hair and Ken’s high forehead. I saw my genes only in his deep-set eyes. We couldn’t trace his stocky build to either side of what were otherwise two families of long, lean men and women. He’d always said heft was an advantage in orthopedic surgery, and I didn’t want to know much more about the life of one who cut into human flesh for a living.

In his afternoon-off jeans and sweatshirt, Richard maneuvered around Mary Lou’s paintings, stacked three and four deep along the walls and in front of the hutch, and found our favorite wine glasses. His wife’s artwork, finished and unfinished, filled the house, giving my dollhouses and miniatures competition for space. A four-bedroom house was no match for four people when one was a child with enough protective gear, bats, sticks, and balls to equip a small school, and two of the adults had clutter-based interests. Though this temporary company put a strain on my crafts rooms, Richard and his family lifted my spirits every hour that they graced my home.

At the front of Mary Lou’s stack now was a work in progress, a rendition of a Lincoln-Douglas debate. She’d sketched out the two men, one short and round (Douglas), the other tall and lanky (Abe), in formal attire, addressing a crowd of people in an outdoor rally. American flags were draped across the stage; banners were hung on the large, full-leaved trees. I could feel the excitement of the event in the swirls and shades of the sketch. The scene was on its way to being a spectacular watercolor.

Like Maddie, my daughter-in-law could charm people even from a distance, and she’d gotten herself a commission to do the painting even before moving here. Mary Lou had the same deadline I did for my room box—the painting had to be finished, framed, and hanging in the lobby of the Lincoln Point City Hall on the morning of February 12.

But now it was dinnertime for Richard and me. I took a steaming bowl of spaghetti and sauce to the table, leaving a richly aromatic trail behind me. Richard added the breadbasket, then held my seat for me. “I’m not being sexist, Mom, just honoring the cook. No offense.”

“None taken.”

He took his seat across from me. “This is nice,” he said. “Not sharing you.”

We toasted with wine Richard had brought home from a recent family outing to the vineyards of Napa Valley.

I heard the pleasant click of my parents’ sixty-year-old wedding crystal.

Then, quickly afterwards, a demanding bzzz, bzzz, bzzz. My front doorbell.

Richard and I looked at each other, eyebrows raised all around. Then we laughed.

“It was nice,” Richard said.

If it had been a single buzz, like the signal from a delivery person warning us there was now a package on the doorstep, we might have ignored it. But this was an insistent ringing, as if someone were desperate to get to me.

Bzzz, bzzz, bzzz.

“I’ll get it,” Richard said. “Before I have a doorbell to repair.”

As if he could. Richard was handy in the operating room and laboratory (I assumed, since Stanford had paid a lot to woo him to Northern California) but he had none of his architect father’s handyman skills.

He snatched a crust of Italian bread to eat on the way to the door.

“Is Skip here?”

I heard the distraught voice of June Chinn, my thoughtful next-door neighbor and my nephew Skip’s girlfriend. And a family favorite, I might add. I wondered why she hadn’t simply hoisted her tiny body over our back fence into my yard and knocked on my glass patio door, as she usually did, day or night, in all seasons.

She was much too light to knock Richard over, but her entrance this evening was energetic enough to have made an impact as she pushed past him with a quick, “Hey, Richard,” and landed in front of me, at the dining room table.

“Gerry, something awful’s happened.” June stood at her full five feet, two inches and flailed her arms. The gesture, plus the intensely orange fleece vest she wore, gave her the look of a CalTrans worker on a freeway instead of the Silicon Valley tech editor that she was. “I can’t find Skip.”

I put down my fork and swallowed hard. I’d seen my nephew at noon when he stopped by for a quick bite. How could he be missing now? Frightening images went through my mind. Skip was a homicide detective on the Lincoln Point police force, in my mind at risk every hour that he was at work. I remembered he’d mentioned a new case that was “touchy.” My mind ran amuck. His mother, my sister-in-law Beverly Gowen, was in Hawaii on vacation with her new beau. What if—?

I stood up, dropping my napkin, and looked at June, who must have seen my concern.

“No, no. I mean, I need to talk to Skip and I can’t find him.”

I felt my shoulders loosen up, but not completely. June was not a drama queen, so I knew this must be serious. Richard used his best bedside manner to lead her to a chair in the living room part of our combined living/dining room. I followed, still not able to allow myself to relax fully.

June rolled her head in a way that seniors like me are warned not to. “My best friend, Zoe, she came here from Chicago right after I did. We’ve been friends, like, forever.” She took a deep breath. “She’s in jail.”

Skip’s okay. Once I realized this, I was able to focus on June and her friend. What to ask first? Why? Where? I settled on “When did this happen?”

June looked around the dining room. “Where’s Skip?” she asked, accusingly, as if we were hiding him from her.

“I assume you tried all his numbers, June?” Richard asked.

“I left messages everywhere!” came out as a wail.

“What can we do to help?” I asked.

June’s head jerked up. She gave me a wide-eyed look. “Gerry, you have to look into this. You know, the way you and Maddie are always solving cases.”

It was Richard’s turn for a wide-eyed look.

Busted.


Chapter Two

June’s overwrought state kept Richard’s questioning me at bay, though I knew eventually I’d have to submit to an interrogation on my grandparenting practices.

Usually a calm young woman, June had been an ideal neighbor and sometime babysitter for Maddie even before she and Skip started “going steady” (if that was still what they called it) a few months ago. Now she was dissolved in tears and barely understandable.

June chose tea over wine and calmed down enough to get started. I managed to hear that Zoe Howard, whom June had known “like, forever” (a lot of language usage had changed since I’d retired from teaching high school English only a couple of years ago) had a boyfriend, Brad Goodman, who was an artist. He was currently working on the stage set for the Lincoln-Douglas debate.

Richard and I sat at attention on the sofa, across from June. A few sips of tea, and she seemed ready to continue. “Zoe was really happy that Brad got this paying gig,” June said. “I guess there was a lot of competition. The losers … well, I guess that’s not a nice way to put it, but that’s what they say … the losers work on a big mural together, but the winners get commissions to do individual paintings.”

“My wife got one of the commissions,” Richard said, with unmistakable pride in his voice. His praise of Mary Lou was unnecessary, since I already knew she was a wonderful painter and June paid no attention.

“They’ll all be on television on our Channel 29. The crew there are all caught up in the debate because they’re going to video it, then show it over and over all month. It’s great exposure for an artist.”

“We know. My wife is painting …” Richard began, but June still was wasn’t interested in anyone else’s story.

Until she turned to blow her nose and came eye to eye with the dining room table and two heaping plates of congealing spaghetti marinara. “Ohmigod, I barged right in on your dinner. I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. Unless you’re hungry? There’s plenty—”

June held up her hand and shook her head, a deep frown forming, as if the sight of my best meal all year had turned her stomach. I couldn’t blame her since my specialty had lost its appeal even to me. How could a few degrees—from steaming hot to room temperature—change an aroma from mouthwatering to distasteful?

“I’m fine,” June said.

“Please, go on,” I said. “Zoe’s boyfriend, Brad, has a commission to do a painting, and … ?”

Bzzz, bzzz, bzzz.

I was sure June had no idea why the doorbell brought laughs from Richard and me as our quiet evening was turning into one of the busiest of the week. Not to mention traumatic for our sweet neighbor.

Richard opened the door to his cousin, Skip Gowen, another redheaded Porter (on his mother’s side)—safe and sound, I noted. Like Maddie, Skip was an only child who did an extraordinary job of winning people over.

But not this evening. Skip wore his detective garb—neatly pressed slacks and a sports jacket—and a serious cop look that he seldom brought into my home.

Richard and Skip exchanged a brief round of “Hey, cuz,” and “What’s up?” No answers were offered on the walk from the front door, through my atrium, to where June and I were sitting.

I expected a pleasant “Hey, Aunt Gerry,” but June rushed up to him as soon as he crossed the threshold into the living room. She crashed into his chest, her head reaching nowhere near his chin. “Skip, I’ve been looking all over for you, leaving messages.” Her words were barely audible until she released her hold on him and we were all seated, across from each other, one side more tense than the other.

“I … uh … I’ve been tied up all day,” Skip said.

“I wish you’d called me back,” June said. “I’ve been so frantic.” She twisted a tissue in her hands, tiny white shreds dropping onto her black spandex tights. “There’s been a terrible mistake. They’ve arrested Zoe. She’s in jail. Did you know that?”

I caught Skip’s expression. I knew my nephew well enough to tell that this wasn’t a surprise to him.

He pointed in the direction of June’s house. “I went over to talk to you. When you didn’t answer the door, I figured you were here,” Skip said.

Hmmm. This was Skip’s usual technique of not answering direct questions, as if the person asking were a prime suspect. But more than that was going on this evening. Memories of my nephew when he was about Maddie’s age came to me. “I don’t know who broke that (fill in the blank), Aunt Gerry. Maybe it was Richard,” he’d said on more than one occasion. My nephew had always been transparent when he was being less than honest—at ten years old it was excessive blinking that gave him away, as if he wanted us to know he was not telling the truth—and I saw through him now. I knew he must have a good reason for not admitting what I suspected were the facts, that he hadn’t tried to reach June, and that he’d been hoping to avoid her until he could talk to Richard and me about whatever was on his mind concerning the arrest of her friend.

I tried to ignore the odor of the spaghetti and shrimp, rapidly going downhill. It didn’t seem the right moment for housekeeping chores. I did, however, prepare a cup of coffee for Skip and put a few of his favorite ginger cookies (from my special recipe) on a plate. I’d kept my ear tuned to the drama unfolding a few yards away as I stood in the kitchen waiting for the whistle of a very slow kettle. I’d heard not a word from Richard, and only a syllable or two from Skip.

As I came back into the room, June was still holding forth about her friend. “I’ve told you how bad it’s been for Zoe lately, like she’s had this cloud over her head the past month or so. Don’t you remember?”

Skip nodded, patient. “I know. She had a flat tire—”

“Four flat tires,” June said, holding up her fingers.

“Four at once? That is odd,” Richard said, but neither June nor Skip appeared to hear him.

“And then someone stole her identity and used her Visa in the Philippines.”

“That happens a lot these days,” Richard said.

I shot my son a look. He raised his eyebrows and gave a slight shrug that said he was doing his best to bring a sense of normalcy to the situation. I shot another look that said not now. He smiled in acquiescence and I was glad we hadn’t lost our ability to communicate nonverbally.

“Zoe doesn’t even know where the Philippines are. And anyway, that’s not my point. She even thought she was being followed a couple of nights. And her purse was stolen, remember that? Now this. You’ve got to tell them she’s innocent, Skip.”

He took her hand. It was his turn to speak. “June. You’ll know this soon enough. I’m the one who brought her in. But—”

June stiffened and gave him a glaring look, made less threatening by the tears escaping from her eyes. She yanked away her hand. “You put Zoe in jail?”

“Well, not—”

“Skip, how could you do that? Zoe is my best friend. We’re basically family. I’m all she has.”

“You need to let me explain. Can you calm down so we can talk?” If the tone of his voice didn’t work to bring June down from her highly charged state, nothing would.

And nothing did. June stuffed her hands into her orange vest pockets. “I won’t calm down until you make a call and get her out right now.”

Richard and I, back in our seats across from them, listened intently, as if we were the audience at a great debate.

Skip’s tone was soft, pleading. “June, honey, you know I can’t do that.”

June was up and out the door before he could stop her (in reality, any one of the three of us could have halted her progress and scooped her up, given her tiny frame).

Skip threw up his hands, then buried his head in them for a moment. He hadn’t touched his coffee or a cookie. Bad sign. He looked up at us, seeming surprised that Richard and I were in the room. I guessed Richard felt as awkward as I did.

“Sorry,” Skip said. He got up and headed for the door.

“What’s Zoe in jail for?” I asked his retreating back.

He called over his shoulder, “Murder.”

Now I knew what Skip had meant by a “touchy” case.

Though curiosity had been nagging at me during the commotion over Zoe’s plight, I’d had a little time to mentally prepare my response to Richard’s inevitable question about my “solving cases with Maddie,” as June had put it.

“It was nothing,” I said. “I needed to do a little research and Maddie helped on the computer.” I snapped my fingers and appealed to a father’s pride. “She’s a whiz at it, you know.”

“She is good, isn’t she?” he beamed.

We’d been working together to clean up (optimistically storing the unappetizing meal away for another day), which gave the conversation the casual flair that I wanted, and Richard seemed satisfied.

Now we took our wine glasses to the living room area for another try at a little togetherness.

“So who do you think Zoe murdered?” Richard asked. Not our usual family chat agenda.

“Allegedly,” I said, feeling compassion for a woman I’d met only once or twice in large gatherings. I was sure my feeling had more to do with good-natured, put-together (though not this evening) June Chinn. I couldn’t imagine her being best friends with a murderer. “Anyway, it’s not our business.”

Richard raised his glass to me, his sly grin partly covered by the crystal. “Good one,” he said.

If he’d been wearing granny glasses, I’d have sworn it was Ken on the sofa.

Not five minutes later, the living room came alive again. The door slammed, a heavy backpack thumped on the tile in the entryway, and thick-soled shoes sporting a soccer ball design on their laces hit the atrium floor at breakneck speed.

“We’re home, we’re home,” Maddie shouted, running to kiss me, then her father.

“No kidding,” said her father, ruffling her red curls.

“Pizza, anyone?” Mary Lou asked. She doffed her pink faux-satin baseball cap (which her daughter scorned) and held up a white plastic container in the manner of a waiter with a large, fancy tray.

Richard jumped up and in one motion kissed his petite wife on the cheek and grabbed the leftovers box. “Sweet,” he said.

Mary Lou pulled at her hair, still not used to her new, shorter do—a layered design with blond strands of different hues and lengths, no two alike it seemed, the longest of which flipped out slightly just under her ears. She gave her husband a confused look.

“I was being facetious about the pizza. I thought you two had a nice, quiet, grown-up dinner planned.”

“Planned but not implemented,” Richard said, his mouth juggling a large bite of newly microwaved pizza. Apparently, my poor boy was ravenous. I thought fondly of our days in the Bronx, when “slice” would have said it all, as when Ken would ask, “Shall we all go out for a slice?”

“What’s facetious?” Maddie asked me. She addressed the word person in the house—her grandmother, who’d been giving her age-appropriate word-a-day calendars since she was able to turn the pages.

“It means your mom didn’t know our evening was so exciting that your dad and I didn’t get a chance to eat.”

“What happened? What happened?” Maddie was in her Xerox phase, duplicating every exclamatory phrase. It was as unnecessary as two (or more) exclamation points at the end of a sentence. I would have taken points off a test if one of my freshman English students had done it, but in Maddie I found it charming.

I regretted my teasing remark, since I wasn’t eager to involve Maddie in police matters.

“Oh, we had a little company. How was your day in school?” I asked her.

She managed to touch her nose with her upper lip. “It was okay.”

“How about the after-school program? What do they have you doing?”

“Nothing much.”

“Are you working on crafts?”

“Nothing much.”

Her parents had enrolled Maddie in an expensive “nothing much” program near their future home so she could start to bond with her neighbors-to-be.

“I thought you were going to try to get on the soccer team. Do they know you have a shelf full of trophies?”

She reached for one of the ginger cookies meant for Skip. “Nah, nah.”

“It sounds like someone hasn’t had her ice cream yet,” Richard said.

Maddie brightened a little as we all headed for the kitchen and took up our established dessert duties. I noted how quickly people get into a routine, especially one that gives pleasure. Richard stacked a tray with three flavors of ice cream: double chocolate chip for Maddie and me, spumoni for Mary Lou, and vanilla for himself (I often wondered whether these choices were clues to our personalities); Mary Lou heated the chocolate and caramel sauces from Sadie’s, our local creamery, and emptied a bag of chopped nuts into a small dish; Maddie and I set the table with bowls, spoons, and a replenished plate of ginger cookies.

All went as smoothly as a well-rehearsed theater production, down to our taking the same places at the table, as if they’d been assigned by a stage director. We dug into our customized sundaes.

“Why can’t I go to school in Lincoln Point?” Maddie asked me. I knew she’d exhausted her parents with that question already. “I don’t know anyone in Palo Alto.”

“You don’t know anyone here either,” Mary Lou said, handing me the jar of sweet-smelling melted chocolate.

Big mistake, I thought, and I didn’t mean the chocolate sauce.

Maddie didn’t miss a beat. “I do, too. I do, too. I know lots of kids here.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “Jason, Ariana, Abby, Melana, Noah, Natalie …” She stopped the roll call and gave an exasperated sigh, as if she didn’t have enough fingers and toes to name all the friends she had in Lincoln Point.

Besides Jason, who was my friend Linda’s adopted son, I recognized the names of children Maddie had met on her many visits here. I felt a little pride that I’d been a good enough grandmother to have taken her to library reading events and other children’s activities while she was in my care. I hoped her father was taking note.

“Well, that just proves how easily you make friends,” Richard said. “So in no time at all, you’ll have a long list of friends in Palo Alto.”

“Nuts,” Maddie said.

I handed her the dish of them, but she was not amused. At least she hadn’t said, “Nuts, nuts.”

It was my turn to tuck Maddie in, though she’d bristle at the term. She’d insisted on sleeping in the corner room, the one that had been her father’s but became hers on her visits through the years.

“I don’t think I can sleep without the baseball afghan Grandma knitted for me,” Richard had told her when they first arrived.

“Neither can I,” she’d said.

Game over.

Lest I think I’d gotten away with something, as soon as Maddie and I were alone in her room, the baseball afghan in its proper place on her bed, she revisited her earlier question. “I’ll bet it was Uncle Skip.”

“What, sweetheart?” I asked, to stall for time.

“Uncle Skip came by and you talked about a case. That’s why you missed dinner.”

Was my granddaughter that smart, or was I that easy to read? “What makes you think that?”

“If it was someone else, you would have told me. And if it wasn’t about a case, he would have just sat down and ate with you.”

“Eaten, sweetheart. Remember? It’s would have eaten.”

“Okay, never mind. I’m tired anyway.”

And my miniature detective was off to sleep, giving me a little reprieve.

As Maddie had gotten older and stayed up later, the adults’ conversation time got shorter, but Richard, Mary Lou, and I had developed the habit of having a current events and “how was your day” chat before we went to bed, no matter how late. Richard would share what he could about his new staff and duties at the hospital; Mary Lou always seemed to have an art fact-of-the-day: a way to create a richer purple in watercolor, or the scoop on a new brush; I reported on odds and ends in the worlds of GED tutoring and teaching and doing crafts.

Tonight when I returned to the living room, Richard was briefing Mary Lou on the drama that had cost him his fresh shrimp marinara.

“We’re waiting for the eleven o’clock news,” he said to me, his fingers poised on the television remote. “Ten more minutes.” He pointed the control at the screen and switched it on. “Now that the minor is asleep, we can hear the story and the gory details of a murder in Lincoln Point.”

“Is your life that boring, honey?” Mary Lou teased. In fact we all knew it was anything but, what with his new job and new staff at Stanford and the new house that took a lot of oversight from both him and Mary Lou.

With the television on mute while we waited, we did a remarkable job of pursuing the topic of the evening, considering how little information we had.

“Let me see if I have it right. It was this artist boyfriend of June’s friend who was murdered?” Mary Lou asked.

“We don’t know for sure,” I said. “June was just getting started when Skip came in.”

“How was the person killed?” Mary Lou asked.

“We don’t know,” Richard said. “June was just getting started, et cetera, et cetera.” He twirled his fingers in the air, Yul Brynner style, surprising me that anyone his age had seen “The King and I.”

“Where did the murder take place?”

“We have no idea,” I said.

“What’s the evidence against June’s friend that got her arrested?”

“We have no idea,” Richard mimicked, a grin across his face.

“Do we know where the body was found or who found it?”

“No, we don’t,” Richard and I said together.

Mary Lou was the first to laugh. “Sorry to sound crass, but maybe we should move on to something we can actually discuss.”

“Like your painting,” I said, slightly dizzy from the impossible quiz. “How’s that coming?”

Mary Lou could talk a long time about her passion, watercolor. She’d been happy to land a flexible-hours job at a gallery in nearby Mountain View so that she could carve out long periods of time for painting.

The problem was finding a place to work while her state-of-the-art loft was under construction as part of their Palo Alto home. The Rutledge Center, a city-owned complex of buildings, had offered space to the artists who were working on the Lincoln-Douglas project, including the elusive (murdered?) Brad, of “Zoe and Brad.”

The Lincoln Point television studio, where local Channel 29 originated, was located in the complex also. It was deemed convenient to have the works in progress under their roof for easy access as they prepared their documentary.

“It’s been neat having the television crew around, taping us working, or getting set up in my case, asking questions about my brushes,” Mary Lou said.

“I’ll bet,” her husband said, his eyes on the television screen.

“Their anchor woman, Nan Browne … she’s also the one who’s the narrator of the documentary … is something else, though. She has a daughter who’s a painter, Diana Browne. She lost out on a commission, so I don’t think either the mother or the daughter likes me very much.”

“I don’t know Diana, but I’ve heard that Nan doesn’t like too many people anyway,” I said.

Mary Lou’s in-progress rendition of a Lincoln-Douglas debate, which Richard had almost tripped over in my dining room, would be on its way to the Rutledge Center tomorrow, at the hands of yours truly. I’d offered to drop it off in the afternoon.

“You always see Lincoln towering over Douglas in paintings and drawings,” Mary Lou said. “That’s why I put Douglas in front in my version. I’ll bet half the population thinks Lincoln won that election, just because he’s so tall and imposing in all the debate images.”

“He didn’t win?” Richard looked genuinely surprised.

“Did you learn nothing in the public schools of Lincoln Point?” I asked my son.

“That was a long time ago, and I don’t remember hearing about a President Douglas. Do we get his birthday off?” Richard sounded defensive, as if one of his teachers had just suggested he wasn’t applying himself hard enough to his history lessons.

Mary Lou cut him a little slack. “I wouldn’t have known either if I hadn’t studied up to get in the spirit of the painting. The debates were for one of Illinois’ two U. S. Senate seats. Lincoln lost that election, but it did put him in the public eye nationally and he won the presidential election two years later.”

“Interesting,” Richard said, but his tone said otherwise.

“Anyway, I want to try to give Mr. Douglas a little stature in my painting, even though he was under five feet tall.”

“Interesting,” I said, and meant it.

“Another minute and we should have some local news,” Mary Lou said. “Anyone for more tea? Mom?”

I raised my hand. “I’d love some.”

“I’ll have some wine,” Richard said.

“Can I have some hot chocolate?” a small voice said. It came from behind us, from the direction of the corner bedroom with the baseball afghan. “I can’t sleep.”

Richard deftly pushed buttons and got a blank screen on the television set.

Maddie, still smelling of strawberry bubble bath, climbed on my lap. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” I asked, stroking her head.

She rubbed her eyes and laid her head on my chest. “I don’t feel too well. I might not be able to go to school tomorrow.”

“Oh, right,” Mary Lou said, heading for the kitchen, not a trace of sympathy in her voice.

“Here we go,” Richard said.

“What if she really is sick?” Such cold parents was in my tone. I put my hand on her forehead. It was also cold.

“Grandma, you’re playing right into her little act,” Richard said. He walked over to where Maddie was using me as an easy chair. He reached out and tickled her. She came out of her slump and the two of them ended up rolling on the floor.

Two servings of tea, one glass of wine, and one hot chocolate got us through an abbreviated version of Clue. Declared the winner, Maddie crawled back into bed and so did we.

The television news came and went without benefit of our scrutiny.


Chapter Three

Breakfast was one time of day that had changed drastically since my family arrived from Los Angeles and moved in with me. As a single person, I usually took my sweet time in the morning, starting with the newspaper and coffee and adding cereal or eggs later. I showered and dressed only in time for the day’s meetings, which might include tutoring sessions at the library, crafts classes for the residents of Lincoln Point’s retirement homes, and various committee work for Lincoln Point’s fundraising programs.

Not a hurried life, for the most part. Plenty of time for my new reading pleasure, contemporary fiction. I felt I’d read and re-read the classics often enough in my twenty-seven years of teaching to branch out.

Now there was a mad scramble every morning as four people tried to get along with two bathrooms. I’d given Richard and Mary Lou the largest bedroom and bath suite (small by contemporary standards, at only twelve by fourteen).

“Only one sink in the master suite,” Richard had said, in an imagine that tone. How quickly he’d forgotten his modest roots.

I took the bedroom between parents and child and shared the second bathroom with Maddie.

We were not crowded by nineteen-fifties standards. But I’d been to their sprawling Los Angeles home and had seen the plans for the next Porter generation’s homestead in Palo Alto, and I could see why they felt cramped.

This morning Richard left first for an early surgery, followed closely by Mary Lou, on her way to open the gallery where she worked.

“Thanks for taking the painting, Mom,” Mary Lou said. At least, I thought that was her message as she held a piece of dry toast between her teeth and loaded her work-in-progress into my trunk. I kept my car outside in the driveway since Richard’s new sports car trumped my little Ion for garage space. Mary Lou worked against a slight drizzle, keeping her portfolio close to her body.

Maddie knew she’d lost the “I’m sick” battle and buckled herself into my Ion only ten minutes later than the ideal departure time for a Wednesday morning. She had the afternoon off to allow the teachers at her school to take a class in CPR. I won the privilege of driving Maddie to school and picking her up around eleven. In between I could shop in Palo Alto. Not a bad deal.

“Isn’t CPR for old people?” she asked.

Unfortunately, not always, I thought. “I’m sure it’s for when the teachers are visiting their great-great-grandparents,” I told her.

“My teachers in LA were always taking professional days,” Maddie said. “They had things like team-building, but not for sports, and other stuff. I think they just needed a break from us.”

A very insightful comment, but as a retired English teacher, I felt I needed to speak up for my profession. “Someday I’ll show you all the notebooks I have from my own teacher conference days. They’re filled with information on special programs for reading, writing—”

I could see Maddie in the rearview mirror, signaling “time out.” Her way of cutting off speeches about “the old days.” We moved on to planning the present day.

Maddie and I decided that the afternoon would include lunch, a session on a miniature project or two, a movie and popcorn at home. We also needed to drop off Mary Lou’s painting at the Rutledge Center. A lot to crowd in before Richard and Mary Lou came home for dinner.

We headed north on the Bayshore Freeway, driving through heavy traffic and a light but steady rain. The hills around us were as green as they would ever get; the rest of the year they were “golden” (read: “dry”). Ken would have said, “It’s our two green weeks a year, always in time for Lincoln’s birthday.”

In about a half hour, we pulled up to Maddie’s new school, Angelican Hills Elementary, named for its location on Angelica Avenue in Palo Alto. “It’s so funny,” Maddie told every new person she met. “My Los Angeles school was called Stanford Elementary, and now my school near Stanford is named Angelican Hills, you know, like Angeles.”

We all got it and laughed every time.

“We’re going back to Lincoln Point for lunch, right?” Maddie asked me. She stood by the curb, hooking on her brand-new backpack.

“I thought we could eat in Palo Alto, maybe invite one of your friends here to come with us, and also her mother or whoever picks her up.”

“Nah, nah. I’d rather have a Willie’s bagel and a Sadie’s ice cream. Yum, yum.”

“Okay, okay,” I said, but she didn’t seem to get the parody.

This was unusual behavior. As her father said, Maddie had always made friends easily. I wondered what was holding her back this time. Surely the self-consciousness and self-doubt of puberty hadn’t already set in? I never thought I’d be wishing my tomboy granddaughter would get involved in sports, but the circumstances required it.

I wasn’t so worried that I forgot what I’d set my sights on, however: an enormous superstore of crafts just one freeway exit away from Maddie’s school. I headed straight for it once I let Maddie and her stiff, new backpack off.

It was harder and harder to find dollhouse and miniatures stores these days, but an hour or two in a large crafts and fabric store went a long way to providing inspiration and general supplies for my hobby.

Maddie was a recent convert to dollhouses and miniatures, having always preferred to hit and kick balls around a field wearing a team shirt. The project that had won her over was Ken’s model of the Bronx apartment he and I had lived in when we were first married. He’d built it to what we miniaturists called full-scale—one inch for one foot of “real” space—and Maddie and I were now decorating it, keeping as close as possible to how the real apartment looked at the time.

“I used to think dollhouses had to be all frilly with pink flowered wallpaper and all,” Maddie had said, especially pleased when I’d agreed to a miniature hockey stick in the hallway, where Ken had always kept his—a souvenir from his college days.

Today I was on the lookout for bookcase materials for the apartment. I thought of the decidedly non-frilly bookcases, constructed of plywood and cinder blocks, that Ken and I had used during our first years in the apartment. The plywood part would be easy to model since I had an abundance of wooden crafts sticks in my storage bins. I cruised the aisles of artificial flowers and other “nursery” items and finally settled on a sheet of gray florist’s foam that could be cut to look like cinder blocks. One thing a crafter knows: if you’re looking for something shaped like a block, don’t restrict yourself to the block aisles.

Before I was finished, I’d added several other items to my cart. I arrived at the checkout station with a three-inch pale green bathrobe (a puffy sticker that was part of a bathroom set) for the apartment; picture frames (gold filigree stickers) to have on hand; and a large stack book with pages that could
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