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MINIATURE TIPS


Chapter One

I needed a new refrigerator; there was no doubt about that. But I didn’t expect to have so many choices. I stood in the appliance section of the store, in front of the current selection of models. Should I buy the tall white two-door or a similar style in black with an ice maker? I was also attracted to a French-door window arrangement in a wood-like shade, and the bottom-drawer-freezer stainless steel model next to it. I had already ruled out the old-fashioned one-door in avocado green that reminded me of my first kitchen in the Bronx back when Ken and I were newlyweds. I wasn’t planning on redecorating to that extent.

In the end, I decided to buy them all, including a boxy yellow throwback with its motor on top that had fallen behind the others. You could never have enough appliances to fill all your dollhouses or miniature room boxes.

“What about the restaurant-kitchen room box we’re making, Grandma?” Maddie asked. “Shouldn’t we buy two of the big stainless-steel fridges so we can put them side by side?”

“Good idea,” I said, as Maddie threw another silvery fridge into the wire basket she carried. Maddie was my mini-Sherpa in more ways than one.

We headed for the checkout counter at SuperKrafts, Lincoln Point’s first crafts store. My English-teacher background had finally stopped rebelling at the gimmicky spelling, and I was able to enjoy the store’s great collection of supplies for lovers of crafts of all kinds. Maddie and I had a clear shot at every shelf and bin of merchandise, with few other shoppers, most of whom were focusing on supplies for Christmas ornaments and fabric stamped with sleigh bells or Santa and his reindeer. I’d convinced my eleven-year-old granddaughter that earlier was better on a Saturday so close to Christmas if we wanted to beat the crowds. We stopped on the way to checkout and admired the new decorations to celebrate all the December holidays.

I was glad to be done with the Thanksgiving theme, which had been carried out with six-foot-tall turkeys, massive ears of plastic corn, and giant cornucopias. I doubted anyone ever called an oversized pilgrim “cute.” Maybe I’d offer to help decorate next year and add a miniature Thanksgiving table to the mix. Why anyone preferred larger-than-life to smaller-than-life was beyond me. When an item was enlarged, so were its warts and imperfections. But shrink the world into a scale of one inch, or less, for every real-life foot, and you had nothing but cute. Like the seven refrigerators I’d be taking home today, all under six inches in height. I couldn’t wait to stock the one-inch freezer shelves with half-inch cartons of ice cream.

Jody, today’s sales associate at SuperKrafts, peered into our basket. “Do you need any stoves or sinks to go with?” she asked.

“We have a ton of those,” my granddaughter answered, emptying the basket onto the counter. The assortment of little wooden, plastic, and metal refrigerators, toppled out, joined by a few accessories Maddie had picked up for her own miniature project. “I’m doing a skating scene,” she explained. “These pipe cleaners are for the trees. And Grandma and I are making a mini restaurant where you can see into the kitchen in the back. That’s why we need these.” She pointed to the stainless-steel fridges. “I’m making the tables out of cupcake holders, the ones where all the pleating looks like a tablecloth.”

Too much information, I figured, but Maddie supplemented her explanation with hand gestures until Jody nodded her appreciation.

Jody ran our items across the magic red scanner, pausing now and then for a judgment of “cute,” or “adorable,” supporting my theory of miniatures. I was ready to write a check for the amount displayed on the screen, when a loud voice interrupted the transaction.

“Hold it, Jody.” The directive came from a woman in a red apron that clashed with her chemically enhanced hair color. Bebe Mellon, my friend and the store manager, rushed down an aisle toward us. “Don’t forget to give Gerry the special discount,” she ordered.

“Goody,” Maddie said, as if she herself had toiled for the money we’d spend.

“Your grandma earned it,” Bebe said, ruffling Maddie’s red curls, a shade darker than Bebe’s, but home grown. “We probably wouldn’t even be in business if it weren’t for her.”

“Thanks to Skip, not me,” I said, giving due credit to my homicide-detective nephew for straightening out some problems that had befallen SuperKrafts in general and Bebe in particular, during its early days in town.

While Jody wrapped and bagged our purchases and Maddie gave a running commentary on the use of each item, Bebe pulled me aside. “Guess what, Gerry. I’ve been invited to staff the SuperKrafts booth at the big show in New York City. It’s the biggest crafts fair on the East Coast. They get, like, three hundred vendors from all over the world. This year Corporate wants us to highlight the expanded miniatures sections in their regional stores. Like ours.” Bebe waved her arm toward the area of the store where Maddie and I had spent most of our time.

“That’s very exciting, Bebe. What exactly will you be doing?”

Bebe’s face lit up as she answered. “My partner and I will be setting up our display, of course, and we’ll be part of all the raffles, like almost every hour during the day. A lot of lucky people will win room boxes. And, of course, we’ll be selling supplies, with special deals for crafts groups and small, independent crafts stores. Plus there will be workshops.” She took a deep breath, but her excited demeanor didn’t go away. “I’ll be teaching a session on making a lighted Christmas room box.” She took a well-deserved breath and smiled. “See why I’m so wired?”

Bebe had weathered a tough life and had come by this new job honestly. I was happy things were turning around for her. I tried to match her enthusiasm with a big hug. “It sounds like a lot of fun, and what a vote of confidence in you.”

Bebe nodded. “Uh-huh. Even though I haven’t been with SuperKrafts that long.”

“I can see why you’d be excited.”

She leaned in closer to me. “Yeah, but the fair is next weekend. Truth is, I was just supposed to help their New York person out with ideas and reports about what customers in California were asking for, but she got sick and they asked me to step in since I already know all the ins and outs. So, I was their second choice. Or maybe even third.” Bebe shrugged. “I don’t care, though. It’s a chance to meet the bigwigs and see Manhattan at Christmas time.” Bebe drew a deep, happy breath. “And if I do well, who knows what’s in store. Ha, ha. Get it? What’s in store?”

“Good one,” I said, and laughed, to prove I got it. I made a move to rescue Jody from my granddaughter and steer Maddie home, but Bebe wasn’t finished.

“It sounds like a lot of fun, right?”

“It certainly does,” I said, with the sincerity of a native New Yorker. Now living in a snow-free zone of California, about forty miles south of San Francisco, I could only dream of the days when I’d skated on real ice in Central Park, window-shopped on Fifth Avenue, stood in awe when the Rockefeller Center tree lights came on. The words to an endless album of holiday songs ran through my head, and I could almost taste the first snowflakes on my tongue. “You can’t beat the holidays in the Big Apple,” I said, aware of a dreamy quality to my voice.

“Great,” Bebe said. “So, you’re in?”

“Excuse me?” Between my merry but confused daydreams and my rush to claim Maddie and be on our way, I’d thought I’d misheard Bebe’s last comment.

“I know it’s kind of last-minute. Well, okay, it really is last-minute. We’d have to leave in three days. This coming Tuesday. But, as I say, it’s my chance to make a good impression. And it’s definitely a two-person job.”

“You mentioned you had a partner? Someone from the company, I assumed. Someone already in New York.”

Bebe rubbed her hands along the front of her apron. “I was thinking of you, Gerry. I just left a message on your machine, then I looked out my office window and realized, here you are. It’s meant to be.”

I laughed at her joke. “I don’t think so.”

“I’m serious, Gerry. First of all, they’re seriously understaffed in this busy season, and I can’t just take pot luck on the kind of help they’ll give me. I told them I had the perfect solution to this last-minute glitch. They’ve agreed to fly you out with me. Especially once I mentioned that you’re the best at this kind of thing, very experienced. You’ve been running crafts fairs and raffles around here since I’ve known you. Right?”

“That’s true, but—”

“So you’ll come?”

I scratched my head. To help me absorb this sudden invitation? “Bebe, I can’t just pick up and—”

“Why not, Grandma? Please, please. Say we can go!”

We? I glanced down at the pleading look in Maddie’s eyes. How much longer would she be clamoring to spend time with her grandmother? And how many more opportunities would I get to introduce her to the Rockettes before she became a preoccupied teenager, with daily mood swings and major shifts in interest, too grown-up for a show that featured a dance line of long-legged women with antlers on their heads? And what was so important in my life that it couldn’t be postponed a week or two? I was hooked.

“Yes, we can go,” I said.


Chapter Two

As we walked toward my car in sunny California, Maddie researched the weather in New York City (right now, overcast and forty-three degrees) and the top not-to-be-missed sights in Manhattan. She toted our refrigerators and odds and ends of furniture in a medium-size plastic bag with a loop handle, thus freeing her thumbs to work her smartphone. I always found it amazing how much one could spend in a miniatures store and still need no help carrying out the purchases.

I was reeling over my quick decision to participate in a crafts fair three thousand miles away, a week from today, and so close to Christmas that it wasn’t too early to set out Santa’s cookies. Maddie, on the other hand, was ready to discuss what we needed to buy for the trip (lined gloves, nonslip boots, and matching scarves and caps, among other things) and how to break the news of the journey to her parents (with a youthful confidence that assumed they’d be thrilled to send their daughter off to the big city). If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought Maddie knew about this change of plans weeks ahead of time.

“I’ll only have to miss a few days of school, and, you know, the teachers don’t really cover anything new right before vacation,” Maddie explained. “We’ll just be making stupid presents and cards—”

“Like the ones you give me?” I asked, chuckling, trying to stop her flow.

“Except for the ones I give you,” she said, hardly breaking her rhythm. “Plus, I’d be learning about holidays around the world and singing Christmas carols in Spanish or French or something,” she noted.

“I thought you liked all that.”

“Instead of reading about the way other people celebrate, I’d rather go somewhere and see for myself.” New York as a foreign culture? I supposed she wasn’t far off. “While I’m away I’ll make a journal of my trip, improving my writing skills.” The way to a retired English teacher’s heart, even though I saw through her clever manipulation. “That’s what the other kids have to do when their parents even take them skiing at Tahoe. Then they share with the class when they get back.” Maddie grinned and puffed out her bony chest as much as she could. “I’ll be telling them about a real trip. Across the whole country in a plane.”

I smiled as I recalled that New York City, the Bronx in particular, had played a major role in Maddie’s initial venture into miniatures. For a long time she was only about kicking a soccer goal, not about choosing a dollhouse sofa or making mini- desserts from polymer clay. The first project to attract her attention was a model of the apartment where Ken and I had spent our first years. He was an architect and applied his talents to a beautiful replica of that six-hundred-square-foot space. The illness preceding his death interrupted the work and that dollhouse lay unfinished for some years though I worked on dozens of others. Maddie had lured me back to it, and to the land of the living, by asking to finish it with me. My fondest wish had come true—that my preteen granddaughter would somehow catch my enthusiasm for miniatures. The real building Ken and I lived in had been leveled to the ground in an early redevelopment effort in the Bronx, but the spirit of our apartment lived on in miniature in my own California living room.

Maddie and I deposited our purchases on the backseat of my car, and walked across the street to Willie’s Bagels. As soon as we were seated, Maddie called her parents, expecting at least one of them to be home on a Saturday morning. Lucky for us, it was her mother, my daughter-in-law, Mary Lou, and the flexible one of the parental unit, who answered. Maddie’s side of the conversation was upbeat.

“Guess what, Mom?”

“No, it’s not about today. Grandma’s taking me to New York!”

“When? Pretty soon. Tuesday, I think.” Maddie kicked her skinny legs mightily as she did when she was excited. She looked at me and grinned when I held up three fingers.

“Yeah, we’re leaving in three days. Some kind of crafts fair with her friend, Mrs. Mellon. Remember her? Grandma and I are going to help her set up the booth in the hotel.”

“I don’t know the name of it yet, but it’s in New York. Isn’t it awesome?”

“Okay, thanks Mom. Love you, too. Here’s Grandma. She’ll tell you more about it.”

I didn’t know that much more, but I filled in some details for Mary Lou, whose main concern was my son, Richard, the surgeon, who treated every new idea as a major medical procedure, to be researched, thought about for weeks, and decided upon with great care. Second and third opinions were welcome. His rule of caution was great for his patients, but sometimes tough on his family.

“Richard might be nervous about this,” Mary Lou said. “He gets a little tense around the holidays anyway, with all the change of routine.”

“Hmm, that’s news to me.”

Mary Lou laughed. “But I’ll take care of it.” How well I knew, both that Richard would bristle at his little girl’s making a last-minute trip across the country, and that Mary Lou could handle him. “We might need a planning meeting,” she added.

“No kidding.”

Dinner at my house this evening would be the kick-off meeting for the trip. I had all afternoon to plan it.

I looked up and saw my fiancé, Henry Baker, and his granddaughter, joining us as scheduled, at Lincoln Point’s number one bagel shop. The fact that Willie’s was the only shop in town with fresh bagels had little to do with its high rating. Family ownership through three generations had paid off for the small business.

Henry, tall and lanky (which might also be said of me), with eleven-year-old Taylor in tow, wore his usual broad smile. He kissed me on the cheek and gave Maddie a quick back rub that got her giggling. He might have thought her excited look was for him and Taylor only, and not some totally awesome news.

“What’s the big news?” he asked her, perhaps more perceptive than I gave him credit for.

“Guess where I’m going?” Maddie asked, in a voice that might have included the other half dozen Willie’s patrons. Then, to my great surprise, she sang a few lines from a Frank Sinatra hit that she’d heard many times at her late grandfather’s knee. “Start spreading the news …”

What followed were squeals and hugs from the two tweens, while Henry and I got to the business of ordering bagels and drinks. I’d reconnected with Henry at a reunion of alums from Abraham Lincoln High School, our former employer, though we’d met only briefly during our active teaching years. We’d both taken our granddaughters to the reunion, for a confluence of reasons. The four of us bonded over the children’s pool hour at the host hotel, and at a boring banquet later. Though they lived ten miles apart—Maddie in Palo Alto and Taylor down the street from me in Lincoln Point—the girls had been BFFs since the day they met. A very handy development for Henry and me.

Today Willie’s provided the perfect background for our midmorning snack—Willie’s décor was all New York, on all walls, probably because the bagel family ancestors had entered the United States by way of Ellis Island. Framed black-and-white photographs of the major bridges leading into the city were interspersed with views of Times Square, the Statue of Liberty, and many other landmarks recognizable even to kids Maddie and Taylor’s age.

Maddie could hardly contain herself as she told Henry and Taylor about the upcoming excursion. I’d already done the math (though not my strong suit), so I knew that our time in New York overlapped the Baker family trip to Hawaii, about three thousand miles in the opposite direction. The Bakers—Henry, Taylor, and Taylor’s parents, both lawyers—had planned a getaway week on Maui to coincide with a conference. “The legal term is ‘boondoggle,’” Henry had joked. They were leaving on Thursday, two days after us. The contrast wasn’t lost on me: Henry and his family had been planning the Hawaii trip for a couple of months; Maddie and I had just over two days to get ready for New York.

“I can’t believe it’s the same week,” Taylor said, chewing on a piece of her long blond hair. “Or we could go with you.” Maddie and Taylor hugged each other, in a premature bon voyage session common to tweens, and bemoaned the fact that they’d be taking separate vacations.

“It is too bad,” Henry said. “I’d always hoped you’d show me your Bronx.”

“There’s lots of time. What’s that expression? ‘Maybe next year.’ Isn’t that what the Yankees say?”

“It’s ‘Wait till next year,’ and I think it started with the Chicago Cubs, but so what?”

“I should never attempt to use a sports metaphor,” I admitted.

Henry smiled. “I know we’ll get there together some time.”

I wondered why I wasn’t as disappointed as Henry seemed to be. Why did I feel instead a sense of relief that he couldn’t join us for our week in New York? My mind went over tricky ground. Maybe I wanted the Bronx and Manhattan to belong to me and Ken alone, not to me and my new fiancé. But that didn’t make sense. First, I probably wouldn’t get anywhere near the Bronx on this trip; and second, I loved Henry, in a way that I never thought I could again. And I was happily committed to our approaching marriage. Maybe I simply wanted some time alone with my granddaughter, just Maddie and me. And Bebe, and eight million other people, I mused.

“Gerry?” Henry waved his hand to wake me up. “Everything okay? I’ll bet you’re making up your to-do list right now. If not, you ought to be.”

“You got me,” I said, and returned to my coffee.

While I’d been analyzing myself, the girls had swapped promises to send postcards and fill requests for souvenirs. A Hawaiian print shirt for Maddie, and an I heart NY shirt for Taylor. Not even their favorite chocolate chip cookies kept the girls quiet for very long. How convenient that neither Henry nor I could get a word in edgewise.

The original plan for this weekend had been that Maddie would stay with me until Sunday evening when her parents would pick her up. But in the light of the New York development, we all thought it best if they came for dinner sooner—tonight, Saturday—instead, and took her home to Palo Alto to get ready. I thought back to the days when that branch of the Porter family lived in Los Angeles, and how much better it was to have them fewer than ten miles away.

There was no question of how Maddie and I would spend Saturday afternoon once we got back from Willie’s. We had to review the projects we’d begun for Christmas, figure out what we might need for colder weather, and check out the calendar of exhibits and shows in New York during our week. Fortunately, a SuperKrafts administrator at headquarters was taking care of the logistics of travel and hotel.

After a quick grilled cheese sandwich (Maddie needed lunch even after our hefty bagels-and-cookies snack), we headed for my primary crafts room. Henry and others had wisely pointed out that the rest of my house was a secondary crafts room, with dollhouses and room boxes in various stages of completion scattered throughout my four-bedroom Eichler. The Eichler design, with all rooms built around a courtyard, had always motivated me to at least keep the center atrium clear.

Maddie surveyed the cluttered crafts table and picked up her contribution to a school raffle, coming up next weekend. I’d called the organizer as soon as we got home to arrange a pick-up for Monday. “I know I was supposed to do this skating scene myself but I want to make a second one for New York, and I’ll never finish in time unless you help, Grandma.”

“No problem.”

Maddie had already made a few trees from chenille sticks, a variation of what we called pipe cleaners in my day. The new version was softer, but basically the same structure of bendable wire covered in colored fuzz. She’d carefully wrapped the green “branches” around the brown “tree trunk,” with the larger pieces on the bottom, and stuck them in a circle on a foam base that surrounded a plain glass mirror. I thought all that was left was to dab a bit of white glitter glue on the branches to simulate sparkly snowflakes.

“I hope it snows,” Maddie said, and I figured she meant not here in Lincoln Point, where it almost never had, but in New York while we were there. She’d drawn the skating figures, cut them out, and was ready to stand them up on the ice-cum-mirror. “I need lots more trees. If you have a gazillion trees, they don’t look so fake.”

I’d taught her that little trick—flaws didn’t show up as much when large quantities were involved—and now I had to pay up. I dug in and made a dozen more trees, squeezing them in between those that Maddie had already stuck into the foam base. The crowning touch was a string of lights, meant to be a necklace of tiny plastic bulbs, across the whole circle of trees.

A phone call interrupted our wallowing in admiration of our newest miniature scene.

“Hey,” Bebe said.

“Are you calling to tell me we have to leave tonight?” I asked.

“Ha, ha. No, I just want to confirm our flight this coming Tuesday, returning the following Tuesday. A car will pick you up at home, et cetera, et cetera. I’ll forward you the email with the itinerary as soon as I get it. Probably later today. Maybe we can have lunch tomorrow or Monday and go over some details, like what our space will be like in the hotel ballroom, et cetera, et cetera. Did I tell you the venue is right near Grand Central Station?” Bebe took a breath. “I’m so excited.”

“I couldn’t tell.” I wondered how Bebe had managed to spread the word so quickly. Jeff, Bebe’s brother, had left a message on my phone telling me how great it was that I was going to help his sister and see the amazing holiday sights. Several members of our local crafts group had sent emails with congratulations, expressions of envy, and specious offers to join us, as well as tips on how to arrange the booth.

Now that the inexplicable worry about being accompanied by Henry and Taylor had passed, I was beginning to feel the excitement that only a trip like this could bring. So many passions coming together. Working at a crafts booth in the middle of Manhattan with Maddie at my side, holiday decorations, food, and music everywhere. If the hotel was near Grand Central, then it was just a brisk walk to the New York Public Library and Bryant Park. A modest cab ride to the Met. I could think of no downside.

I mustered even more excitement when I thought of my old East Coast friends with whom I’d stayed in touch. “Your Bronx peeps,” my nephew Skip called them, though in fact, none of them still lived in the Bronx. Many had retired and moved to Florida for reasons obvious to those who had weathered a nor’easter; others went north to the outlying counties of upstate New York where they could have a bigger lawn but missed easy access to a subway. At least I could send them all “remember when” postcards. The favored few moved to the more expensive neighborhoods of Manhattan, like my friend and former Bronx neighbor, Cynthia Bishop. Cynthia and I had commuted to college together, taking the IND train downtown to the Washington Square arch. We were seldom lucky enough to get seats and ended up grasping a pole, me with one hand holding my English lit book open, Cynthia trying to annotate her cumbersome biology text.

Though I’d talked to Cynthia only a few times this year, we’d sent notes, electronic and paper, regularly. She’d ended a long career as a nurse in the boroughs’ hospitals, and took a post-retirement job with the government, as a consultant evaluating worker’s compensation cases. “A lot of paperwork and a lot of driving, but much easier on the back and feet,” she’d explained. A few months ago, she’d moved into her aunt’s Manhattan apartment, an arrangement suitable to both. I looked forward to seeing them. It was time to make phone contact with the Upper West Side.

I addressed Maddie. “Sweetheart, why don’t you check your closet for any clothes you have here that you might want for the trip?”

Maddie skipped away and I dialed my college friend and gave her the good news.

“This Tuesday?” Cynthia asked, her voice rising to emphasize the day of the week. “Gerry, I can’t believe this. It’s so creepy.” Creepy? I thought she’d be thrilled that I was practically on my way to her apartment and could deliver Christmas presents in person. On the contrary, she seemed to be crying. “I was going to call you today to let you know—Aunt Elsie died yesterday. A heart attack, they said.”

My own heart sank. “I’m so sorry, Cynthia. This must be incredibly hard for you. I know how close you were.” An understatement, since Aunt Elsie had raised Cynthia when her parents died. “What happened? The last time we talked, you said she was doing well.”

Cynthia cleared her throat, still struggling to speak. “That’s just it, Gerry. She was doing well. I told you, she had hip replacement surgery last month and she still had some pain, but it was under control. She’s also been on blood pressure medication for years and they’re saying she forgot to take those pills and that precipitated a heart attack. I’m so upset. They determined that she forgot to take her meds, by reason of old age.”

“They called it that? Old age?”

“Not in so many words, but that’s what they meant. Better than their first consideration, which was, you know, that it was deliberate.”

Suicide. I understood why Cynthia wouldn’t want to say the word out loud. She’d spent a great deal of her time helping Aunt Elsie enjoy her senior years. Suicide was not an option that was easy for a family to live with. I decided I didn’t need to say the word, either. I preferred to remember Aunt Elsie as the strong woman of our youth, a former WAC, at the time the only woman I knew who had worn the uniform of the United States Army.

“I’m so sorry you have to go through this.”

“I don’t believe them.”

“Them?”

“The police, the medical examiner, whoever. They said that when she needed that extra prescription for the pain from the surgery, she lost track and forgot to take her blood pressure pills as well. That’s what they decided. As if being ninety-five automatically makes you dumb.” Cynthia paused. “I think Aunt Elsie was murdered, Gerry. In fact, the more I think about it, the more I’m sure of it.”

“Murdered? What makes you say that? I assume they looked for the pills she supposedly didn’t take?”

Cynthia was silent for what seemed a long time. I took that as a “Yes.” It turned out to be a “Yes, but.”

“There’s also some money missing,” Cynthia said after a while.

“You mean cash that was around the house?”

A hesitant “Yes.”

I guessed it might have been the theft of cash that pushed Cynthia over the edge to a motive for someone to murder her aunt. “How much?” I asked, meaning “enough to kill over?”

“I have no idea. But a lot. I’ll explain when I see you. I know you’ll figure this all out, Gerry.”

I gulped and took a tense breath. “All I can do is promise to be there for you, Cynthia. I can’t tell you how sorry I am. Aunt Elsie always treated me like family. I’ll do whatever I can to help you through this.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear. I know you work with your nephew sometimes and I’m counting on your help.”

Uh-oh. So that was it. My nephew. I was sure she meant Skip Gowen, high-ranking (to me) homicide detective in the Lincoln Point Police Department. “Cynthia, I can’t—”

“Remember that time when we were juniors at Hudson and you figured out who was finding a free way to get the drinks from the vending machine in the commuters lounge?”

“Yes, but—”

“And the time you helped the campus police with that serial mugger near the library?”

“Cynthia, those incidents were simply—”

“Besides, you talk about Skip a lot and I can listen between the lines. I can tell you’ve been a big asset to him and his department.”

What had I told Cynthia about LPPD cases? Nothing that would lead her to believe that I was anything like the pseudo-detective she was making me out to be. “You have it wrong, Cynthia. I—”

“The police here won’t listen to me. Just because Aunt Elsie was old, they assume she somehow caused her own death. But I don’t buy it. Her mind was as sharp as it ever was. At least I can be sure you’ll care enough to get to the bottom of this. When are you getting in?”

My head was reeling. I couldn’t very well tell Cynthia that I didn’t care enough about Aunt Elsie to investigate on her behalf, which wasn’t true to begin with, but neither could I tell her I’d investigate her aunt’s death. I wondered how she even knew that I’d helped Skip a few times? That was a mystery in itself. Right now the only thing I could do was answer her question.

“We get in on Tuesday night. I’m not sure what time.”

“Probably about five, local time. That’s the usual nonstop from the West Coast. Why don’t you come here for dinner and I can give you the details of the NYPD’s so-called investigation.”

“Let’s not plan on Tuesday. I’ll be with Maddie and the woman I told you about, my friend, Bebe Mellon. For all I know we might have to check in with the fair organizers or the hotel people right away. There might even be some prep work to do that evening.”

“No way. You have to have dinner.”

Besides my reputation of being a wimp when dealing with Cynthia’s brand of assertiveness, there was another reason for my inability to refuse her. Cynthia worked for many years as a registered nurse, and when Ken was diagnosed with leukemia, she dropped everything and came to California. She spent three weeks helping set up doctors through her extended network and arranged for services we didn’t know existed. Then she stayed on his case from a distance and did everything possible to help us both through a difficult time.

My thoughts turned to my initial commitment to Bebe (who had her own brand of assertiveness) and the fact that SuperKrafts was footing the bill for my stay in New York. Conflicting loyalties—the worst kind of decision. I made one more stab at reasoning with my longtime friend.

“Cynthia, I’ll need to work. I’m being paid to do a job.” Only a slight exaggeration. I didn’t tell her about Maddie’s lineup of sights not to be missed. “But of course, I will definitely make time to see you.” I hoped I hadn’t insulted her.

“Great, Gerry. I can hardly wait. I’ll have all the paperwork, police reports, and so on, ready.”

Some people were hard to insult. I hung up, unsure of what I’d agreed to do or not do. I wasn’t even clear on whether Cynthia knew not to expect me for dinner. She’d had the last word, after all.

The downside had shown itself.


Chapter Three

I loved a full house. Saturday evening’s group of ten called for an insert to the dining room table, extending it into the living room, almost to my seldom-used hearth. Maddie and her parents; my nephew Skip and June Chinn, his girlfriend and my neighbor; my triple buddy, Beverly Gowen (who was my late husband’s sister, Skip’s mother, and my best friend) and her new husband, Nick Marcus; Henry; and Taylor sat around the rectangular table. Five of us had a view of my patio, with its pansies, golden mums, and dark pink cyclamen; the other five could admire the three-foot potted ficus tree in my atrium.

Although I’d expressed the need to empty my fridge and freezer, my guests brought salads and desserts, perfect additions to my chicken pot pie. The noise level was high at this dinner, a bon voyage party of sorts, with several conversations flying around the room.

“I still wish Grandpa and me were going with you,” Taylor said, with a sweet pout and kids-these-days grammar that I’d seen and heard often.

“Don’t worry about your mail and newspapers and stuff, Gerry. I’ll take care of them,” June offered. “And if there’s trash or anything, just let me know and I’ll make sure it gets taken away.”

“We’ll come by, too, in case there’s late package delivery or something,” Bev said.

“Or to see if there’s been a break-in,” retired cop Nick added.
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