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Short Synopsis

Trouble on the Doorstep


From Hurricane Sandy to Cozy Corner B&B
repairs to Aunt Madge's wedding in three weeks. If Jolie can handle
that surely she can deal with a sobbing woman who shows up at
midnight playing a scary message on a cell phone. A shady deal for
storm repairs at the Ocean Alley Senior Complex seems to be at the
root of Steve Oliver's hit-and-run death and missing business
partner. When the partner ends up dead at the B&B, Jolie's
digging for clues in between burning muffins and appraising houses.
But when she doesn't share all that she learns with her
sometimes-boyfriend, reporter George Winters, he's grouchy. Jolie
is convinced she needs to find the murderer and expose fraudulent
repair bids. Not everyone shares her views--not the police, her
friend Scoobie, and certainly not the murderer.
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It is amazing how my cold-reader
friends can hone in on something that needs to be better explained,
or a clue that is clumsy. Any improvements are theirs, any errors
are mine.

 


If you are in the mood for some of
Aunt Madge's cooking, check out the recipes at the end of
Trouble on the Doorstep. The tasty muffin recipes are from
real-life chef, author Leigh Michaels.

 


As with a prior book, I use the
phrase "All-Anon" as the twelve-step family group in which Jolie
participates, rather than naming a particular program. Besides,
between her ex-husband, friends, and overbearing mother, if she had
to pick a group she'd have to go to all of them.










CHAPTER ONE


 





 


OCTOBER 29, 2012

I HEARD THE crack of the tree
splitting a second before the window glass shattered and spewed
into my bedroom. I made it into the hall a few paces behind my cat
Jazz and almost fell over Miss Piggy, who was trying to run into
the room. "Out, out," I yelled, as her fellow retriever, Mister
Rogers, came galloping up the stairs.

"Jolie! Are you okay?" Scoobie was
probably shouting from downstairs, but I could barely hear
him.

"Okay. I'm okay!" When crashing
and breaking glass noises did not repeat, I walked back a few paces
and shut the door that led into my bedroom. No sense having the
dogs or Jazz step on glass.

I ran down the dark stairway into
Aunt Madge's great room. Scoobie had a piece of plywood lying
across the oak table and the saw blade was poised to cut the
plywood in half. The pale light from a battery lamp we had attached
to the back of the tall oak chair gave barely enough light to keep
him from sawing off a finger.

A few more hours of Hurricane
Sandy and there wouldn't be an unbroken window in the Cozy Corner
B&B.

 


OCTOBER 30, 2012

MORNING TOLD US that we were
lucky. Up and down the New Jersey coast there were horror stories
of roller coasters in the ocean and houses gone or totally trashed.
Some entire towns were still flooded. Since Ocean Alley is eighty
miles north of where Sandy came ashore, parts of the boardwalk were
destroyed and a lot of businesses along it heavily damaged, but the
carnage was nothing compared to towns like Seaside Heights and
Monmouth Beach, or even Hoboken.

Instead, there were many Ocean
Alley homes and hotels in the same condition as the Cozy Corner --
shingles and gutters gone, trees down, and a lot of broken glass.
All repairable, but it would take time. And no power of course.
Maybe not for days.

My cell phone chirped. "Who
would've thought we'd be glad to hear that?" Scoobie
asked.

I pushed the button to answer it.
If cell service was restored, it was a good sign.

"Jolie? I've been so
worried."

"It's okay, Aunt Madge. Anything
broken can be fixed."

"I wasn't worried about the
B&B, just you two. Thank God Scoobie was able to stay with
you."

Aunt Madge had gone to Maryland to
meet more of Harry's family, and she and he decided it would not be
a good idea to be on the road with the storm barreling down on the
mid-Atlantic coast. I grinned to myself. How many other octogenarian engaged
couples had a surprise wedding shower during a
hurricane?

I had wanted to go to Lakewood,
the town about thirty miles inland where my sister and her family
live, to ride out the storm. But both of her daughters have a lot
of allergies, and if the dogs and Jazz had to stay, I was staying.
I don't think I'll make the same decision again, though. We were
lucky this time.

Now, if we can just get the B and
B put back together in time for the wedding…

 


WE ACTUALLY DID IT. Less than one
month after Hurricane Sandy removed a bunch of shutters and broke
every shutterless window in the B&B, we actually had the place
ready for Aunt Madge and Harry's wedding, the Friday after
Thanksgiving. Any room can be transformed if you put forty white
folding chairs and ten vases of lilies in it.

"Do you, Madge Richards, take
Harry Steele to be your lawfully wedded husband?…" Reverend Jamison
kept going. Aunt Madge, dressed in a stunning calf-length,
cream-colored dress she had made herself, was staring at him
intently. Harry looked as if he might throw up.

I studied the back of Aunt Madge's
hair, which was her natural soft white, a color most of us have not
seen in years. She washes a different shade of color into her hair
at least once every month.

I glanced at my sort-of boyfriend,
George, who was leaning against the wall, having given up his seat
to my sister Renée's six-year old. He met my gaze and wiggled his
eyebrows, and I pressed my lips together to keep from
laughing.

"You may now kiss the bride."
Harry and Aunt Madge bumped noses and started to laugh.

"You can do better than that!"
Scoobie's voice came from the back of the room.

I stepped back as applause broke
out. I'd been standing just a few feet behind Aunt Madge. She had
deemed me her "attendant" and I'd tried to attend to her every
need, not just today, but in the weeks since the storm. She's
tough, but storm recovery is tougher.

There was a loud pop and a
champagne cork missed my head by about three inches.

"Damn! I mean jeez, sorry Madge."
George grabbed a pile of paper napkins from the large oak table and
bent down to mop the floor.

"Good one," said Scoobie, as he
walked over to help.

"I think he was aiming for you,
Jolie." Given her self-assigned role as permanent critic of the
world around her, my mother had been assessing George since she met
him yesterday. So far he does not appear to meet her criteria as
someone who should date her daughter. Not that anyone
would.

"George is just clumsy, Mom. Did
you kiss Aunt Madge yet?" She moved toward Aunt Madge and Harry.
Harry looked relieved. Happy, too. He's younger than Aunt Madge by
more than ten years, and now that the ceremony itself was over, he
looked more or less normal.

My father's booming voice came
from near the sliding glass doors. "Come on boys, out you
go."

"Grandpa, Miss Piggy is a
girl."

"Who made the dogs' tuxes, as if I
didn't know?" asked my sister Renée.

"Aunt Madge was more concerned
about them than her own dress," I replied. The dogs still had the
bibs in the shape a tux shirt and bowtie resting on their backs.
They were tied under their bellies, and I figured Mister Rogers
would have his off within five minutes once he found a bush to rub
on.

Renée and I watched her five-year
old wave her arms so that Miss Piggy would follow Mister Rogers
through the sliding glass door. We both half turned as we heard our
mother finish wishing Aunt Madge and Harry "many years of
happiness."

"Your turn," I hissed in Renée's
ear, and turned toward George and Scoobie, who had finished
cleaning up the champagne and were now setting up empty glasses so
they could have a pouring assembly line of sorts.

For once Aunt Madge was not the
one bustling around her kitchen serving food. My friend Ramona, in
her usual hippie-type dress that only she can pull off in the
twenty-first century, was pulling out creamer for the coffee and
butter for the wide array of Aunt Madge's muffins, which are well
known around town.

"Come on Jolie." Scoobie called
from where he and George were managing an array of soft drinks and
champagne. "You may be all dressed up, but you need to get
cracking."

 


"LEFTOVERS FOR THE FOOD PANTRY?"
Lance Wilson asked an hour later as he stood surveying the emptying
great room.

"I checked with the health
office," I said. "Harvest for All can't serve prepared food. Father
Teehan and Reverend Jamison bought about thirty plastic food
thingys, and some of the teens Scoobie works with are going to give
them out at the big rooming house on F Street in a few
minutes."

Lance, who is ninety with the
spirit of someone half his age, just nodded. He's the food pantry
treasurer, and it's been a tough month for him. For everybody, but
his tiny house didn't let him move anything further off the floor
than the top of a table, so while there were only a few inches of
water in his house, much of what he owned had to be trashed. He's
staying in an apartment for now.

"Okay, ladies. Time for my
personal favorite event of every wedding." George handed Scoobie a
small box and Scoobie pulled out a tiny bridal bouquet.

I raised one hand and managed to
turn my single raised finger into a four-fingered wave in their
direction. Aunt Madge hadn't held a bouquet, so I knew this was all
on Scoobie and George. Since I'm divorced, I had no intention of
joining my nieces, Ramona, and a couple young women Aunt Madge
knows from First Prez.

"Go on, Jolie." Renée gave me a
gentle push in the small of the back, and Reverend Jamison
applauded. I still wouldn't have moved closer, but my mother looked
horrified, so that made it worth it.

Ramona and Aunt Madge were
laughing. "You helped plan this!" I hoped I didn't look as
irritated as I felt. George and I have been dating a few weeks, but
this followed a year of sometimes intense dislike, on my part
anyway, so I'm not as interested in talking about "a future" as he
is.

If Scoobie had not swatted Aunt
Madge's bouquet toward me as I was backing away, I never would have
caught it.

 


THE DOORBELL GONGED just as I
pulled back the covers to get into bed. Mister Rogers and Miss
Piggy had been supervising this, since Aunt Madge has never been
away overnight in their memory and they seem to have little
confidence that I can manage the B&B. My little black cat had
permitted them to sleep in our bedroom, and I think I can speak for
all of us when I say we were beat.

"Who could that be?"

Mister Rogers gave a tiny
growl.

All week I had been convincing
myself that I didn't mind being alone in the large B&B. We have
a security system now, and tomorrow there would be two guests. Aunt
Madge had not accepted any for tonight, and my sister and her
family were back home in Lakewood. My parents live in Florida now,
thank the heavens and earth and any other planet I can name. They
were staying with Renée.

There are night lights along the
hall and we keep a light on in the front hall, so I wasn't nervous.
No burglar rings the doorbell. I pushed the code to turn off the
security alarm in the breakfast room as I walked to the front
door.

The opaque oval window in the
middle of the door in the main foyer let me peer out without
opening the door. A woman dressed only in shorts and a fleece
running jacket was shivering violently, and when she saw my face
she sobbed and held up her mobile phone.

I flung open the door and she fell
into my arms. A man's voice came from her phone. "Turn off your
cell, don't use your credit cards or go near anyone we know. Hide!
Do exactly…" He said something else I couldn't hear clearly, and
the line went dead.




CHAPTER TWO

 


I GRABBED THE PHONE before she
dropped it. When I couldn't quickly see how to turn it off I pulled
out the battery, all the while with a sopping wet woman of about
twenty clinging to me.

"Okay, okay. You're here." I
pulled her further into the foyer and shut the door with my
foot.

There was a loud hiss and then a
growl from Jazz. The woman stopped crying and stared at Jazz and
the two retrievers, both of whom were sitting on their haunches. I
took advantage of what was probably only momentary silence. "Come
into the kitchen. I'll make you something hot."

She took a deep breath. She was
older than I initially thought, maybe twenty-five, and petite. Dark
curls were flattened against her head and she was a mass of goose
bumps. "I'm all wet." She wiped her nose on the back of her
sleeve.

"Then we need to get you dry." I
said this as gently as I could, given that a terrified stranger had
shown up at close to midnight. When she didn't move, I put my hand
on her elbow and began to guide her through the guest breakfast
room into the large great room/kitchen combination area that had
hosted Aunt Madge's wedding only hours before.

We went through the swinging door
and I pointed to one of the chairs sitting next to Aunt Madge's
large oak table. "Sit." I grabbed a few dish towels from a drawer
by the sink and tossed them to her as I turned up the dial on Aunt
Madge's electric kettle. I took a tea bag from a small canister on
the counter and stuck it in a mug.

"Do you have anything stronger?"
she asked.

I stared at her for a second.
"Maybe. My aunt puts Amaretto in her tea in the winter." I walked
to the nearby pantry and pulled the squat bottle from behind a
large sack of flour just as the kettle started a gentle whistle.
Who is this
woman?

With the mug in her hand and hair
slightly drier, she looked a bit less frantic, but not much. I
pulled up a chair and sat catty corner to her and our eyes met. "Do
you know Aunt Madge?" The more I thought about it the odder it
seemed that she had picked the Cozy Corner. The porch light and dim
foyer lamp were on, but the only other light would have been in my
room, which is toward the back of Aunt Madge's three-story
Victorian.

"My parents do. I'm Pooki Morton.
Sapperstein. My parents know her pretty well."

"Yes," I said, slowly. "They were
here today, for Aunt Madge and Harry's wedding."

"Your aunt got married? I thought
she was, like, really old." She looked around the large room as if
expecting to see a walker sitting by the love seat.

"She would probably describe
herself differently," I said, dryly.

She gave half a smile and then
tears began to fill her eyes again. "Could you hear the message?"
she asked.

"Yes, who was that?"

"My husband, Eric. We got married
this summer…"

"And your parents stayed here
because they don't live in Ocean Alley anymore." They were in their
early fifties, maybe younger. I thought Mr. Sapperstein liked puns
and made Aunt Madge laugh a lot, but I could have had him mixed up
with another guest. A lot of the people who stay at the Cozy Corner
have known Aunt Madge for years. The Sappersteins had been at the
wedding today, but had not stayed long since they wanted to drive
back to Pennsylvania.

I had a dozen questions, but I
didn't want another tearful deluge, so I focused on her parents for
a moment. "Your mom and dad looked good. They said that you and
Eric live about twenty miles north of Atlantic City,
right?"

She nodded and took another deep
breath, sitting up straighter as she did so. "And a few miles
inland, luckily. I was jogging a few hours ago. I had headphones
on, so I didn't hear my phone ring." She gestured to the now
batteryless phone sitting between us on the table. "When I listened
a bit later, that was the message."

I stared at her. "Has your husband
been in some kind of trouble?" I knew all about Atlantic City loan
sharks. One of them had lent my ex-husband money to fuel his
gambling in the city's casinos.

"No. Well, maybe. I don't know.
He's quiet, not someone who would leave a message like that to be
funny." She stared at me. "What does it mean?"

Her teeth were chattering again. I
stood and nodded toward the short hallway near the back staircase
that leads from the great room to the second floor. "I'll get you
some dry clothes. Then we'll talk more. There's a half-bath in the
hallway, just there."

As I turned to walk toward the
stairs there was a short yip from the breakfast room. I had
forgotten about the dogs and Jazz. She strode in as I opened the
door and Mister Rogers and Miss Piggy just stood there, wagging
their tails. "In here if you're coming." Mister Rogers gave me a
quick sniff as he went by and Miss Piggy ignored me and walked
toward the cupboard where we keep dog treats. I ignored her and
moved quickly up the stairs.

 


TEN MINUTES LATER, Pooki
(who names anyone
Pooki?) had on dry clothes and was fingering the phone
battery as I again sat across from her. "Did you leave your phone
on or off after the message?"

"Off until I got here. I didn't
know if your aunt would remember me, and I wanted her to know she
really needed to let me in."

"So, you don't know her well?"
Why are you here,
lady?

She shook her head. "I tried to
think of a place where no one would look for me. I was afraid to
call my parents, and I didn't have any cash with me. My car was
almost out of gas, so I left it near that little park just outside
of town and walked in." She stared at me. "What is this
about?"

I didn't say anything about not
knowing her from a sand crab on the beach. "Let's think about that,
okay? Maybe you need to call the police or something." She was
shaking her head firmly. "Maybe your husband's fine now, and he's
got people looking for you…"

"No! He would have
called."

"But your phone was
off."

"I looked when I turned it on. He
hadn't called."

We stared at each other for
several seconds. "I don't know your name," she said.

"It's Jolie Gentil. The "J" and
"G" are soft." I repeated it, "Zho-lee Zhan-tee." I'm used to
people not knowing how to pronounce my French name. Luckily, most
people also don't know it translates to "pretty nice" in
English.

"Where is your aunt?"

"She's about to start her
honeymoon cruise." I wanted to move this conversation to Pooki.
"Okay, let's figure this out. Do you know what your husband was
doing today?" I asked.

"I thought about that the whole
time I was driving up here. He's partners in a construction firm,
with another guy from Ocean Alley. Do you know Steve Oliver?" she
asked.

"Is his brother Bill?"

She nodded.

"Bill was in my year. How long
have you been out of school?"

"Eight years. Steve and Eric and I
all went to Rutgers together."

Ooh la la. "So, was your
husband with Steve? Did they have a meeting with clients or what?"
The part of me that had been in commercial real estate in Lakewood
before I came to Ocean Alley was rearing its head. Real estate is
always a cutthroat business, but since the hurricane even people
who worked together for years are trying to beat each other out of
deals. There's far less property to sell, a lot of property that
needs to be sold is in less than pristine condition, and there's
just all around less money to make.

She nodded. "Ummm. Yes, I'm pretty
for sure they had a meeting up here. There's an old folks' place on
the edge of Ocean Alley. Apartments, assisted living, all that
stuff. Can I have another shot?"

"Sure." I took her tea mug and
added water.

Pooki interrupted me. "I don't
need the tea."

I dumped the water in the sink and
just added Amaretto. When she saw me stop pouring, she said," Can I
have more?"

Great. Soon I'll have a terrified drunk on my
hands. All I said was, "Not now. We need to
talk."

The beginning of a pout formed,
and she took the tea mug and drank half of what I gave her in one
gulp. "That's better. Okay, where was I? Oh, right. Today the bids
were due on a big renovation for the place. You know, because of
Sandy. They wanted one firm to oversee all of the work. They could
use subcontractors, but they wanted one company in charge, so they
couldn't blame each other if they were late. Or something like
that." She eyed the Amaretto bottle with a sorrowful
expression.

"And you think something about the
bidding process led to Eric's call?" I asked.

She shrugged, betraying
irritation. "I wouldn't know. You asked what he did today, and I
think he was dropping off that stuff. For the bid." Her eyes
brightened. "It was a lot of work. We were going to have a lot of
money."

I couldn't wait to get Pooki out
of the B&B, but there seemed to be at least a chance that she
was in some kind of danger, and her parents were Aunt Madge's
friends. "Anything else Eric said that might make you think someone
was mad at him or something?"

She yawned broadly as she shook
her head. I studied her more closely for a moment. I don't know
much about drug use, but she didn't show obvious signs of being
high and her pupils weren't dilated. I thought that meant
something, but I wasn't sure what. And I was really, really
tired.

"If you don't want to call Eric or
your parents or the police, I don't know what else we can do
tonight."

"Can I sleep here?" she
asked.

"Of course." What am I getting into? "Let's
go upstairs and get you comfy. Things may look different tomorrow,
or you can figure out how to get in touch with Eric."

We both stood, and I pointed
toward the back stairs. "You can start up. I'll just turn off some
lights." As she began to walk across the room, both dogs got up
from where they were lying on the floor and began to follow
her.

She turned and grinned at me
momentarily. "I have an escort service."

I nodded and went through the
swinging door into the guest breakfast area. I double-checked to be
sure the front door was locked and reset the security alarm and
turned off the breakfast room light as I walked back toward the
great room. I decided to leave a light on above the kitchen sink,
but turned off the overhead light and started up the
steps.

"This place is much bigger inside
than it looks." Pooki was looking down the second floor hallway,
and I gestured that she should walk down the hall.

"There are four guest rooms on
this floor, and two have a private bath, so there is a lot of space
between the rooms. My room is just around that corner, and there's
a room next to it. There's a shared bath between those two rooms,
so you'll be close." We had gotten to the room where she would
sleep. "I'll bring you some pajamas."

"That's okay, I sleep nude." She
walked into the room and closed the door.

I looked down at Mister Rogers and
mouthed, "She sleeps nude." He cocked his head, but I don't think
he got it.


CHAPTER THREE

 


I GROANED AS I SHUT off the alarm
clock and closed my eyes for a few more moments. It was five
thirty, and I was getting up at Aunt Madge's usual rising time so I
could do a full practice of her morning routine. Get out the
pre-mixed dry muffin mix, thaw a can of orange juice, put the
toaster on…My eyes flew open. "Pooki."

I turned on the light by my bed
and threw back the covers. Mister Rogers and Miss Piggy were
already at my bedroom door. In the interest of doggie bladders, I
shoved my feet in slippers and went downstairs to let them into the
small backyard.

Back upstairs, I placed my ear
almost on Pooki's door and listened. She had a tiny whistle as she
inhaled. So she was there, it wasn't a nightmare. I glanced at the
floor and saw the shorty pajamas I'd placed there last night.
What the hell am I
supposed to do with her? I didn't know Eric, so I couldn't
assume his phone message was some kind of sick joke. Her fear was
certainly real.

Pooki had to leave my mind long
enough to do my dry run for the Cozy Corner breakfast, and I
rationalized that there wasn't anyone to call this early. Aunt
Madge left me a set of three by five cards with simple muffin
recipes. She knows my baking skills are poor. I always manage to
leave out something or set the oven wrong. One of my more
spectacular mishaps was a batch of brownies that I cooked in mini
cupcake papers. Except they weren't paper, they were shiny with
aluminum or something and meant for party candies, not baking. I
never knew brownies could burn from the inside out.

I padded back downstairs in my
slippers and turned on lights in the kitchen. I mixed dry
ingredients and stirred in applesauce before I realized I shouldn't
have put the frozen cranberries for the apple cranberry muffins in
the refrigerator overnight. They were waterlogged. "Oh well, can't
stop now." I took the waterlogged cranberries from the refrigerator
and added them.

 


"YOU KNOW, MOST people probably
don't know that cranberries can bleed," Scoobie said. He had come
by at seven-thirty to check out my first batch of muffins. Aunt
Madge gave him a key before she left, in case I locked myself out.
She should have more confidence in me.

"Shut up. It's kind of like
cranberry juice, because I put the berries in when they were still
frozen."

"Can I have some?" Pooki stood on
the landing of the back staircase, having come down from upstairs.
Thank heavens she put on the shorty pajamas this
morning.

I thumped Scoobie hard on the
back, and he stopped choking before Pooki sat at the table with us.
"Pooki, Scoobie. Scoobie, Pooki."

"Is that for real your name?" she
asked as she took her first bite.

She has the nerve to
ask?

Scoobie swallowed some really hot
coffee and his eyes watered even more.

"You remember the Sappersteins,
Scoobie?" I asked. It really was kind of mean to enjoy his
expression. And I would have told him about Pooki in another minute
or two. Once he showed up I plain forgot. "Pooki is their
daughter."

"It's a nickname," he said, eyeing
her.

"So's Pooki," she said,
solemnly.

Scoobie looked at me. "Thought you
weren't having guests last night."

He knows full well guests don't
come down the back staircase, and I have yet to see one wandering
around in shorty pajamas.

"I came late, very late," she
said.

"You seem to be feeling better." I
hoped she had learned the phone message was some kind of hoax or
something.

"Can I use your phone? Eric told
me not to use my phone, but he didn’t say anything about anyone
else's. I want to see if he left me a message at home."

"Of course." I nodded toward the
wall phone. "Use that one, or there's one on the serving buffet in
the breakfast room." She walked through the swinging door and I
heard her lift the guest phone from its cradle.

"And…?" Scoobie asked. He had
regained his usual color, and with his dirty blond beard and hair
trimmed more neatly than usual, he could have been a college
professor asking a question rather than a fairly new radiology tech
student.

"And she showed up here soaking
wet, almost midnight, and played this weird phone message from her
husband, I guess it really was, saying she shouldn't go home or use
credit cards, and she should hide."

He stared at me. "And you let her
in?"

"She was crying."

"That always works," he said, and
stood to let the dogs in from the back yard.

"She's married to Eric Morton, and
he works with Bill Oliver's brother, and they live
near…"

"You mean Eric is Eric Morton?" he
asked, seeming a bit alarmed.

"Yep. You know him?"

"I do, or maybe did," Scoobie
said. "He's missing and his business partner is dead."

 


I MANAGED TO GET Pooki back into
the kitchen before she saw the paper, which I had brought in and
placed on the guest breakfast table, per Aunt Madge's routine.
Unfortunately, I had not read the paper, and I certainly hadn't
watched the news after Aunt Madge and Harry left last
night.

I told Pooki there was a pair of
jeans in my closet that would fit her, they fit my five-foot two
frame five pounds ago, and took the paper from Scoobie. It was a
short piece, with the young reporter Tiffany's byline, which
explained why George hadn't called me about this last
night.

Hit and Run Kills Builder.

I scanned quickly. It said that
Steve Oliver had been hit by a car that had not stopped, and was
only identified as a "dark, late-model sedan." He was about to go
into a meeting at Silver Times Senior Living, where he and his
partner had planned to present a bid for post-hurricane renovation.
The meeting had been postponed. The article also said his business
partner, Eric Morton, had not been heard from since early yesterday
afternoon.

"You're sure she doesn't know?"
Scoobie asked, quietly.

"No way."

"We should call her parents, or
Morehouse, or somebody," he said.

Sergeant Morehouse of the Ocean
Alley Police credits me with some help in solving a couple earlier
crimes, but he basically thinks I’m a busybody. Or something less
polite. But talking to him wasn't what concerned me. "We don't even
know who might be looking for her."

"Not our problem," Scoobie said.
"You need her out of here."

"Her husband told her to hide. You
don't need to be a detective to know she shouldn't be walking
around in the open,"

"Jolie…" he began.

"I'm not saying we should help her
or anything, but we should make sure we get her somewhere
safe."

There was a shrill scream from
upstairs, and I ran up the steps faster than I've moved in a long
time. Pooki was on the floor sobbing, her phone in her hand. It
looked as if she had used her phone to browse the Internet and read
something on a web site.

I put my arm around her shoulder.
"I know, we just heard. I'm so sorry." She sobbed harder and
pounded the floor with her hands and feet, which is not easy when
you're sitting on the floor.

"How can that happen? How can that
happen?" she screamed.

Jazz poked her head from under the
bed's dust ruffle and quickly withdrew.

"Turn off your phone."

She stared at me blankly. I picked
it up from the floor next to her and pulled the battery out
again.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


"OKAY, ERIC COULD BE FINE. Eric
could be fine." I was trying to pat Pooki on the back, but it was
hard because she was now lying on her stomach, arms extended,
kicking her feet and waving her arms. What is she, two years
old?

"Jolie, listen to me." Scoobie's
tone was insistent. "We need to call Morehouse. And her parents.
Right now!"

"Noooo," Pooki wailed. "No, don't!
I don't want to talk to any police." She pulled herself into a
crawl position, nose dripping onto the floor. I grabbed a tissue
from the table by her bed and stuck it on the floor under her
nose.

"No one's doing anything for at
least a few minutes," I said, more harshly than I
intended.

Scoobie kicked the baseboard, and
I stared at him before I put a firm hand under Pooki's elbow and
tugged. "Sit on the bed, Pooki, come on, think
positive."

She continued to sob, but I could
tell she was at least trying to get herself under control. I turned
to Scoobie. "I just think we need to be sure she's safe before we
let her walk out the door."

He scowled, but nodded, then bent
over to grab Mister Rogers' collar to keep him from going into the
bedroom.

"And anyway, when did you get to
be so firmly on the side of authority?"

He gave me a tight smile. Scoobie
is my best bud, and he's fought back from love affairs with alcohol
and marijuana. The idea of him wanting to call the police is almost
funny.

"Damn," Scoobie looked toward the
top of the stairs and for a moment I expected to see someone with a
gun or something. As he moved toward the stairs the smell of
burning muffins reached me.

"Crud." I had put six more muffins
in the oven just before Scoobie showed up.

"What? What? Where's the fire?"
Pooki asked.

"Just burned muffins, that's all."
I sat next to her on the bed. I still wasn't sure what to make of
her. If I were in trouble I'd come to Aunt Madge, but how could
Pooki have thought of it? And was her husband in trouble, or did he
have something to do with Steve Oliver's death?

Pooki blew her nose loudly and
reached for another tissue.

"What do you have against going to
the police?" I asked.

She hiccupped. "Eric never told me
to hide or not go near anybody I know. And he'd never tell
me not to use my phone. He knows I never turn it off."

I almost smiled at the last
sentence, but instead pushed a small trash can toward her with my
foot. "And he'd never do anything like that for a joke?"

She shook her head quite firmly.
"I joke, he doesn't."

"And you have no idea where he was
calling from?" Scoobie stood in the doorway again.

"No, but can you like, hack phone
records or something? They do it on TV," she said.

"I think the key word there is
TV," Scoobie said. He stared at her directly. "I don't want you to
get hurt, but I don't want Jolie hurt, either. I could go to the
police for you," he added.

She thought about this for a
second, and I heard my mobile phone start to ring. I went to my
bedroom next door and dug it out of my purse.

"Jeez, Jolie." George was very
excited. "You heard the news yet? They found the Sappersteins'
daughter's car just outside of town."

"Whose?" I asked, wanting
something neutral to say.

His tone was impatient. The
Sappersteins, they were at Madge and Harry's wedding yesterday.
Their daughter's married to Eric Morton, the guy who's been missing
since yesterday."

"Why would it be there?" I
asked.

"Like I know. Listen, could you
call the Sappersteins, tell them you're concerned…?"

"No. No way. Aunt Madge might if
she were here, but I don't really know them."

"When has something like that
stopped you?" he asked.

"This doesn't have anything to do
with me, or Aunt Madge."

Scoobie stood in the doorway and
jerked his thumb behind him. He silently mouthed the words, "She
needs to go."

"Cripes," George said. "Talk to
you later." He hung up.

"Know who?" Pooki asked. She still
wore her shorty pajamas. She was behind Scoobie, looking around him
as if he were a fence post.

"That was a friend of ours," I
said. "Someone's found your car."

"My car! Why would they call here?
They must know…"

"No," Scoobie said, firmly, "he
doesn't. He's a reporter."

"Does he know where Eric is?" she
whispered.

We were getting nowhere. I tried
to make my tone firm. "Pooki, you need to get dressed. Scoobie can
let the police know you're here, and they'll send someone
over."

She shook her head vigorously.
"Suppose somebody kidnapped Eric? Suppose I get a call for like,
you know, to give them money?"

"Ransom?" Scoobie asked, and it
looked as if he would roll his eyes if Pooki was more than inches
away from him.

"No one can call you," I said.
"Your phone is off. And you don't know…"

"Ohmigod! I should turn it on!"
She turned and almost slid into the room next to mine.

Scoobie looked at me and spoke in
a low voice. "This is the ditziest woman I've ever
seen."

"Omigod, my hands are shaking."
Pooki stuck her head out of the bedroom, holding her phone in front
of her. "Can you push…?"

"Keep it off," Scoobie said,
shortly. "We'll turn on the news."

"You have Internet, right?" she
asked.

"No." Scoobie and I said,
together. Aunt Madge has never put it in. She says people come to
the Cozy Corner to get away from reality. I say she doesn't want
people complaining if they can't get on line.

Pooki stared at both of us. "So
use your phone."

"I just have a phone, not a smart
phone." It was on my list of luxuries, if I got to the point that I
had much expendable income again. So maybe never.

"We go to the library or a coffee
shop, though Ms. Busybody here likes to dig up her own info."
Scoobie faced me. "I'll go bug somebody with a laptop at Burger
King to see if there's more on a news web site. Why don't you guys
turn on the radio?"

I nodded. We don't have a TV
station in Ocean Alley, so the best local news is from a local hard
rock station. If you don't get your eardrums blown if you forget to
turn it down after the news.

He started for the top of the
steps and turned, with an expression more like his usual. "I put
the smoking muffins on the back porch. I'd toss them before the
dogs go out again."

I gave him a look and turned to
face Pooki. "Get showered and dressed. I'll check out the radio."
She was only a few years younger than I was, but I felt as if I was
talking to an errant sixteen-year old.

She nodded and turned to go back
into her room. I saw Jazz poke her head out from under the
four-poster bed again. "Hi kitty," she said, in a little girl
voice. "Come see me."

I walked downstairs and turned on
the small radio that sits next to the television in the great room
-- or sitting room, as Aunt Madge calls it. Only music. It was ten
minutes to eight -- was it really only that early?

Mister Rogers and Miss Piggy stood
from their spot on the rug by the sliding glass door, tails wagging
in unison. I glanced out the door. No smoke from the muffins.
"Sit," I said, in my best Aunt Madge tone. They sat, and I slid
open the door and bent down to get the muffin tin.

"Well guys," I stared at the
charcoal-looking contents, "you've probably never seen a burned
muffin." More tail wagging. "Okay, out you go." I watched them
almost launch out the door. I wished I could feel as carefree as
two well-fed retrievers.

I put the muffins into the garbage
disposal and reread the Ocean Alley Press article. George
would be furious at me for not telling him Pooki was here.
Really, there's no
reason for her to continue to stay here. If her husband's in
trouble, her parents will make sure she's safe. I had about
decided to call Sgt. Morehouse when the eight o'clock news came
on.

"Local police have verified that
the car found abandoned early this morning belongs to former Ocean
Alley resident Penelope Morton, formerly Penelope Sapperstein,
whose whereabouts are unknown."

Okay, I get Pooki.

"Mrs. Morton's husband, Eric, has
not been heard from since late yesterday afternoon, shortly after
his business partner, Steve Oliver, twenty-five, was killed in a
hit-and-run accident near Silver Times Senior Living. The driver
has not been apprehended. More after this break."

The shower went off upstairs. At
least Eric had not yet been found in the same condition as his
partner. That should give Pooki some comfort.

The announcer continued, "Steve
Oliver's brother Bill, who is now a dentist in Newark, told WKXX a
few minutes ago that his brother had received an anonymous note
saying 'not to put in a bid' on the renovation project at Silver
Times Senior Living. The brothers had assumed it was some kind of
practical joke. Parents of Eric Morton say they and the
Sappersteins are 'worried sick' about their children. Ocean Alley
residents are urged to contact law enforcement if they see either
of the Mortons."

Uh oh. Okay, I would in a minute. I could
tell Morehouse or whoever was at the station that I had assumed
Pooki was being dramatic -- which they would see for themselves --
and let her spend the night because it was so late when she
arrived.

The phone rang. "Jolie?" Double
uh oh.

"Are you having fun, Aunt Madge?"
I asked.

"Our ship leaves in four hours.
But we heard on the Newark news just now that the Oliver boy had
been killed and the Sappersteins' daughter and her husband are
missing. What have you heard?"

I heard Harry say something
soothing in the background.

"There was a short note in the
paper, and George called to say P…her car was found at the park on
the edge of town."

Aunt Madge's tone became more
anxious. "She probably knew her parents were at the Cozy Corner
yesterday. Maybe she's looking for them."

Aunt Madge is the smartest octogenarian I
know.

Pooki was coming down the back
stairs. "I haven't heard anything else. Don't cancel your trip."
That's all I would need.

Harry must have had his ear near
her phone. "We won't, Jolie," he said, as if emphasizing this for
Aunt Madge. "I had my mobile service add international calling.
You'll be able to call us when the ship is in a port, and the ship
has email access."

There was a pause. I sensed Aunt
Madge had been ready to drive home. "If I hear anything, I'll let
you know right away."

After another few words of
encouragement from Harry, whom I assumed had already paid for their
honeymoon cruise, they hung up.

I turned to Pooki. "There was
something on the radio." When she started to interrupt I held up
one hand. "No real news, but Bill Oliver did say that his brother
had gotten a letter saying he shouldn't bid on that
project."

She bit her lip.

"What aren't you telling me? I
need a heck of a good reason not to call the police right
now!"

"Eric got the same letter," she
whispered. "What does it mean?"

"I don't know. Did you see the
letter?" I gestured that she should sit on the loveseat.

She nodded. "I opened it. He
thought it meant something, and I thought it was a joke. I said he
should go." Her eyes began to fill with tears again.

"It's not your fault," I said,
automatically. "Where was the letter mailed from? Was it
signed?"

"It was one of those, like, red
stamp things businesses use, but it was smudged. We
looked."

If she says 'like' again I'll tape her mouth
shut. "Get your purse. And your phone, but don't turn it on
until you give it to the police."

"I'm not…"

"Yes, you are. Or you're going to
hike out of here."

She stared at me, eyes welling
again.

"No tears. Just do it." I tried to
sound stern, and it didn't take much effort. I sensed most people
let Pooki get away with whatever she wanted when the floodgates
opened. Not me.

She turned and almost stomped up
the stairs. I let the dogs in and picked up my purse and keys from
the oak kitchen table. "Okay, this time you do get a
treat."

Pooki came downstairs carrying her
still-wet clothes, and I handed her a plastic garbage bag. We
walked to my car in silence and she didn't say a word during the
short ride to the Ocean Alley Police Station.

When I parked she asked, "Can you,
like, tell them to come out and get me?"

"It's life, not TV. No one knows
you're here. Come on."

Sullen attitude firmly in place,
she followed me through the glass door into the small station
lobby.

I spoke to the officer on duty.
"We need to see Sgt. Morehouse."

"He's pretty busy. Can I help
you?"

I didn't think I'd met him, and I
knew most of the small force. He was in his early twenties. I
judged him to be new, not just because of his age but because it
looked as if he'd ironed the sleeves of his uniform.

I jerked my head toward Pooki. "I
have one of the reasons." He stared at me, uncertain what I meant.
"This is Pooki Morton."

Still nothing.

"Eric Morton's wife," she
said.

"What in the hell is this?" Sgt.
Morehouse must have been just the other side of the door that led
into the office area, and he had pushed the button to unlock it
before the desk clerk did. He fumed his way into the small lobby.
"In here, both of youse."

I knew he was really mad. He
rarely reverts to his native Jersey speak. I gestured that Pooki
should go before me, and both of us followed him toward the small
conference room I knew to be down the hall.

"Tortino," he yelled. "We got the
wife."

Lieutenant Tortino looked out of
his office and his eyebrows shot up. "I should have known," he
said, looking at me.

 


LUCKILY, POOKI had burst into
tears right about then, so Morehouse and Tortino had to calm her
down and give her tissues and coffee. That gave Morehouse a chance
to get that I'd done him a favor of sorts, and he and Officer Dana
Johnson listened to Pooki between her gulps, with me filling in
with what little I knew. Lt. Tortino had gone to call her
parents.

I was out of there in fifteen
minutes, without the usual warning to mind my own business. My
phone chirped.

"Where the heck are you?" Scoobie
asked.

"Just dropped Pooki with Morehouse
and crew.”

"Excuse me? I go looking for
information for you and you already got her out of
here?"

I heard Miss Piggy's yip in the
background. "Sorry. I told her the radio said Steve Oliver had
gotten some kind of warning letter and she said Eric did, too. That
was it for me."

"Good riddance," he said. "Except
I'm sorry for Bill."

"Me too." I wondered if his
brother's death would bring Bill Oliver back to Ocean Alley. I
wanted to see what he knew. What the heck is wrong with me? "I'm
problem-free."

"I don't think so. You're going to
have to deal with George."


CHAPTER FIVE

 


EVERYONE I SAW on Sunday talked
about where Eric Morton could be and whether Steve Oliver's death
was really a hit and run or maybe something more sinister. I don't
think that would have occurred to anyone, except that Eric was
missing. I couldn't imagine why Eric would leave that message for
Pooki, but if he was anything like what I saw of her behavior, it
would be hard to guess at reasons for why he stayed out of
sight.

I felt really bad for Bill Oliver.
I couldn't imagine losing Renée. I wanted to talk to Bill, but his
practice was closed on Sunday and I didn’t have a mobile number for
him. I planned to track him down Monday. I would have tried harder
on Sunday, but the B&B guests were staying until Monday, and I
didn't want to add any drama to their visit.

Instead, I ate lunch with Ramona
in the B&B and she tried to teach me how to make a decent loaf
of bread from scratch. No success there.

 


I CHECKED IN at Steele Appraisals
as soon as the guests left on Monday. One of the best things about
moving to Ocean Alley was getting a job with Harry.

Usually there is at least one
request for an appraisal on a Monday, but not today. I checked
behind Harry's desk to make sure no incoming work had fallen off
the fax machine. Most people use email now, but Ramona's Uncle
Lester, the biggest pain in the backside of all the Ocean Alley
real estate crew, hates email and mostly uses it to send insulting
comments to Harry. Since Lester sends us a lot of business, it's
okay. Except when he's arguing with Harry about the value of one of
his properties that I appraised.

Work had dropped to almost nothing
since Hurricane Sandy, since most people had at least some clean-up
work and didn't want a real estate agent to show their houses until
they were more or less perfect again. And who had time to shop for
a house when they were busy throwing out the contents of their
freezer, putting in window glass, or volunteering to help the city
crews who were dismantling damaged sections of the
boardwalk?

Harry and I figured that
eventually some of the people in southern Jersey who lost homes
might relocate in our area, meaning a lot of the Ocean Alley houses
on the market might sell. Sad to say, there is not a lot of
available housing in the areas Sandy hit the hardest. I wanted more
work, but not that way.

It was so quiet in Harry's home
office that the phone startled me. "Steele Appraisals."

"Jolie?"

Why does this voice make me shiver? "Yes,
can I help you?"

"It's Elmira
Washington."

It took me a couple seconds to
reply. "Hello Elmira. I guess you know where Harry is." My heart
was actually beating faster. Every town has at least one person who
believes it their duty to pass on bad news, and Elmira had seen fit
to let everyone know that my ex-husband had embezzled money from
his bank and I'd turned tail (her words) and moved in with Aunt
Madge.

"I know. I need your help, Jolie.
Something's wrong at Silver Times."

And you're calling me why? "Did you call
the manager or maintenance people?"

"They said they're tired of
talking to me."

Imagine that. I took a deep
breath and tried to pretend I had Aunt Madge's patience. "And what
is it you think I can do that they can't?"

"You know how to investigate
things. You need to…"

I cut her off. "Elmira, you know
I've only looked at stuff a couple of times when something
pertained directly to me. I'm not some sort of
investigator."

"Maybe not officially, but you
know how to find things. You need to come over here right now. I'm
in unit seven in the duplex section." She hung up.

Elmira is the only person I truly
dislike in Ocean Alley. I think she's mean. I opened a file drawer
and took out the folder for a house I was supposed to appraise in
early November. They hadn't had a lot of hurricane damage to
repair. Maybe the owner and buyer were ready to close their deal
and needed the appraisal this week. I'd call them.

Twenty minutes later I had called
that homeowner -- "Give us another week" -- and checked with a
couple of real estate offices to see if they had any deals coming
up. Pickings were as slim as fishing on the beach in low
tide.

The phone rang again. Harry really needs to get
caller ID on every phone. "Steele Appra…"

"Jolie, where are you?"

"Elmira, you know where I am. You
also know I'm not your complex manager. I don't see how I can help
you." And I don't want to.

"You won't know that until you see
what I mean. Come over here!" She hung up again.

I sat in Harry's desk chair and
put my head on my folded arms on top of his desk. I really didn't
want to deal with Elmira, but if I didn't she'd tell everyone she
knew that I'd refused to help her. Half the people she told would
think I was smart, the other half might one day take their
appraisal work to Jennifer Stenner's appraisal firm. My bank
account is getting low.

 


IF YOU HADN'T BEEN to Silver Times
Senior Living you might think that the small backhoe was just
moving dirt around for landscaping and the front garden was torn up
because they were planting bulbs. Since I'd been there, I knew
there had been a very nice gazebo at the entrance of the large
complex. The remnants were probably about to be used for a
bonfire.

I didn't know the place well
enough to know where number seven was. The complex has a mix of
one-story duplexes for independent living, an apartment building
where you can eat in the dining room if you want to, an assisted
living building, and a nursing home. It was about sixty acres,
given all the walking paths and the tennis court.

The duplexes have an odd ownership
structure, to my thinking. Silver Times sells the properties. When
an owner wants to move they sell it back to Silver Times.
Technically, an owner might not need an appraisal, but sometimes
they want to know the value of the property before they sell it
back to Silver Times.

After a couple of wrong turns, I
spotted Elmira's duplex, but only because she was standing on the
small front porch with her arms folded. Great. She's ready to
pounce.

The front yard had what had been a
fairly small tree and was now just a forlorn trunk. It would have
to be dug out. Other than that, it didn't look as if she had had
any damage. Surely she didn't want me to dig out the tree's root
ball.

"Inside," she said.

No pleasantries here. I followed
her through a well appointed living room and into the large
combination kitchen and dining area. Her unit was smaller than one
I had appraised a few months ago, but it had the same granite
countertops and crown molding as the larger one. Very classy. Until
you saw the area around the sliding glass door that led to a small
garden.

"You really took in some water,
didn't you?" The wallboard had gotten so wet it was peeling away
from the studs, and she, or someone, had pulled back the carpet
near the door. I glanced around the kitchen. There was similar
damage above her kitchen sink window, but it wasn't quite as
dramatic.

"Are you waiting for someone in
particular to do the repairs?" I asked.

"The maintenance staff did some
cleanup and the complex put out some sort of request for bids to do
all of the repairs. They said that would ensure high-quality work."
She pursed her lips and shook her head slightly. "They finally sent
someone around to really look at this mess."

"I hope they can help you soon." I
realized this work was likely what Eric Morton and Steve Oliver had
wanted to bid on.

"They did an estimate for the cost
of the repairs. They didn't want to give me a copy, but I made
them."

Of course you did.
"And?"

Elmira studied me with a critical
eye. She's taller than I am and her blue-permed hair has a severe
cut. She looks like an elderly drill sergeant. "Tell me what you
think it should cost."

"Is this the only damage?" I
asked.

She nodded. "Indoors."

I'm no fixit guru, but being an
appraiser teaches you a little about the cost of home repair. Every
person who's made improvements on their house wants to tell you how
much they spent for the new bathroom or flooring, hoping you'll
make the appraisal higher so they get their asking
price.

"I suppose contractors are at a
premium right now." I had a number in my head, but didn't care to
say it. There were so many factors. Maybe a contractor would not be
able to match the carpet color and they'd have to recarpet the
entire room. I shook my head. "I really can't guess. What did they
tell you?"

She told me and I gaped at her.
The dollar amount was easily double what I had
anticipated.

"What? Is there mold to clean or
something? More damage behind the walls?" I asked.

She shook her head firmly. "This
is it. And I used a bleach and detergent mix myself and rented a
dehumidifier. No mold."

"That's good," I murmured as I
walked into the kitchen. "Do you have the actual
estimate?"

She nodded and pulled it out of a
kitchen drawer and handed it to me. "It's not final, according to
the powers that be."

I didn't ask who that was, but
assumed it was the Silver Times management. As I started to read
the estimate there was a loud knock at her front door, and I heard
several people talking. She left to answer it.

I skimmed the two-page estimate. A
note at the bottom said "preliminary estimate for use in developing
a contractor's estimate." I was not sure exactly what that meant,
but thought maybe they had to assess some of the damage so they
could show a contractor the work to bid on.

I wondered if Silver Times showed
this preliminary estimate to the contractors who wanted to bid, or
if it was done as a basis of comparison for what came in. Though
the materials seemed expensive -- several hundred dollars for wall
board and molding? -- most of the cost was labor. I should make so much an
hour.

"Jolie's here?" It was Scoobie's
voice. I figured he had seen my car.

"Yes. What do you want?" Elmira
asked.

"We have the teen volunteer
group," he said, "I think you put in a request to have the tree dug
up in your front yard?"

"I did not," Elmira said, stiffly.
"I don't have a tree."

"True," Scoobie said. "You have a
matchstick sticking up from the ground where you used to have a
tree…" The front door slammed.

Elmira's footfalls sounded like a
storm trooper's from Star Wars. When she walked into the kitchen
her fists were clenched and her face was in full frown. "I don't
want that man on my property!"

I stared at her for a moment,
picked up my purse, and started to leave.

"Oh dear, oh dear. I don't mean
you, Jolie."

"You know very well that Scoobie
is my best friend. No Scoobie, no me." I ignored her request that I
stay and shut the front door firmly behind me.

Scoobie was taking a couple of
shovels out of the back of Reverend Jamison's car, which he had
obviously borrowed to transport his crew of three boys and a girl.
He looked up. "I thought maybe you'd had a brain injury," he
said.

"She looks okay to me," said the
girl.

Scoobie flashed her a smile and
looked back at me. "I never thought I'd see you with
Elmira."

"Are we going to dig it up
anyway?" asked the shortest of the boys.

"Yep," Scoobie said. "It needs to
come out. That lady just didn't want to talk to me."

I leaned against my car as Scoobie
instructed the teens on what to do and told them to keep the dirt
in one spot so they didn't ruin the grass. I glanced at the house
and saw Elmira peeking from behind a curtain. She must have decided
not to make a scene. Unusual for her.

The door to the other half of the
duplex opened and a man of about seventy, whose jet black hair was
surely dyed, walked out. He took in the teens and Scoobie, and gave
me a nod and began to walk toward me.

Great. More repair complaints.

He held out his hand as he
approached. "Andrew Markham," he said. "Are you her friend who's an
appraiser?"

"I know her, and I am an
appraiser. I'm Jolie Gentil."

He gave me a broad smile. "So, you
really know her if you answer like that."

I flushed slightly. "I'm sorry.
That was rude."

"Not at all. I just," he lowered
his voice and looked toward Scoobie and the teens. "I wanted to let
you know she's been a bit different since the storm."

"What do you mean?" I didn't add
that Elmira seemed as sour as ever to me.

He seemed to choose his words
carefully. "A couple of us have wondered if maybe, well…if she had
a few days without her usual meds or something. You know, during
the storm."

"I don't really know much about
Elmira, or any medicines she takes." Though it might explain a lot about her moods. Or
not.

He smiled again, and I was
reminded of an unctuous uncle of my father's. "She's been more
upset than usual, especially about the repair estimate, anything
storm-related."

I looked at him directly. "It does
seem a bit high."

"My wife Louise and I are simply
thrilled to have the complex handle everything." He gave an
expansive wave. "Everything in the yards was cleaned up within two
days."

"You are fortunate." I still
wasn’t sure why he was talking to me.

He gave a firm nod. "I thought I'd
give you my card. Would you like us to call you if she seems more
distressed?"

Before I could choke out a strong
"no" in response, he took a small business card from his pocket. It
said, "Andrew Markham, Experienced Retiree."

I smiled at him. "Lots of
experience?"

"More than ten years. My wife and
I made some good investments."

I sensed he wanted to chat more,
and nodded toward Scoobie. "I'm glad for you." Thanks to Robby raiding our
retirement funds, I won't have savings again for years. "I
need to say goodbye to my friend and get to my next
appointment."

After a couple more mindless
pleasantries, he walked back into his house, and Scoobie walked
over.

"What the heck are you doing
here?"

I gave him a thirty-second
summary. "That estimate was ridiculous," I concluded.

"What do you care?"

"It just makes me wonder about the
bids for those repairs. I wonder how much Eric and Steve were going
to bid for this job?"

"Did you just hear my question?"
he asked.

I stuck out my tongue, and then
lowered my voice, "I don't give a tinker's damn about her. But some
insurance company is going to get rooked."

Scoobie shrugged. "They can look
out for themselves."

I left Scoobie and his volunteers
to their digging and drove to the complex office. I was going to
give them a couple business cards and try to turn the conversation
to the hurricane repairs.

The office for the entire complex
was in the independent living apartment building. As I made my way
up the short walkway I took in the meticulously groomed flower
beds, minus flowers on a late November day, and the
expensive-looking porch furniture sitting by the entry door. It
didn't look like a place where people gathered for a
smoke.

When I opened the office door,
which was just off the small lobby, a man of about forty glanced up
and cut off my hello. "We don't have any comment for the
media."

I had met Fred Brennan at Rotary.
He was one of those people who looks perpetually sure of themselves
and doesn't mind interrupting anyone if he wants to make a
point.

"Then you’re in luck. I'm not with
the media." I gave him my friendliest smile and introduced
myself.

He looked at me more closely and I
thought he recognized me but wasn't sure why. "Don't mean to be
rude. I just got off a five-minute phone call trying to say no
comment ten different ways. We've had a lot of questions about a
hit-and-run that occurred just outside the complex."

I nodded. "Actually, I know some
of the family, but that's not why I'm here." I gave my usual spiel
about a real estate agent writing a sales contract, and that Harry
and I could do an appraisal expeditiously, so a sale could go
through quickly. "I'd appreciate it if you'd keep us in mind when
you hear that there are residents who want to sell."

As I handed him a couple of cards
he nodded slowly. "I remember now, Rotary." He shook my hand.
"People don't really need an appraiser," he said. "They sell the
property back to us and we resell it. It's one of the many ways we
maintain quality."

I figured that was a euphemism for
keeping out people they thought would not keep up their
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