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THE UNEXPECTED RESOLUTION

 



CHAPTER ONE

YOU CAN FREEZE YOUR BUNS OFF in December at the
Jersey Shore. That’s why all the tourism brochures feature seagulls
on the beach in July.

I shouldn’t have been surprised that December
thirtieth was a good day to freeze my toes, or feet, or any other
part of my anatomy. But that didn’t mean I liked it. Especially the
whisper of snow that had begun to hit my windshield. I wanted to
finish grocery shopping and take the food to Aunt Madge’s Cozy
Corner B&B before the snow storm blew in later.

On Christmas day, Scoobie and I told Aunt Madge and
her husband, Harry, that we were not only getting married, but we
were going to be parents next year.

Scoobie and I are so excited it’s hard to keep silly
smiles off our faces. Okay, his is full-time smiling. I’m a little
afraid I won’t be a good mom. I haven’t said that out loud though.
When I stop throwing up every morning I’ll probably be more
confident.

As I got out of the car in the lot beside Mr.
Markle’s In-Town Grocery, I sniffed. The breeze came from the
ocean, crisp freshness with every breath.

My grocery list included a mix of frozen hors
d’oeurves, oranges, cake mixes, confectioners’ sugar, ginger ale,
refrigerator rolls, and Vienna sausages. All the ingredients for an
informal wedding reception – if your fiancé wants the food to
include pigs-in-a-blanket.

I had almost reached the sidewalk in front of the
store when a loud voice boomed across the parking lot. Waving at me
was Max, who wore a red stocking cap that sported reindeer antlers.
“Jolie, Jolie. You and Scoobie are getting married. Married.”

Max received a traumatic brain injury during the Iraq
War. As TBIs go, his could be a lot worse, I suppose. He can live
on his own, with support from friends, but his overall attitude is
childlike. And he repeats himself. A lot.

I pulled my scarf tighter as I gestured for Max to
come into the store with me. I hurried in and made for the coffee
pot Mr. Markle keeps ready for customers. Rats. No
decaf.

Max swung the door open with his characteristic
enthusiasm and grinned broadly. He is about five-six and not
particularly good-looking. Because he is almost always cheerful,
that’s what most people notice.

It’s good to keep Max busy, so I grabbed a shopping
cart and shoved it in his direction. “I’m so glad to see you. You
want to push my cart?”

“I do, I do. Do you have a list?”

I almost laughed. Scoobie has been teaching Max how
to shop on a budget, and list-making took a while for Max to grasp.
I pulled a folded paper from my pocket and he grabbed it as he
began to push the cart.

“I know where everything is now.” He stopped to study
the list. “What are refrigerator rolls?”

“You keep them in the fridge until you’re ready to
cook them. They come in a round can.”

Max studied me. “All cans are round. Round.”

I grinned. “True. I meant as opposed to the kind of
rolls that are kept on the shelves, by the loaves of bread.”

He absorbed that and started for the produce aisle.
Max loves fruit. I saw bananas and grapes in my future, in addition
to the oranges.

I unbuttoned my parka and waved at Mr. Markle,
several aisles away. The green linoleum floors are old and the
aisles narrow, but he keeps the place impeccably clean and will
order anything he doesn’t regularly stock.

“Thank you for inviting me to your wedding. To your
wedding. Scoobie said you are squeezing people to fit in Aunt
Madge’s house. Her house.”

“Her great room, to be exact. You’ve been in it, the
huge space that has her living room, dining room, and kitchen all
together.”

“And the door to let the dogs out. Into the back
yard. The back yard.”

We moved from produce to baking supplies, one of
Max’s favorite aisles.

“You have parents, Jolie, parents.”

Scoobie must have told him they were not coming up
from Florida. “Yes, but my father broke his ankle two weeks ago. My
mom doesn’t want to come without him.” Thank God. “But
they’ll listen on the phone. They’ll sort of be there.”

“I know your sister.”

I noted the lack of repetition. Unusual. “Yes. I
think you met Renée and her daughters and maybe her husband one
year on Halloween. They live in Lakewood, where I used to
live.”

“But Aunt Madge is your maid of honor. Of honor.”

“Yes, well, Renée is my sister and my best friend,
but Aunt Madge and I have gotten really close since I moved back to
Ocean Alley. If I hadn’t lived with her for a while, I never would
have reconnected with Scoobie.”

“Aunt Madge married Harry. Harry.”

“She did.” I’ve worked for Harry for several years,
as a real estate appraiser. We’ve managed the transition to more
than boss and employee well. I occasionally am more persistent
about things than Harry would like. I’m working on that.

Max and I finished filling the cart, which now
included a box of Cocoa Puffs. Scoobie got him hooked on those.

Mr. Markle seemed to be the only one working at the
moment, because he joined us at the cash register. “You’re looking
good Jolie.”

I blushed. “You heard the news?”

He smiled fully, rare for him. “Your aunt’s
reputation as closed-mouthed is out the window.”

“Where did it go? Go?” Max asked.

“Remember Scoobie talked to you about ‘expressions’
that are not literal? Mr. Markle means Aunt Madge’s reputation for
not being much of a big talker has changed.”

Before Max could answer, I looked at Mr. Markle. “In
fact I’m buying some of the food to eat after the ceremony.”

He looked up the price of oranges before ringing up
the six I had. “Getting married at First Prez?”

“Too much like work.”

He nodded. “You and that First Prez Food Pantry.”

“It’s called Harvest for All,” Max said. “For
everybody. Jolie makes it work. Jolie works.”

Max can sometimes try people’s patience. Mr. Markle’s
frown said this was one of those times.

“We’re getting married at Aunt Madge’s. Not a big
group.” Every time I said this I wondered if people were offended
not to be invited. Scoobie always tells me that I create my own
guilt.

He started to bag the groceries. “Is Reverend
Jamieson officiating?”

“We asked him, but he always goes to his sister’s in
Massachusetts the week after Christmas. You know, it doesn’t take
long to get certified to officiate a wedding.” I looked away from
Mr. Markle’s gaze.

He paused, seemingly thinking. “Harry?”

I swallowed. “George.”

Never had I heard Mr. Markle laugh. He leaned his
head back and put a hand on the apron covering his ample
stomach.

Max looked at me. “Is George funny? Funny?”

I murmured, “He thinks so.”

George Winters is Scoobie’s best friend. He used to
be a reporter for the Ocean Alley Press, and would bug the
daylights out of me if I looked into how a local person turned into
a corpse. Probably Mr. Markle’s laugh was because George and I also
dated briefly.

Mr. Markle wiped a tear with the back of his hand.
“Got certified pretty fast, did he?”

“I, uh, think Scoobie let him in on the deal before
he told me. Or asked me.”


CHAPTER TWO

 


AS I STOOD IN AUNT MADGE’S spacious kitchen reading
the directions on a cake mix box, I smiled to myself. In Scoobie’s
typical lack of concern about tradition, guests would eat before
the ceremony. We would exchange vows at exactly midnight, thus
welcoming in the New Year.

Actually, my father suggested January might be a
better month to get married than December. Something about
financial planning and taxes. We didn’t care, but my father felt
pretty helpless down in Florida, so we accepted his advice.

Scoobie thought of the New Year’s Eve party that
would culminate in our nuptials. Though, as he put it, I couldn’t
have champagne at either event.

He was having a blast with wedding preparation, even
though we had a compressed timeframe. I hadn’t abdicated the
planning. I felt bone-tired a lot, and my husband-to-be was
brimming with ideas.

Aunt Madge came through the swinging door from the
breakfast room into her kitchen. “Are you making the cakes
today?”

“I thought I might. They should still be fresh
tomorrow.” Scoobie and I had decided to have several kinds, but
made in rectangular pans, nothing fancy. We were saving money in
the hope of moving from our tiny bungalow into something bigger
before the baby entered our lives.

Aunt Madge turned on her electric kettle and pulled a
tea bag from a canister on the counter. “I wish you would let me do
scratch cakes.”

I lifted an orange as if about to throw it at her.
“You are a guest, not the caterer. The matron of honor will have
many duties.” I nodded at her foot, in its walking cast. “Plus, she
limps.”

Except for falling off a kitchen stool while hanging
garland a few weeks ago, which netted her a hairline wrist fracture
and broken ankle, Aunt Madge is as steady as a rock. My rock.

She did a more or less ladylike snort. Aunt Madge is
in her mid-eighties, and technically is my great aunt. She looks
about seventy. Probably the result of decades of being an active
B&B owner and volunteering for everything from the hospital
auxiliary to First Prez Sunday School.

I love that she dyes her white hair a different color
every three weeks or so. She doesn’t use permanent color, and has
been known to vary the shade based on a dress she plans to wear.
Today it was a deep red. Thank heavens she hadn’t bought a purple
dress for the wedding.

She poured herself a cup of tea as I lined up cake
mixes on the counter – three chocolate (think Max), carrot, yellow,
and red velvet.

“Will you at least let me make some of the
frosting?”

I almost said no, but decided her kitchen would be a
lot cleaner if she wielded the confectioners’ sugar. “Okay, if you
let me help.”

She raised one eyebrow, something I’ve never
mastered. “Oh, that would make it go a lot faster.” She lifted her
wrist, which now sported a removable brace rather than a cast. “I
can wash both my hands. Totally sanitary.”

I poured myself a cup of tea and we moved to her
large oak table, accompanied by my tiny black cat, Jazz. “I wasn’t
worried about that. You can tell me to melt butter or
something.”

“It’s a deal.” We sat, and our gazes met. “You’re
sure about this?”

“I’m glad I’m sitting down. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Personally, I always hoped you and Scoobie would
swim against whatever waves you had to face so that you could end
up together. I just don’t want you to feel as if you have to rush
into things.”

“I honestly never thought I would be this happy.” My
first marriage had ended spectacularly when my ex embezzled money
from his employer, a bank, to support a gambling habit I didn’t
know about. He topped that with raiding our joint retirement
savings and not expressing a smidgen of regret.

She mimed checking an item off a list. “That’s taken
care of.”

I grinned at her. “Thanks for asking, though.”

Jazz meowed loudly, and I peered under the table. She
usually sits by my shoes, but she sat a couple feet away. “I know
it’s confusing. We don’t live here anymore. But you’ll be home in a
couple of days.” She meowed again. “And you get to see the dogs.”
Though she plays haughty, Jazz grew very fond of Aunt Madge’s
exuberant retrievers when we lived at the B&B. Mister Rogers
and Miss Piggy occasionally visit at our bungalow, or Jazz comes to
the B&B for a sleepover.

Before Jazz could respond, the side door to Aunt
Madge’s large Victorian home banged, and we turned in that
direction. The door faces the parking lot and is close to her
B&B guests’ breakfast area, where we would serve food
tomorrow.

Scoobie came through the swinging kitchen door, arms
laden with an assortment of pine wreathes. “Sergeant Morehouse
called to say they had a bunch of these left at the Saint Anthony’s
tree lot. We thought they would smell great.”

He lined up four wreathes next to each other on the
oak table, and cocked his head as he studied them. “I guess we can
ditch the red bows in favor of something less Christmassy.”

Aunt Madge rubbed her nose, probably trying not to
smile. “What kind of ribbons are you getting?”

I did smile. Her message was clear. He brought
shedding pine needles into her house, but Scoobie would have to
deal with them.

He ran a hand through his dark blonde hair, which
sported melting snowflakes. “I’ll call Ramona. She’s doing
decorations.”

Our friend Ramona had claimed this as her role, but
we didn’t know her ideas. As with nearly all of the wedding plans,
I had a laissez-faire attitude. Perhaps my French ancestry helped.
My father chose my name, Jolie Gentil, which is pronounced with a
soft J and G. It means pretty nice in French but, thankfully, most
people don’t know that. I would have to live up to it.

I had stayed seated, so Scoobie bent over to kiss me.
“I don’t have to work tomorrow.”

“That’s great!” Aunt Madge and I spoke almost in
unison. He’d been scheduled to work New Year’s Eve day at his job
in the Radiology Department of the Ocean Alley Hospital. Since the
holiday work schedule had been planned long before our wedding,
Scoobie didn’t ask for it off.

“Yeah, that new x-ray tech offered to trade. I’ll
work for her Presidents’ Weekend. I barely know her.”

Aunt Madge stood to carry her empty tea mug to the
sink. “Good people everywhere.” She made a shooing gesture. “Go
call Ramona.”

When I heard him on the house phone in the breakfast
room, I pointed at the wreaths and shrugged at Aunt Madge. “What
was he thinking?”

“He’s being festive.”

I returned to the cake mixes. The wreath donor,
Sergeant Morehouse, is someone I’ve butted heads with from time to
time. Mostly we’re friendly.

Scoobie stuck his head in the kitchen for three
seconds. “I invited Morehouse. That’s okay, right?”

To the swinging door, I said, “Uh, sure.”

Aunt Madge grinned. “Maybe Scoobie expects to find a
body among the wedding presents.”


CHAPTER THREE

 


HE DIDN’T SEEM TO expect a body, but my husband-to-be
brimmed with excitement. I glanced around Newhart’s Diner, the
off-the-boardwalk restaurant that is especially homey in the
off-season.

Scoobie planned to meet me for supper. A burger and
one of Arnie’s famous butterscotch milkshakes for him, and chicken
salad for me. I was trying to eat healthier, for the next six
months at least.

A woman’s voice came from behind me. “Jolie! I
heardyour news.”

Elmira Washington probably caught wind of my internal
groan. “Thanks. Scoobie and I are really excited.”

Elmira stood next to my booth. Same short gray hair,
with beady eyes surveying the diner for opportunities to gossip.
Her gaze came back to me. “So, Scoobie is the father?”

Elmira would aggravate a puppy. It would do no good
to count to ten because I’d be no calmer when I hit the top number.
I couldn’t keep an edge out of my tone. “Elmira, who else have you
seen me with the last year or so?”

She focused on me. I took in her cloth coat, which
today sported a coffee stain and whatever she had just eaten. Aunt
Madge and I had begun to wonder if Elmira’s occasional shakes were
becoming Parkinson’s tremors. Patience, Jolie.

“Well now, you have a point. Are you going to get
married or see what it’s like to be parents before you try
that?”

God give me strength. “You must have heard we have a
wedding coming up.”

Elmira’s brows knitted and she tilted her head. “You
know, maybe I did hear that.”

Scoobie’s voice came from behind Elmira. “Hear
what?”

Elmira had the decency to look ill at ease, and I
didn’t want Scoobie to bear her rudeness. “She’s congratulating us
on the baby and the wedding.”

Scoobie grinned as he slid in across from me. He
rubbed his hands together and removed a dark green parka that bore
flecks of snow. “I’d say in that order, but we are getting married
before the little sucker pops out.”

“Oh, my.” Elmira backed a step away from the table.
“I’ll leave you two to get some dinner.”

I stuck out my tongue at her retreating back.

Scoobie picked up the menu. “She bugging you?”

“Probably not the most she ever has.” Elmira had made
sure the entire town knew about my divorce when I arrived on Aunt
Madge’s doorstep. She is the only person in town I truly
dislike.

He looked at me over the top of his menu. “Did she
ever get approved for assisted living at Silver Times?”

Elmira had gotten in trouble for sneaking in at night
to scout the retirement complex for vacant units. “We’ll have to
ask Aunt Madge. Elmira might still be on the outs with management
over there.”

Scoobie deadpanned, “No kidding.”

I smiled and shook my head. “Hard to believe Aunt
Madge was in there only a week ago. What a difference a walking
cast makes.”

He nodded, somber now. “I’m worried she’ll try to do
too much for the wedding.”

“Harry said he’ll get a fly swatter to keep her out
of the kitchen if she stands up too long. He also…”

A waving hand near the entrance caught my attention.
Max gestured enthusiastically from the diner’s doorway.

Scoobie turned his head slightly and indicated that
Max should join us.

I kept my voice low. “This is getting to be too much
of a…good thing.”

Scoobie slid over so Max could slide into the booth
bench across from me. “I hear you. I think it’s excitement about
the wedding.”

Max grinned as he sat. “Exciting. Very exciting.”

I chided myself for being a grouch. “It is. I’m
trying not to be nervous.”

“You’re never nervous, Jolie. Never nervous.”

I smiled. “Mostly I’m not.” I glanced behind Max as
Elmira moved away from another booth and made for the exit. She
waved at the man and young boy she’d been talking to. He was
perhaps in his sixties, with thinning brown hair speckled with
gray. Between Aunt Madge’s friends, my job, and the food pantry, I
knew most permanent Ocean Alley residents in that age bracket. Not
him.

Scoobie elbowed Max gently. “I thought you liked to
be home to watch Big Bang Theory at six o’clock.”

“I do. Big Bang, I do.” He almost bounced in his
seat. “I saw you go into the diner. The diner.”

Scoobie nodded, looking directly at Max. “Are you
hungry?”

“Food at home. Home. Megan taught me about the
freezer and defrosting.” He paused, and frowned. “Frost is outside.
Outside.”

Megan, who now spends less time as a Harvest for All
volunteer because she operates Java Jolt coffee shop, is one of
Max’s regular advisors. I had to smile. I can’t help it when Max is
literal. “The freezer is kind of frosty inside. That’s why we say
defrost when we take out frozen food.”

Before Max had a chance to ask another question,
Arnie Newhart came to our booth, his order book open. Arnie and his
wife have operated Newhart’s for decades. They recently gave it a
facelift, even putting the myriad of local news stories and photos
on neat bulletin boards plastered throughout the diner.

“Blue plate special?”

I shook my head. “I’m eating lighter than meatloaf
and mashed potatoes.”

Scoobie shut his menu. “Burger, no cheese, well done.
And of course,” he gestured at me, “a butterscotch milkshake to
share with my friend over there.”

Arnie shook his head. “Your friend. Congratulations,
by the way.”

I ordered my chicken salad, Max declined to order,
and Arnie headed for the kitchen.

Max slid out of the booth. The diner had grown
crowded and he almost ran into a young couple, cheeks red from the
cold, who were hurrying to a booth. “So sorry. Sorry.”

They barely reacted. I wished they had told Max it
was okay, and then reminded myself not to assume other people’s
feelings. I learned that in a family twelve-step meeting that
Scoobie and George dragged me to.

Max put on his bright green mittens. “Big Bang.
Sheldon.”

I grinned at him. “Did you finish learning the
song?”

Max frowned. “It’s hard. Hard. But I still try.”

He walked toward the door, almost bumping into the
man Elmira had talked to, who had stood to put on his coat. Max
partially blocked the man from my view, but I saw him put an arm on
Max’s shoulder and seem to say something reassuring to him. He must
be local. He knows Max.

Scoobie made a whew gesture across his brow. “Love
the guy.”

“Yep.” I pulled out a small notebook. “Last time we
have to coordinate.”

Scoobie leaned his head back and raised his eyes to
the ceiling before looking back at me. “The things I do for my
bride.”

“Okay, first things first. Who else have you
invited?”

 


GEORGE AND RAMONA JOINED us just as we finished
eating. Though George always wears long pants in the winter, as
opposed to his usual khaki shorts and Hawaiian shirts, he still
manages to look rumpled most of the time.

George took a French fry from Scoobie’s plate and
motioned that he should move down. “Been looking for you two.”

Ramona removed her burgundy cape and smoothed her
skirt before sliding in next to me. Only she could get away with
the 1960s hippie clothes she wears. As usual, her outfit – tonight
a tie-dyed burgundy skirt and tan crocheted vest – went together
perfectly.

“What he means,” she said, “is he didn’t want to be
the only one to carry the decorations into the B&B.”

“You, uh, have a lot?” I asked.

George grimaced. “My entire back seat.”

“Are you hinting Ramona should buy a car?” Scoobie
asked.

She refastened her hair in its large clip. “I’ve
never even had a driving lesson.”

“I think he just wants to sell you insurance,” I
said.

George snorted. “I investigate insurance claims, not
sell the damn stuff.”

Scoobie shoved the plate with its remaining fries to
him. “But you won’t have to go out New Year’s Eve, will you?”

Ocean Alley is small enough that sometimes the local
police call George to an accident scene or home burglary. Though
they say it’s because he’ll likely be the insurance investigator
called to examine a situation; mostly it’s because he takes better
photos than the officers.

“Shouldn’t have to. Besides, they all know where I’ll
be.”

I raised my eyebrows at Scoobie. “Is there anyone you
haven’t told?”

He grinned. “You should get out more. I have to do
all the hard work.”

“How’s the morning sickness?” Ramona asked.

George blanched.

I shrugged. “It’s a good thing we’re getting married
at night.”

Scoobie elbowed George. “Did you download the stuff
that has to be in the vows?”

“Yep.” From his pocket George pulled a paper so
wrinkled it looked as if he’d found it in the trash. He noticed my
expression. “All I had to write on.”

“A guy who writes reports finds himself without
paper,” I murmured.

“Funny.” He shoved the paper toward Scoobie.

I tried not to let my annoyance show. “How come you
aren’t letting me see?”

George shrugged. “Scoobie promised no funny
stuff.”

Scoobie looked up from the paper. “So, this is what
the state requires. How creative can we be?”

“Probably as much as your bride will let…” George’s
phone rang and he pulled it from his pocket and stepped away from
us.

I raised my eyebrows in Scoobie’s direction and
turned to Ramona. “You ordering?”

She shook her head. “I have homemade yogurt at
home.”

Scoobie mimed gagging.

George came back, took one more French fry, but
didn’t sit. “Gotta go. Accident in front of the Sand Piper.”

“My least favorite place,” Scoobie said.

I shot him a look of sympathy. His mother spent a lot
of time in that bar when Scoobie was young.

Ramona tapped the table with my spoon. “You have the
decorations in your car.”

George took a drink of Scoobie’s water. “See you at
the B&B. Won’t take long.”

Ramona frowned. “Guess I’m with you guys.”

Scoobie pulled on his jacket. “We have two cars.
You’re okay going with the pregnant lady, right?”

Ramona pointed toward the door and I blew him a
kiss.

“Why do you suppose he’s in such a hurry?” she
asked.

“Probably plotting something with George for tomorrow
night.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 


I HAD BEEN LOOKING forward to a fun pre-nuptial
evening even more than the wedding. Of course, I wanted to have a
lovely wedding. For our exchange of vows, I’d selected a reading
that I thought embodied who Scoobie and I were together.

I didn’t feel anxious. The wedding simply felt like
adding a dot to an i. Scoobie and I were together with or without
whatever George and Scoobie came up with for the ceremony.

Ramona’s voice came from the front foyer of the
B&B. “Jolie. I forgot my tape measure. Do you have one?”

Aunt Madge opened a kitchen drawer with one finger
and pointed to it with her head, since she had confectioners’ sugar
on her hands.

I grabbed the cloth measure, the kind sewers like
Aunt Madge used, and trotted through the swinging door toward the
foyer. “What are you measuring?”

Michelle and Julia sat halfway up the stairs on the
landing, in their matching blue, quilted bathrobes. At nine, Julia
is the older of my two nieces, but seven-year-old Michelle is
almost as tall as her sister.

The girls’ eyes were wide as Ramona leaned over the
banister, apparently trying to guess the distance to the floor
below. She saw me and grinned. “I want to have a cascade of flowers
from about this point on the stairs to the floor below.”

I walked up several steps and tossed her the tape
measure. “That sounds like a lot of trouble. For an evening, I
mean.”

She unfurled the tape and motioned that I should go
down the steps to stand below her. “But you’ll have the memories
for a lifetime.”

The girls giggled. I turned slightly as I went down
the steps. “I can tell you’re planning something.”

Giggles turned to laughter, and Michelle clapped her
hands. “It’s such a big surprise!”

Julia put a finger to her lips. “And you’ll never
guess.”

I kept my tone cheerful. “I just can’t wait.”

I kept walking and stood below Ramona. I mouthed,
“What is it?”

She shrugged and mouthed, “Don’t know.” Then she
said, “I’ll hang onto the tape and you grab the end.”

The ancient measuring tape has been wound and unwound
so many times it’s practically see-through in a couple of spots. It
dangled limply, and I grabbed and extended it. “So, this is about
sixty inches. I guess another couple of feet more to the
floor.”

“Measure that, would you?”

I used an index finger to mark on the wall the spot
where the tape measure ended. She dropped it, and I fiddled with
unfurling it so I could measure from the spot where it had hit
sixty inches. Not what I planned to be doing tonight.

I felt a pang of guilt as Ramona moved down the steps
to take over measuring. I cared only about the vows and spending
time with friends, but Ramona was giving her best gifts – time and
talent.

She took the measure from me and started from my
finger. “Okay, another twenty-seven inches. Good eye.”

I stepped back. “Don’t suppose you’ll tell me your
plans.”

Her bright pink, hooped earrings moved as she shook
her head. “You’ll love it.”

Aunt Madge called from the kitchen. “Girls, time to
frost.”

Michelle clattered down the steps and burst into the
kitchen. Julia traipsed slowly and stopped near me. “We might make
a mess. With the icing.”

I stared into her dark eyes and pretended to frown.
“Do messes taste better or worse than perfect-looking cakes?”

She seemed to ponder this before slowly smiling.
“They taste the same, silly.”

I bent to hug her, and whispered, “Messes made from
love. Go help frost the cakes.”

Ramona rolled up the tape measure. “Your sister sure
has raised good kids.”

“Yep.” I patted my slight baby bump. “I’m hoping it
rubs off.”

Car headlights in the B&B lot announced Scoobie
and George. One of them honked. I opened the side door so they’d
know we heard them. Then I realized the honk was likely to ensure
we opened the door because they were hauling boxes from George’s
back seat.

I peered out, then turned to look at Ramona,
open-mouthed. “You said simple decorations.”

She grinned. “They are simple, I didn’t say few
decorations.”

“Uh, okay.”

“Really, Jolie, it’s just that I packed the silk
flowers carefully so they wouldn’t get smushed.”

My shoulders, which I had not realized were tense,
loosened. “Good thinking.” I stood back as she opened the screen
door to let in the guys.

My first wedding had been a huge production. It was a
beautiful day, despite the outcome a few years later, but I
remembered how nervous I had been that some of the 200 details
would not be perfect. This wedding, my forever wedding,
would be a relaxing evening with family and friends.

Scoobie bounded up the stairs. “I expect union
wages.”

George called from behind him, “I’ll take any
pay.”

“We ordered pizza,” I said.

Scoobie stomped snow on the area rug by the door. He
kicked off his shoes and turned to hold the door for George. With a
grin, he sort of threw a kiss over his shoulder.

Ramona’s usual airy-fairy tone was commanding. “The
boxes marked ‘kitchen’ go in the great room. The ones with an F go
in front of the fireplace in the living room that B&B guests
use.”

George muttered something about other F words as he
strode past.

I stifled a giggle. “Thank you George. And be glad
the girls are in the kitchen.”

It took less than ten minutes for the boxes of silk
flowers, vases, and tall candles to populate the floor in the great
room. Ramona enlisted the eager Julia and Michelle to carry
flowers, a few at a time, to different parts of the room.

She wouldn’t let me help, noting the bride did not
work on decorations.

“Excuses me,” Scoobie said.

George grinned. “Trust me, you’re just here as an
ornament for the bride.”

Ramona paid no attention to him, but Aunt Madge,
Renée and I glowered at him. George wisely buried his face in a
fragrant cider punch Harry handed him.

I grinned at Renée. She watched the girls hold silk
flowers for Miss Piggy to smell. “I wish Andrew were here.”

Renée’s husband is a keep-to-himself kind of person.
He’s very protective of her and the girls, but is not one to spend
much time at big social events.

“Too much snow falling,” I volunteered.

She rolled her eyes.

Aunt Madge turned from the counter and held up one
frosted cake for my inspection. “The girls decided on a Scooby Doo
theme for this one.”

I didn’t know whether she bought the decorations or
the girls brought them, but they definitely were good for a
laugh.

Scoobie shook his head. “I have no idea why I’ve
always had my name.”

Aunt Madge looked at him thoughtfully. “I don’t know,
of course, but by the time you were in elementary school you were
quite firm about keeping it.”

He grabbed a punch and leaned on the counter. “Okay,
I have a few memories of you when I was little, but how the heck
would you know that?”

“A couple of my friends taught back then. Let’s see,
second and fourth grades, I think. They’d enlist me for various
volunteer things.”

“Cooking. I think sewing for school plays,” Renée
said.

“How come you know that and I don’t?” I asked.

“Well…I guess by the time you’d have a lot of
memories I had the B&B. Busy times.”

That was sort of code for saying Uncle Gordon had
died and she needed to earn a living. I blew her a kiss.

Ramona’s voice came from near the back door. “Don’t
open that box, girls. It’s the last thing I’ll do tomorrow.”

“You mean please, right?” Michelle asked.

Renée rolled her eyes and walked over to her
daughters. “It’s implied.”

Ramona smiled. “Please.”

“Baths in ten minutes, girls,” Renée said.

I’d babysat for them enough that I knew complaints
generally followed this statement, but since they were in Aunt
Madge’s house, they simply made faces.

Harry called from the stove. “I’ve made kid-size
cider cups. Just a taste before bed, girls.”

I watched him cater to them finding, as usual, it
hard to imagine a time without him in Aunt Madge’s life. Scoobie
and I had suggested he invite his son’s family, which included two
favorite grandsons, to the wedding. He said they already had plans
to host a New Year’s Eve party. Which, as Scoobie had told him with
a grin, was our plan, too.

 


WITH THE GIRLS IN BED an hour later and Ramona done
instructing Scoobie and George on where to place flowers or
candles, we flung ourselves onto the loveseat or into upholstered
chairs. Aunt Madge had her soft-casted ankle on an ottoman, but she
continued to insist it felt as if it had never been broken.

She raised a glass of mulled wine to me. “I could
beat you in a race any day.”

“Well now, maybe,” I said.

Scoobie and George, who don’t drink, toasted Aunt
Madge’s cake decorating skills with cider. Scoobie asked, “What was
that accident the police called you about?”

Aunt Madge sat up straighter. “Anyone we know?”

George shook his head. “An older man, Florida plates
on the car. Not sure if he slid on the snow or had a seizure or
what. He didn’t hit the light pole all that hard.”

“And the snow wasn’t that bad. Was he conscious?” I
asked.

“Not that I saw. Breathing on his own and all that.
Looked like mostly banged up from the steering wheel.”

Mr. Rogers yipped. He had carefully positioned
himself near me, since he knows Aunt Madge will never give him any
scraps.

I held up my cider. “You don’t drink this.”

The sound of light lapping came from the far end of
the couch. Jazz daintily sipped the remnants of Harry’s mulled
wine.

 


I LAY IN BED TWO HOURS later feeling relaxed and
happy. In keeping with tradition, Scoobie and I were in different
beds, different houses. He said he would sleep at our bungalow to
keep our pet skunk, Pebbles, company.

But I knew he also needed time to himself. When
Scoobie and I met again three years ago, he often escaped into his
poetry or traipsed solo along the boardwalk. As he has grown
increasingly happy he’s become better able to spend time with lots
of people. In fact, anyone who worked with him at the hospital
would consider him quiet but certainly sociable. Especially with
kids.

Jazz snuggled against my neck, snoring softly.

“That’s what you get for drinking wine,” I
whispered.

I closed my eyes. This had been one of the happiest
nights of my life. And tomorrow would be even better.

 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


THE SNOW THAT FELL overnight meant that on New Year’s
Eve morning the Victorian-style B&B looked like a tourist photo
for a Vermont ski resort, minus the mountains in the background.
The roads were slick, but inside a fire burned in the guest living
room, on the opposite side of the first floor foyer from Aunt Madge
and Harry’s great room and bedroom.

Silk flowers were piled on a loveseat in front of the
fire, and Jazz sat atop them. I picked her up and slung her over my
shoulder as we moved into the foyer. “Do you know what Ramona would
do to you if she found you on that pile of ribbon and silk?”

She turned her head and swatted me in the back of
mine.

“Nice. She’d swat you somewhere else.”

I sat her on the floor and admired the ribbon that
wound down the B&B’s main staircase. Ramona’s talent
transformed the front hall and great room. Thankfully, she had
interspersed her signature purple with a lot of white.

In the great room, one item was draped only in
purple. The nearly life-sized portrait of our late, good friend
Lance Wilson stood near the windows next to the sliding glass doors
that faced the back yard. Lance sported a floral apron, supplied by
Scoobie for Lance’s use at the bake sale table at one of the food
pantry fundraisers. Unknown to Lance when the photo was taken,
George’s hand behind him appeared to place a cupcake on Lance’s
head.

I started to tear up, but remembered I had on mascara
and my sister would have a fit if it ran. I could hear her
upstairs, helping Michelle and Julia blow-dry their hair.

My ivory dress was calf-length and tailored, with
tiny beads sewn at the cuffs and neckline. Though more formal than
a dinner dress, I hadn’t bought it at a bridal shop. Aunt Madge had
threaded a thin purple ribbon just under my breasts for an a-line
effect. I thought she wanted to make sure my slightly round tummy
wasn’t too obvious. Not that the baby-to-be was a secret.

I would don the dress just before I walked down the
stairs with Harry this evening. With my usual maladroitness, I
would get toothpaste or coffee on it if I wore it even an hour
earlier.

I had not seen Scoobie yet. Per her usual, Jazz had
awakened me early, demanding food. At the girls’ insistence,
Scoobie and I were going to spend the day apart. Unless we decided
we didn’t want to.

My sister endorsed us staying apart, which was funny.
Renée and Andrew met for a very early breakfast the morning of
their wedding. Had she known, our mother would have been horrified.
She thought Renée spent a long time getting her hair done.

My phone chirped and I pulled it from the pocket of
my blue Dockers. Scoobie. I guess we hadn’t said we would avoid
talking before the wedding.

“Hello, my groom-to-be.”

With no preamble, he asked, “Is Max over there?”

“No. Weren’t you and George meeting him at Java Jolt
at nine?”

“Yeah, we’re here, he isn’t. Have you ever known him
to miss a muffin?”

Java Jolt is one of Max’s favorite haunts. Like the
prior operator, Megan gives Max pieces of broken muffins or other
pastries.

“Do you think he thought you meant he should meet you
at the B&B?”

“No. We had a couple talks to explain that couples
often don’t see each other before the ceremony.”

George’s voice came from somewhere near Scoobie. “Max
thought it was stupid.”

I could hear George and Scoobie talking quietly. I
thought about options. “Scoobie.”

He spoke into the phone again. “Yeah?”

“Harvest for All isn’t open today. I’ll call the
grocery store.”

“I guess we’ll gulp our coffee and head over to his
house.”

“I’ll let everybody here know to tell me if he calls
them. I’ll call you if he shows up at the B&B.”

We disconnected, and I stayed seated on Aunt Madge’s
love seat, which had been pushed against the far wall to
accommodate the twenty-five white chairs she rented. Max was a
creature of habit. His usual routine did not include meeting
Scoobie and George for muffins. Maybe he got confused.

I didn’t know Max’s regular schedule, or if he even
had one beyond coffee at Java Jolt, visits to Harvest for All, and
watching Big Bang Theory. Scoobie was probably more aware of where
Max hung out, and he always said I should let go of things I
couldn’t control. I would make some calls, but I wouldn’t worry
about Max. Much.

 


BY THE TIME SCOOBIE called back, I had finished
cutting up raw vegetables and Aunt Madge, at her insistence, had
made several loaves of her cheddar cheese bread.

“Did you find him?”

Scoobie’s tone seemed subdued. “No.”

“Where are you?”

“At the hospital.”

“I thought you didn’t have to work…oh, you were
looking for Max?”

“Yeah, and I may have found…can you come out
here?”

Aunt Madge could hear Scoobie’s voice, and shrugged
at me.

“Um, sure. Are you okay?”

“More or less.”

My stomach tightened and I leaned my back into the
kitchen counter. This was not my excited husband-to-be, he of the
dried pine needle wreaths. “I can be there in about fifteen
minutes.”

“Good, I’ll see you…listen, can you bring Aunt
Madge?”

“She can,” Aunt Madge called to him.

Scoobie chuckled. “I see her hearing is as good as
ever. Look, I’m okay. I just need both of you.”

I hung up and stared at Aunt Madge, who had already
taken off her apron. “He never sounds like that.”

“He’s okay. Maybe someone you know is in the ER.”

“Jolie?” Renée had apparently come through the
swinging door when Aunt Madge and I were paying attention to the
call. “Everything all right?”

I glanced at her. “I think so. Scoobie went to the
hospital to look for Max. He wants us to come over.” When she
started to say something, I added, “He says he’s fine.” More or
less.

Renée is six years older than I am, and has always
been very matter-of-fact. I could have told her the roof caved in
at Ocean Alley’s hospital and she would have approached the sink to
finish putting the cut-up vegetables into plastic bags so we could
take them to first responders.

“I’ll finish that. The girls have their iPads.”

A bark from the back yard reminded us of the
high-spirited retrievers. Mister Rogers had his nose so close to
the glass door that spots of condensation graced it. Miss Piggy
head butted him so she would be closer to the opening.

Aunt Madge frowned. “Let me wipe their feet off while
you go get your coat.”

We were in the car in five minutes. I swallowed hard.
Whatever my usually easygoing fiancé was up to, morning sickness
wouldn’t help.

 



CHAPTER SIX

 


AUNT MADGE AND I AREN’T big on idle chatter, so we
said little on the short drive to Ocean Alley Hospital. Even at the
shore we Jersey people are used to snow, so the streets had been
cleared fairly well. Not so for all the driveways of the small
bungalows and larger duplexes that lined our route. People were
probably waiting for it to warm up a bit before they shoveled.

I felt a pang of guilt for not being more concerned
about Max. What if he had been in the cold all night? I pushed the
thought aside. Unless he were injured, he’d call Scoobie or the
police. Scoobie had programmed the non-emergency number into Max’s
cell phone. He wouldn’t have been on the street.

We had Aunt Madge’s car, a bright red Taurus with its
temporary handicapped sticker, so I parked near the ER entrance of
the three-story hospital. “Wait until I come around to help you
out.”

She opened the passenger door. “Oh, sure. Let’s have
the pregnant woman on the ground rather than the old gal with a
cast.”

I couldn’t help it. I giggled. “Let me at least help
you onto the sidewalk.”

I didn’t have to. Scoobie hurried out the hospital
door and had reached the car. “Hello ladies.” He blew me a
kiss.

That calmed me. He seemed more like himself.

Scoobie stepped off the curb into the parking space,
and put a hand on Aunt Madge’s bicep.

“It’s easier to do it myself.” When Scoobie continued
to guide her, she added, “I forgot my cane. I can’t beat you.”

Scoobie grinned at me. “Beat me?” He seemed to read
my expression. “It’s okay. I’ll tell you when we’re inside.”

We stomped our boots on the rubber mat inside the
door, and Aunt Madge tapped her walking cast against the door frame
to shake the snow off. She looked at Scoobie as she undid her
scarf. “What’s going on?”

He pointed to the nearly vacant waiting area. “Have a
seat.”

“Will we need it?” I asked.

“Probably not, but your aunt’s a gimp.”

His tone was light, but I knew something had really
gotten to him. I slid out of my coat as I sat on the vinyl
chair.

Scoobie sat and took a breath. His eyes moved between
Aunt Madge and me. “So, I came here to check on Max. He hasn’t been
in. But I saw Harriet, you know, she works in the ER.”

Aunt Madge and I both nodded. Harriet had brought me
a pair of crutches one time when I made a hospital appearance.

“So, she looked kind of uncomfortable, and she asked
me if I had any family here. When I told her no live ones I knew
of, she frowned.”

A voice over the public address system paged a doctor
to go to the pediatric unit.

Scoobie continued. “Turns out, the guy they brought
in, from that accident George went to last night, his name is
O’Brien.”

Aunt Madge sat up straighter. “Oh?”

Scoobie introduces himself with just the one name, so
half the time I forget he’s an O’Brien. It would be good to
remember a husband’s last name.

“His driver’s license was from Florida and expired a
couple years ago. They haven’t been able to get a bead on him.”

“Can George help?” I asked.

Scoobie sat up straighter and drew a deeper breath.
“Probably only Aunt Madge.”

“How old?” she asked.

“About sixty.” Scoobie and she locked eyes for a
moment, and then he looked at me. “Which would be roughly my
father’s age.”

I blurted, “But you don’t even know if he’s
alive.”

“No kidding.”

I flushed. “I’m sorry, I…”

“Not an ‘I’m sorry’ thing. I haven’t seen him for
almost twenty years.” He looked at Aunt Madge again. “You’d be more
likely to recognize him than I would. I don’t even have a
photo.”

Aunt Madge stood. ”I’m on it.”

Scoobie rose more slowly, and nodded at me. “Why
don’t you stay here? He’s got a lot of bruising, and a black eye
from the accident. They told me he hasn’t really been awake.”

I nodded. As he and Aunt Madge moved away, I heard
her ask if the man was badly injured. Scoobie shook his head and
shrugged as he pulled out his hospital ID and they entered the ER’s
treatment area.

Several seconds went by before I even shifted in the
uncomfortable seat. I had seen Scoobie’s mother briefly a couple of
years ago, perhaps the only truly evil person I’d encountered.
Sure, I’d met a couple of murderers. But her neglect of Scoobie,
and his occasional childhood ‘accidents,’ were deliberate and mean.
I felt no sorrow when she was gone.

Aunt Madge had once said Scoobie and books raised
Scoobie. No one seemed to know where his father had gone. Scoobie
had given me only a broad-brush background.

When my parents sent me to live with Aunt Madge
during junior year, I was mad at everyone. Scoobie made me laugh.
Eventually there were hints of his mother’s behavior, but he
maintained a class clown demeanor. He also reminded me from time to
time that I and any problems I had were not the center of the
universe. He was a good friend and a reality check.

And then I went back to Lakewood for my senior year,
and we’d lost touch until three years ago. It took a while for us
to click romantically. At least for me. Scoobie says he waited for
me to catch up.

My eyes teared. He was in pain when we were in high
school, and I hadn’t really known. Now he might be again, and he
turned to Aunt Madge. Oh, damn. Mascara.

I pulled a tissue from my coat pocket and blotted my
eyes. I should never have put on the eye makeup so early. Why are
you thinking of eye makeup?! Because, at this minute, I felt
powerless to help Scoobie. For the hundredth time, my faith was in
Aunt Madge.

The door to the patient area opened, and a woman in
pink scrubs stuck her head out, scanning the waiting room. Harriet.
“Jolie? Come on back.”

I stood, my heart beating fast and my stomach
roiling. At least ER rooms had plastic barf dishes.

“Hey, Harriet. Thanks for helping Scoobie.”

I would describe her smile as pained.

“Not sure he thinks so, but sometimes it’s better to
know than not know.”

I followed her behind a curtain and saw Aunt Madge
with her arm around Scoobie’s shoulder. He was clear-eyed, but
solemn.

I took in the equipment that beeped and showed lines
monitoring the man’s vital signs before looking at the person on
the gurney. Even with a swollen face, the shape of the head and
mouth was like Scoobie’s. No doubt in my mind. Scoobie had found
his father, whether he wanted to or not.

 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 


AS HARRIET CHECKED THE flow of an IV, Aunt Madge
asked, “Why is he still in the emergency room?”

“Partially because we have lower staff levels on the
floors, since it’s the New Year’s holiday. More people to monitor
him in here.”

That made sense, though the gurney the man had been
on for at least twelve hours didn’t look too comfortable.

Harriet smiled at Scoobie as she closed the orange
curtain behind her. Before I could say a word to Scoobie, the
curtain swished open with a squeak.

Sergeant Morehouse looked at each of us in turn, his
glance landing on me. “Like I always say, you sure know how to pick
‘em.”

Scoobie smiled weakly. “If you mean me, I’m
insulted.”

Morehouse, with his close-cropped hair and wearing
the polyester pants that are his version of a uniform, gave a grim
smile. “I suppose no insults on your wedding day. Or night,
whatever the hell you’re doin’. Know him?”

Aunt Madge spoke. “I believe this is Terence O’Brien.
I knew him before Adam was born. Scoobie.”

Scoobie met my eyes and we smiled. Aunt Madge had
always called him by his given name. She occasionally relapses.

She continued. “Terence Adam O’Brien.”

Scoobie pulled back so he could look at her directly.
“You have got to be kidding. You can’t ever call me Adam
again.”

Several thoughts went through my head. How could a
person not know their father’s middle name? How did Aunt Madge know
it? Why hadn’t she ever told Scoobie? Or maybe she assumed he knew.
Or that he didn’t care.

The man on the gurney stirred, but it seemed more
from restlessness than awareness. He had, as Scoobie said, a major
black eye. Swelling on his left cheek likely came from hitting the
steering wheel. Bruising covered the cheek and went down his neck.
He wore a light blue hospital gown and two IVs flowed into him. The
person on the stretcher appeared more vulnerable old man than the
monster Scoobie’s mother had often described to him.

I looked at Morehouse. “Do you know what happened to
him?”

He shook his head. “Only from the time of his
accident. Hospital thinks he passed out, probably why he hit the
light pole. Maybe a heart attack. They been treatin’ him for one,
and wanna do more tests. Hope whatever they do helps him wake up
some more.”

“And he was alone?”

Morehouse studied me. “Aren’t you getting married
tonight?”

“Doesn’t impair my thinking.”

Scoobie began, “Jolie…Oh hell, I don’t know what I
want to know.”

I wasn’t sure he’d want a big hug in front of
Morehouse, so I tried to make my look one of understanding and
love.

Morehouse pulled a thin notebook from the pocket of
his plaid sport coat. “So, you obviously didn’t know he was comin’,
and you hadn’t talked to him recently.”

Scoobie began, “Right on both…”

I broke in “Hey.”

The three of them looked at me. Aunt Madge asked,
“What is it? Do you feel okay?”

“Yes.” I frowned in Morehouse’s direction. “I can’t
be sure, but he looks a little like a man who ate in the diner last
night.” I studied at Scoobie’s father more closely. “Or maybe not.
I guess not.”

Morehouse’s stare in my direction conveyed
irritation. “All we know is that he may have had someone with him.
Or maybe a guy seen walking away wasn’t with him.”

“What did the person look like?” Aunt Madge
asked.

He glanced at his notes. “Short, but not a kid. Red
hat with some kind of decoration on top.”

 


I HAD A MISSION. If Max had been in the car or nearby
when Scoobie’s father had a meeting with a lamppost, Max saw it and
was scared. When scared, Max stayed in his house or found Scoobie.
Only he hadn’t done either.

I had little time. Guests would arrive at nine P.M.,
and I had no intention of spending the afternoon scouring town for
Max. I would look for an hour. After that I’d have exhausted all my
ideas.

Scoobie and Aunt Madge stayed at the hospital, though
Scoobie said he would drive them both back to the B&B very
soon.

I pulled into Steele Appraisals, which was in Harry’s
former home, and climbed the steps. I briefly took note of his
latest repairs, replacing rotted trim around windows on the front
porch, and wondered if he would ever be done restoring his
grandparents’ old place.

Since I hadn’t planned on working, I didn’t have my
keys. I pounded on the door.

Harry’s rapid footsteps said I had alarmed him. He
opened the door, his face a question mark. “Madge?”

“Oh, God, Harry, she’s fine. I’m sorry.” I strode
into the foyer. “You’ve been around town today, have you seen
Max?”

“No.” He led me toward the room on the right that
served as the office. “You think something’s wrong?”

I told him about the day’s events, and he whistled.
“And on your wedding day. But no, I haven’t seen him. I headed to
the courthouse to look up some properties before it closed at
noon.”

Harry was doing work I would normally have handled.
If a couple of recent requests for appraisals hadn’t come in, he’d
be at the B&B helping us get ready for the wedding. Or maybe he
preferred work here to the confusion that would soon reign at the
Cozy Corner.

“Scoobie went by his house, and Megan’s been telling
people at Java Jolt to keep an eye out for him. I wish I hadn’t
closed Harvest for All for New Year’s Eve. Half the people who go
in there would know him.”

I followed Harry into our joint office and plopped on
a chair in front of his desk.

Harry sat down and tapped on his desk with a pen.
“And Reverend Jamison’s gone, so no one could let him into the
pantry?”

“Yes, and his secretary…” I stopped. “I think Max
knows where the spare key is hidden.”

“You want me to go with you?”

I rose from my chair. “If something scared him, it
should be just me.”

 


CHURCHES STRIKE ME AS eerily quiet when you’re alone
in them, even if you’re in the church basement. I closed the door
that led to the street and made for the food pantry down the
hall.

As usual, the door was locked when we weren’t open,
so I unlocked it and flipped on the light. From a shelf near the
back came a gasp.

“Max?” He must have been on the floor, because I
heard him bump against a shelf at the end of an aisle as he
stood.

“I only ate a little. Just some peanut butter and
bread. Only a little.” He had reached the end of the aisle and
faced me.

I went behind the counter and hugged him briefly,
careful not to knock off his antler hat. “Max, you can have any
food you need. We’ve been so worried about you.”

As if I’d wound up a key on his back, he began to
pace. “It was all my fault. My fault.”

“What? Max, even if you did something, accidents
happen.” As I said the words, my brain focused better. Max had left
Newhart’s Diner at about the same time as the man I now knew was
Scoobie’s father. “Oh, you think you caused the car to hit the
utility pole? That’s not what happened.”

“French fries at Burger King. Burger King. Straight
home, no accident.”

It’s a challenge to figure out Max’s thought process.
It seemed he had stopped for French fries and thought if he had
not, somehow the car would not have hit the pole.

“Max, you were just in the wrong place at the wrong
time. It wasn’t your fault.”

“Against the light. Scoobie said never to cross
against the light.”

I leaned on the counter. Sometimes I’m so tired I
can’t stand it, a weariness that’s supposed to end by the start of
my second trimester. “Max, they think the man had a heart
attack.”

He stopped and faced me. “Should I do CPR? CPR?”

I smiled. “He’s being well taken care of in the
hospital. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Jaywalking. Scoobie said I can get a ticket for
walking. Jaywalking.”

I straightened my shoulders. “You know how on Fourth
of July everyone goes to the beach to watch the fireworks? Hundreds
and hundreds of people cross the street when it’s over. Do you
understand? They all jaywalk.”

“Jaywalking.”

“Max, Scoobie helps you learn to be safe. Remember
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