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Short Summaries of the Books

Sticky Fingered Books

It isn't every day that you find a body at your kids' school. Unless you're Jolie Gentil. Then it's more of an option. Someone broke into Sand and Sea Daycare, leaving a broken window and plenty of rain in the director's office. When Jolie hears an angry man say the intruder must have been looking for some books, she wonders what's up.

But that's not her business. Her job at the co-op center is to place orders for the food the kids gobble. Scoobie's contribution, as a poet, is to lead a rhyming session with the kids. It's bedlam and they love it.

But when Jolie goes into the center for an evening board meeting, she finds a body at the desk of the Sand and Sea director. With help from Mayor Madge, Jolie learns that the daycare center building has been caught up in plans for a boutique hotel and could have to close. Some liked the idea of a sale and others strongly objected.

Neither Jolie nor Scoobie think it's a good idea for the twins to head back to school until they know what really happened. And when four-year olds clamor to be with friends, it's a good idea to figure it out.

Who kills for an old building? Someone does, and they don't like the idea of Jolie learning who they are.

New Lease on Death

Jolie always has her hands full appraising houses, running the food pantry, and enjoying her family. Enter Buck Brock — an annoying landlord who likes to skimp on amenities and wants Jolie to lowball appraisals on properties he’s buying. He makes Lester Argrow—usually Ocean Alley's most annoying realtor—look like a polite uncle.

She and Scoobie also decide to let a troubled Iraq War vet back into their lives, and Jolie finds him work cleaning units for Buck. Will Josh’s presence help or hurt her family — especially Scoobie?

Jolie’s in the Java Jolt Coffee Shop when Buck’s weekend tenant (a friend of Jolie’s sister) collapses. No one expects her to die so quickly. It’s hard to identify suspects, but Buck's new employee pops up on the police radar. Or could some evil person have put poison in a Java Jolt product just to cause trouble?

Jolie, Scoobie, and friends are pondering this when an annoyed Buck asks Jolie to meet him at a house she just appraised. She’s peeved, but he’s a steady client. What she finds in the house does not encourage tourist traffic in Ocean Alley.

As a mom of four-year-old twins, Jolie doesn’t jump into crime solving casually. But figuring out two murders may be a leap she has to take.

Phoning in a Murder

Lots of teachers are irritated by students paying more attention to their cell phones than what's going on in the classroom. Some would like to see their school ban cell phones during the school day. They don't hold out a lot of hope for a cell phone ban, so they work around them.

More than most faculty, the band director at Ocean Alley High School doesn't want students to have phones in class, and he especially doesn't want the band distracted by them when they march on the football field. Imagine his reaction when one goes off during the National Anthem. When no student will apologize, Mr. O'Halloran cancels band practice the week before a big competition. Talk about a good way to tick off students, parents, and band boosters. With Scoobie's brother Terry as one of the bass drummers, Jolie and family have strong opinions. But someone is a lot more upset. At least the knitting needle in the band director's neck seems to say so.

If Jolie hadn’t been the first to find the man, she would be less insistent to know what happened to him. What really gets the Ocean Alley crew invested is the last two people the school security system shows talking to Mr. O'Halloran – Scoobie’s brother and his best friend. Rumors abound.

With appraising houses, running the food pantry, and keeping four-year old twins in line, Jolie has her hands full. Scoobie’s best friend George is always willing to butt into a mystery. Sometimes that’s helpful. Other times, not so much.

Jolie and Scoobie High School Misadventures

Jolie Gentil and her buddy Scoobie forge a friendship the one year they go to Ocean Alley High School together. They also manage to be unpopular with the "in" crowd and their hijinks sometimes land them in detention. Think water pistols under the boardwalk and stuffing the class election ballot box with creative names. 

Jolie and Scoobie also get drawn into some trouble in Ocean Alley. Who would think babysitting could be dangerous? But the family Jolie’s sitting for may have some secrets, and there are people who want to discover them. Bad people.

Join Jolie and Scoobie for some teenage trials, a few laughs, and some ideas about why Jolie gets in so much trouble when she moves back to Ocean Alley again in ten years.
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To all the teachers and school staff who kept kids engaged during the pandemic and afterwards. And to all the parents who had no such thing as a “schedule” during those trying times.
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CHAPTER ONE
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THE TEXT MESSAGE SAID someone had broken a window at Ocean Alley’s Sand and Sea Daycare Center last night. Since I'm on the board, I know the impact that will have on our already-strained budget. 

A follow-up text said nothing appeared to have been taken or damaged, but the open window had let in a lot of rain. That put more on my mind Monday morning than getting the kids to daycare before I rushed to appraise a house.

Fall thunderstorms let everyone at the Jersey Shore know what the term ‘rain coming down in sheets’ means. The one advantage of today's downpour was that my twins wanted to be put in their car seats as much as I wanted them to be there.

Four-year-old Lance always has an observation. “Mommy, did you know your backside is getting all wet?”

“I'm pretty sure she knows,” Leia said. The twins can be quick to bicker on a topic, but there was no denying the spreading dampness on my derriere.

In less than a minute, I was behind the wheel of our van, mentally ticking off what I had to do after I dropped off the kids. The house I was about to appraise was one of Lester Argrow’s listings, which meant I would have more discussion than usual if the appraisal didn't support the price the buyer and seller had agreed to.

I had to prepare an order for the Harvest for All Food Pantry, which I thought would take at least a couple of hours. If I got lucky, I would finish in time to have a cup of coffee with my friend Ramona at her art gallery.

As I backed out of the driveway in front of our Cape Cod style home, I spotted Jazz on the table in the front window. My black cat likes to pretend she’s aloof, but I think she misses our company. To counter my empathy, she flounced off the table.

My cell phone chirped as I pulled into the daycare parking lot. From the back seat, Leia advised, “You can answer it after you put the van in park.”

“Thank you, Leia.” I turned off the ignition and answered the phone.

My husband did not have his usual teasing tone. “Geez Jolie, I had no idea it was going to rain like that. I would have stuck around to put the kids in the van.”

“It's OK. No need for two of us to get wet. Besides, didn't you have an early patient to assist with?’

“I did, but he hasn't shown up yet. I know he will because he's already done the colonoscopy prep. Nobody wants to do that twice.”

“I could have gone all day without thinking about that. “

Scoobie laughed. “Have fun, Mom.”

From the back seat came simultaneous clicks as the twins unfastened their seat belts. I craned my neck to look at the sky. “We're going to stay in the van for a minute or two, because I think the rain will let up.”

“But then the puddles will be gone,” Lance said.

I turned and gave him a semi-evil eye. In return I received a lopsided grin that was so like my husband’s.

“You can't stomp on them. We don't have our boots, “Leia said.

A lightening flash followed by a loud clap of thunder gave all three of us a start.

“I changed my mind about the puddles,” Lance said. 

As the rain began to slow, I grabbed the large golf umbrella that Scoobie had placed in the front seat of the van.  “I’ll get out and come to your door. You guys climb out and stand right next to me while we head inside.”

We almost made it into the center without Lance finding a puddle, but that’s why I keep spare shoes in their ‘personal stuff’ box at the school. “Make sure you put your wet shoe in the bathroom to dry. Don’t put it in your box.”

“Yeah, Lance. Remember the green stuff that grew on your socks?”

Before I could ask about green stuff, Lance dashed toward the bathroom.

“Leia, remember, Mommy and Daddy are the ones who tell Lance what to do, not you.”

“You should boss him more.” She waved at her friend Heather and made for the play dough table.

I stuck the still-dripping umbrella in the stand with several others, waved at staff member Marie as she tried to tie a wiggling two-year-old’s shoe, and walked toward the office.

The smell of Lysol recently used on the scuffed wood floors mingled with the odor of pineapple-orange juice and graham crackers – all constants in the seventy-year-old, three-story building. It stood fourth-highest in Ocean Alley, after the county courthouse, Beachcomber’s Alley Hotel, and our church, First Presbyterian, affectionately referred to as First Prez.

Since it’s a co-op nursery, all parents have duties. Mine is to inventory and order food for the snacks, a job assigned to me because I run Harvest for All. I know all about squeezing the last dime from a dollar when it comes to feeding people.

I also know more about daycare center operations than the typical mom or dad. Most parents do play activities or monitor the nap room. I interact with the staff a lot.

A glance in the office showed a window with a garbage bag taped over it and a pile of wet towels on the floor beneath it. Director Natalie Fremont sat at her desk, head in hand. Her light brown hair was in its usual French braid, but strands stuck out at odd angles.

“How can I help, Natalie?”

She lifted her head. “We’re getting cleaned up. I wish we had a lower deductible on our insurance. Whoever did this broke the wooden window sash. It’ll cost a pretty penny to fix.”

“I bet I can get the hardware store to give us a discount. Send an email to the parents and maybe someone will volunteer to install the new one.”

She sat up straighter. “You’re right, Jolie. At least nothing was taken.”

I glanced at the bright Halloween drawings that covered half the wall space and the filing cabinet. “You’d think other businesses would give a thief a bigger payday.”

She frowned and looked to her right for a moment. “I hadn’t deposited all of the money from our rummage and bake sale last weekend.” She shrugged and pointed to the file cabinet. “But it’s in the bottom drawer, in the back. Hardly anyone knows that.”

Except now I do, and I wish I didn’t. “I’ll get an empty trash can to carry those towels in, and stick them in the dryer.”

I lugged the heavy towels to the laundry room in the back and twisted them over the sink to get excess water out. Then I realized they needed to be cleaned anyway and stuck them in the washer. The hiss of water filling the machine was almost drowned out by rain on the windows.

As I approached the office again, a man’s angry voice snarled, “Someone could have found those books. Were they secure?”

Natalie’s response was too low to hear. I stood still, ears straining. The daycare center had a lot of books, many with a few toothmarks, but I had a feeling these books didn’t tell fairy tales.

A chair scraped the floor as someone stood. I raised my voice and resumed walking. “Natalie, I decided to wash the towels before putting them in...” I stopped at the door jamb. “Sorry, didn’t realize you had anyone with you.”

“Thanks, Jolie.” She nodded to the man who stood next to her. “This is Aaron Taylor. He delivers a lot of our supplies.”

I had expected someone with a hat pulled over their eyes and an overall shady appearance. Instead, a tall, sandy-blonde man in his late thirties or early forties – and hatless—extended a hand. “Nice to meet you. I think groceries are the only items I don’t deliver.”

I took his hand in a firm shake. “Mr. Markle is very gracious about bringing them over. I don’t think we’ve met, but you look a little familiar.”

He took his hand back and grinned. “Remember that fundraiser you did for the food pantry, where you had the tank of water and people threw tennis balls to try to dunk anyone sitting on the board?”

“At the carnival at St. Anthony’s. I wish I could forget.”

“I was one of the people who tried really hard to dunk Lester Argrow.”

I laughed loudly. “A man after my own heart.”

Natalie’s smile seemed forced. “He charms all the women.”

I didn’t think her remark was all humor, so I decided to vamoose. “I can drop by after the appraisal I’m doing and stick the towels in the dryer.”

Natalie shook her head. “No need. Shoo. I know how busy you are.”

I stuck my head in the play room to say good-bye to the kids, and found them sitting in a circle on the floor with two small pumpkins on newspapers spread out in front of them.

Play aide Dolly Adams, whose curls were as damp as the paper towel she held, picked up a pumpkin. “We did want them to be bigger, but this is the first time we tried growing pumpkins. These are perfectly round.” She began to wipe off some dirt.

I backed out of the room without saying anything. For the umpteenth time, I felt grateful that our kids went to such a great daycare. I would also have to be prepared to answer a lot of questions about why the pumpkins didn’t grow larger.

THE HOUSE I WAS TO appraise was in the Popsicle District, a neighborhood of colorful small bungalows. As I drove, my thoughts turned to Natalie’s visitor. Aaron Taylor’s tone, though quiet, had sounded menacing. Maybe he tended to speak harshly and she ignored it. 

He certainly seemed friendly enough. But I had work to do and needed to disregard what I’d heard. For now.

Thankfully, the homeowners had already moved out, so I could quickly measure the five rooms, kitchen, and bathroom. The latter was barely big enough to turn around in and I almost fell into the tiny tub. As with a lot of century-plus, beach-town bungalows, its original privy had been outdoors. 

The rain let up enough that I didn’t get soaked taking exterior photos. Not that the sandy soil and old-fashioned shed would add to the house’s value. 

As I locked the house, my phone chirped. Scoobie’s name appeared on caller ID.

“Yo, Jolie.” He talked fast. “I just heard about the break-in at the daycare. Everybody okay?”

“Just rainwater, mostly. They’ll use a lot of extra towels today. I did hear...”

Scoobie called to someone who must have been in the hall. “Be right there.”

“We’ll talk this evening,” I said. “It’s all good.”

“Cool. See ya.” He hung up.

Rain splattered again. I raised my umbrella, not possible when taking pictures, and dashed to the van. My thoughts alternated between wondering about the overheard words at Sand and Sea, needing to budget my time to make it to Aunt Madge’s Cozy Corner to put the bread in the oven by three, and mentally calculating whether the house I’d just appraised was worth its contract price.

Aunt Madge’s face popped into my brain. Mayor Madge, as she is now known in the town she leads, allocates her time to be home at four o’clock each day to serve afternoon tea to the B&B’s guests. My job is to pop the bread in the oven so it’s ready when she gets there.

If I didn’t get a call to pick up a sick kid or something, I could get it all done. My thoughts turned back to work. This year’s real estate prices were competitive. Still, Lester’s characterization on the sales flyer that the bungalow had an eat-in kitchen would be accurate for only one person eating on a TV tray.

As I pulled into the parking lot of Steele Appraisals, a light came on in the office Harry and I share. I smiled, anticipating his good-natured barbs about appraising a house that Lester had sold. 

Lester thought that if he recommended our firm to local banks, Harry and I should be sure to support the sales price he negotiated with the seller and prospective buyer. Generally, we could tell the bank the price was a good reflection of the value.

But sometimes Lester’s clients were from New York City. They were used to more expensive real estate, and Lester was never one to encourage realistic offers if he thought he could make a higher commission.

I left my umbrella and soggy shoes on the porch to dry and entered the small Victorian house in my stocking feet. “Your local wet mop has arrived.”

Harry chuckled. “I left a reward on your desk.”

I almost squealed at the sight of a cup of coffee from Java Jolt. “Thank you, thank you.”

He looked up from his computer. “Megan said to tell you she added extra sugar in case you needed a kick.”

I picked up the cup and grinned. Megan had written, “From your Uncle Harry,” on the cup.

“Thanks, ‘Uncle’ Harry.”

When he married Aunt Madge six years ago, I was close to thirty. Neither my sister or I call him uncle and he’s never introduced us as his nieces. Harry and I were already professional and personal friends. It tickles Megan’s college-age daughter that we are now family.

I turned on my desktop computer. “I think I can support the house value so the buyers can get their loan, but it’ll be a stretch.” 

“Walking distance to Markle’s In Town Grocery.” He winked at me. “Try throwing that in.”

AN HOUR LATER, I finished loading room measurements and basic information into the appraisal software and headed for the Miller County Courthouse to look for comparable bungalows that had recently sold. I continued to hold out hope that I could justify the sales price so the bank would approve the loan the buyers wanted.

I drove toward the center of Ocean Alley. While not a town square in the true sense, the Main Street block that houses the courthouse also had the post office, police station, library, and Mr. Markle’s grocery, so it’s as close to a downtown as a small beach town can get.

To my surprise, Scoobie’s best friend, George, stood at the counter along the side wall, apparently looking at some recent house sales. It’s not common to see a local private investigator in the Office of the Registrar of Deeds.

He glanced and me and I thought I detected a flush beginning to form on his suntanned skin. I decided to see if it would spread. “Getting ready to buy a different house?”

“Just checking out something for a friend.”

I put my notebook on the counter next to a second computer. “Would her name be Ramona?”

He turned back to the screen. “Shut up, Jolie.”

From the staff area came Sarah’s voice. “That’s not nice, George.”

I glanced in her direction. A tall counter separates the public area from her desk, and she’s short. I stood on my toes to grin over it at the clerk, taking note of her smirk. “It’s an expression. He’s not really telling me to be quiet.”

More reddened skin. “Because it wouldn’t work.”

Sarah and I laughed. George ignored us. 

I began researching prior sales. Ocean Alley is so far north on the Jersey shore that it’s more like a town with a beach than a tourist town, like Ocean City or Wildwood. We were lucky that it was well developed before the condo craze hit resort towns. But it does mean there are fewer houses to compare to those that are on the market. I began making a list.

George closed his screen. “I’ve been looking at a house on Seashore, just a few blocks from you guys and the Cozy Corner.”

“The one with the grey front porch and bright red shutters?”

“Yeah. They’re asking a lot. You think it’s worth it?”

“I appraised it when it sold a few years ago. I don’t know what these owners have done, but the last ones put in all new laminate flooring and added a half-bath on the main floor. Everything was immaculate.”

He brightened. “So, maybe I could put the few thousand I thought I might have to use for upgrades into the down payment?”

“Possible. Have you looked at it?”

Lester blustered in just as I asked the question. “You lookin’, George? I got time.” His squat posture was poised for the hunt.

George seemed to do a mental groan.

“I haven’t really decided what I can afford.” He began to inch toward the door.

Lester pointed his perennial unlit cigar toward George. “Yeah, but it’s only when you look at a couple that you really know what your money can buy. I could line up appointments.”

In a teasing tone, I said, “Make sure Ramona can go.”

Lester stopped pointing and looked from me to George. “You saying you and my niece are movin’ in together?”

From the staff area, Sarah said, “George, aren’t you going to tell Jolie to shut up again?”
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CHAPTER TWO
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GEORGE MANAGED TO ESCAPE the courthouse by saying he had to meet a client, but I had to stay to look for comparable sales for the bungalow. Lester likely didn’t have a tracer on our van, but he seemed to be a good judge of when I’d be at the courthouse after a site visit. 

He wants to provide options for houses to compare to the one I’m evaluating. I’ve threatened to tell the local Board of Realtors that he’s harassing me. Sadly, he’s pretty sure I won’t do that.

Lester left the registrar’s office, but he’d be back. A notebook and his favorite pen sat on a counter.

Sarah could barely contain a giggle. “He really didn’t know about Ramona and George?”

I glanced at her and shook my head. “He knows. He and George have...contrasting personalities. I don’t think he wanted to believe it.”

She shrugged. “They’re both pushy. I think they’re a lot alike.” 

Lester strolled back in. “Who’s a lot alike?”

“Not people,” I said. “She thinks that cottage on C Street is like the one you sold. But it’s got one more bath.”

“Yeah. And it’s closer to the shore.” Lester nodded at Sarah, who turned back to her keyboard. “Nice try though, thanks.”

He planted himself on a stool next to the computer I was using. “George ignored my question.”

“Imagine that.”

“Are they movin’ in together?”

I tilted my head in his direction. “I honestly have not heard one word about it.” I nodded toward the computer screen. “You want your appraisal results this week?”

He took the cigar out of his mouth and pointed it toward me. “I wanted it yesterday.”

“So go away.”

“Yeah, all right. Is Ramona at her gallery today, or is that squirt working?”

“Do not let Megan hear you call her daughter a squirt. I think Ramona’s there, but I haven’t talked to her today.”

Lester slid off his chair. “If they’re gonna move in together, I could get them a deal. Catch you later.”

I watched his back as he left and turned to Sarah. “I suppose I should warn her.” I called Ramona and filled her in.

“Did George tell him anything?””

“No, nor did I.”

She said nothing for several seconds. “We haven’t figured out everything.”

“No rush,” I said lightly. “Just wanted to tell you a visitor is en route.”

“If I open the turpentine can for a minute, he’ll leave.” She hung up.

A COUPLE HOURS LATER, after doing a food bank order at Harvest for All, I decided to forgo a visit with Ramona. I didn’t want her to think I was prying about her and George (finally) moving in together. Not that I didn’t want to know about it.

That gave me time to swing by the hardware store to see if Sand and Sea could get a discount on a new window sash and glass. The assistant manager grinned at me. “Ms. Fremont used your name. We gave her fifteen percent off.”

I sat in my van in the store parking lot and checked email and thought more about the break-in at Sand and Sea. Since it was at night, I didn’t think anyone wanted to hurt the kids or staff who were there during the day. If someone planned to hide in a closet so they could kidnap a kid later, they’d have been way less obvious.

Stop being so dramatic. Still, it would be good to know the police had found, or at least identified, the burglar. I called Sergeant Morehouse.

His tone was testy. “Busy morning here, Jolie.”

“I understand. Since the twins go to Sand and Sea, I’m anxious to know if you caught anyone.”

“No, and unless a nearby business had a security camera pointed that way, it’ll take a lot of luck.”

“No fingerprints?” I asked.

“No nothin’.” He paused. “Since you usually keep what I tell you to yourself...”

“Except for Scoobie.”

“And only Scoobie, I’ll tell you the ground musta still been dry, cause there’s no footprints. And the person wore gloves.”

“How do you know that?”

“They left a note on cute pink paper.”

I almost asked what kind of paper when I realized he was being sarcastic. “I hope they drew you a smiley face.”

He hung up.

I ARRIVED AT THE B&B Monday afternoon out of breath from doing two loads of laundry and making a fast van-for-car trade so Scoobie could switch the kids with me. 

As they pulled away, the kids were yelling out words that rhymed with shore, part of a game he plays when they drive. 

“Bore, apple core,” Lance yelled.

I heard the first part of Leia’s taunt. “Apple doesn’t rhyme with...”

I shook my head. “Gotta work on her bossiness.”

The small parking lot outside the large Victorian B&B held no cars. I glanced at our Cape Cod house a couple hundred yards away and again felt grateful we’d been able to buy a house so close to Aunt Madge and Harry.

I shared her view about being a certain distance from the shore. She had chosen to buy her cornflower blue B&B three blocks back from the ocean, because it gave her the illusion of being safe from hurricane damage. 

Ocean Alley is almost two miles long but only twelve blocks deep, with each street that is parallel to the ocean named for a letter of the alphabet. However, the alphabet starts with ‘B.’ The Great Atlantic Hurricane removed the old boardwalk and most of ‘A’ Street in 1944. I suppose three blocks wouldn’t make much difference for a Category Five storm, but those tend to stay south of us.

I walked quietly up the side porch steps. At two-forty-five in the afternoon, guests could be out gallivanting, as Aunt Madge says. She changes the security code every couple days so guests can come and go freely and she and Harry don’t have to keep track of keys.

I always prepared myself to see a guest reading a book in the breakfast room or what used to be the formal living room. No one responded to my greeting of, “Hello, bread baker in the B&B.” That suited me fine. 

Aunt Madge and Harry’s golden retrievers, Mister Rogers and Miss Piggy, yipped from the private family area behind the breakfast room. I put in the security code to enter their great room and greeted the dogs with pats and a treat. They finally figured no more goodies were coming and followed me to the sliding glass door at the far end of the huge room.

This late on a late October day, shadows dominated the room. I turned on one of the brown ginger-jar lamps next to the loveseat, then almost tripped over a large chew toy. “Just what I need.”

After I punched the bread Aunt Madge had left in the fridge, I sat at the large oak table to call a new credit union branch to tell them that Harry and I could generally do quick-turn-around real estate appraisals. 

Sometimes friends say how super it is for me to help Mayor Madge, whose Cozy Corner is the only B&B in town that serves afternoon tea. What they don’t get is that I have an hour-and-a-half to myself while I wait for the bread to rise again and then bake. Better than anything other than a free babysitter on date night.

Just as the smell of baking bread wafted through the great room, my phone rang.

Aunt Madge sounded almost furtive. “Jolie? Have you met my new guest, Benjamin Butterfinger?”

“No. Butterfinger?”

“Heavens. Butterfield. I’m in the middle of five things. He came in yesterday evening. Didn’t have a reservation, and you know I don’t like that.”

“Yep.” Since she’d really gotten into her mayoral role, Aunt Madge and Harry have talked about discontinuing all guests except in the summer.

“He knows Tanya at the Economic Development Office, and she called and asked if I had space. I’m going to need her to cooperate on those zoning plans for affordable housing, so of course, I said yes.”

“Aunt Madge, deal maker,” I murmured.

“I’ll take that as a compliment. Anyway, I just found out that he’s scouting town for some older buildings so he can develop a boutique hotel.”

“Ah, competition.”

“I’m not worried about that. One of the places he’s supposedly checking out is Sand and Sea Daycare.”

Now the smell of baking bread almost turned my stomach. “Oh no, if they have to move, prices’ll really go up.”

“Yes. Plus, Natalie is willing to consider renting the third floor to that jewelry designer I’ve been trying to persuade to move here from Ocean Grove.”

“No elevator. She must have good legs.”

“It’s a he. And I haven’t bothered to look. If he comes here, he could do some of his shows in Beachcomber’s Alley.”

I laughed in spite of my concerns about a price increase. The town’s oldest hotel is determined to stay in business and would love more bookings beyond the summer season. “So, am I supposed to poison the tea?”

“Only if it’s slow-acting. I don’t want the twins to have to visit you behind bars.”

“Good point. What do you want me to do?”

“Just listen. Maybe even ask him why he’s in town. If he mentions Sand and Sea, you can tell him how great it is that...I don’t know...your kids can play in the same space you did.”

“I didn’t go to daycare there.”

“He doesn’t know that.”

“Remember when you used to tell me to mind my own business?”

“This is different. It’s saving a business.” Someone in her background said something. “I have to go. Let me know.”

I looked at my phone’s screen and replied, knowing she wouldn’t hear me. “Someone should warn Mr. Butterfield.”

A rap sounded on the door that led to the breakfast room. A man’s voice said, “Did I hear my name?”

I felt my face redden. Thank goodness people could no longer just walk into the private area from the guest breakfast room. 

I stood and opened the door with its code. For a moment I stared at the man in the charcoal gray suit and maroon and gray tie. The only time I’d seen someone so dressed up at the B&B was when Aunt Madge and Harry got married.

“I take it I’m meeting Mr. Butterfield.” I extended a hand and nodded that I would come into the breakfast room. 

He stood aside. “Benjamin. I need a warning?” He smiled as he shook my hand.

I grinned. “No. I’m supposed to see if you like your bread warmed or want to wait until it cools.”

He frowned lightly. “Great smells. But I thought your aunt would be here when I had tea.”

A little wheeling and dealing outside of the mayor’s office, perhaps? “She will be.” I gestured to a chair at one of the four small tables.

He continued to stand. “I’m heading upstairs to change. When you see her, tell her I look forward to tea and warm bread.” He emphasized warm.

He turned, I thought abruptly, and headed for the staircase that leads from the front entry foyer to the second floor.

It seemed to me that he wanted to get Aunt Madge outside the office to discuss his proposals. I didn’t like his plans, and thought there were some ethics rules regarding secret conversations about city business. Of course, it would be a private sale, so maybe policies like that didn’t apply.

Benjamin Butterfield struck me as someone used to getting his way. Maybe I should at least put some Metamucil in his tea.
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SCOOBIE DROVE THE KIDS to daycare on Tuesday morning because his shift in radiology didn’t start until three. He had listened to my rendition of the snippet of conversation between Natalie and Aaron Taylor with interest, but tended to think the stress of the break-in and damaged window could have contributed to a testy exchange.

However, he promised to stop by her office to see if Natalie appeared more relaxed today. Not that he had a lot of time the one morning a week he was at Sand and Sea. He ran what he called a poetry group and I thought of as a modified shouting match.

I grabbed coffees and a hot tea at Burger King, said a silent prayer for forgiveness to the coffee gods for not going to Java Jolt, and headed for Sand and Sea. 

Thankfully, the rain had let up and clouds had begun to disperse. The leaves were finally changing to fall colors. Usually by October, half the leaves are on the ground and the twins and Scoobie have piles to jump in. Not this year.

I had a key to the back door, near Natalie’s office, and could sneak in to listen to the poetry without the twins spotting me. Hooks at chair-rail height hung along the narrow hallway by the back entry. Today they bore many colors of child-sized raincoats and one colorful beach towel a kid must have used instead of a coat or umbrella.

I balanced the tray of drinks and walked the short distance to Natalie’s office on the balls of my feet, stopping in its doorway. On her desk were two identical green, cloth-colored ledgers. Before computers, they were a fixture in every office, and Sand and Sea still used one to keep track of cash that came in and out and how it was spent. One, not two.

Because her head seemed bent in deep concentration, I softly said, “Natalie?”

She sat up straight and shut the ledger closest to her. “Goodness, Jolie. I didn’t hear you come in.”

I held out the cardboard tray with its drinks and a bunch of creamers and sugar packets. Still speaking quietly, I said, “I brought coffee for you and me, and tea for Scoobie. He’s out there with the kids.”

She stacked one ledger on top of the other and smiled, holding my gaze. “Yes. Today we have dog, log, fog, hog, and...I forget.”

“I thought he was going to start with bird.”

“He did, but the first word someone came up with was turd, and it took them two minutes to stop laughing. He switched.”

It only took me a second to realize not many words rhymed with bird. He’d probably done it on purpose. “I think he was going to work on rhyming sentences today. I’m going to listen from the kitchen.” 

I nodded toward the ledgers. “Did you get all the rummage and bake sale money recorded?”

“Yes. Half the town donated baked goods and the other half bought them. We made more than $3,200.”

I opened the lid on my coffee and poured in cream. “Will that stave off the vultures?”

Her tone grew sharp. “What have you heard?”

“Not much. Aunt Madge said there’s interest in a boutique hotel of some sort, and this was one of the buildings under consideration. I honestly don’t know by whom.” And I didn’t know for sure. Aunt Madge and I didn’t talk yesterday evening.

She sat back in her chair, shoulders sinking. “I’ve heard that, too. I only own half of the building, and it’s mortgaged to the hilt. I’d like to rent the top floor to generate enough income to take off pressure.” She leaned forward to take a coffee and added sugar.

“And someone else wants to sell?”

“A couple someones. I had most of the money for a down payment and good personal credit, but not what was needed for a mortgage this size. You met Aaron Taylor the other day.”

“Your delivery guy?”

She smiled. “His contribution to the center. He owns...” The ringing office phone interrupted her and she glanced at caller ID. “I have to take this.”

I stepped into the hallway, not intending to listen, but Natalie’s voice rose. “We won’t let him anywhere near Alexander.”

That got my interest. Lance’s best buddy, Alexander, is another mischievous four-year-old. They race each other the length of the large play room several times each day.

“Yes,” Natalie continued. “All the staff have seen his picture.” She was silent for almost twenty seconds. “So, you don’t actually know if he’s coming here?”

That must have been the wrong thing to say, because Natalie spent the next half-minute assuring the caller she took them seriously.

The phone receiver hit the base with a loud click. I waited a few seconds and peered around the door jamb. “You okay?”

“Oh, sure. A mom got a restraining order against a dad two years ago, and she doesn’t want him around here. Problem is, it’s expired and no one ever said he was a danger to his son. It’s a fine line for us to walk.”

I knew Alexander’s mother, Monique, but didn’t recall meeting his dad. “I take it the father doesn’t come around much?”

Natalie shook her head. “He lives out of state. She seems to think he’s coming into town for a relative’s wedding. I hope he doesn’t come by, because I don’t want to be in the middle of it.”

“Is he on the list to pick up Alexander?” I silently cursed myself for making it clear how much I’d eavesdropped, but she didn’t seem to focus on it.

“No, but if a parent or grandparent stops by for a minute, we let them in. No one’s ever been disruptive. In fact,” she laughed, “a few of the kids behave a lot better if grandma and grandpa are here.”

I decided to change the subject. “You said the other half is owned by ‘several someones.’ Do they help the way Aaron does?”

She shook her head. “He owns several rental properties around town, so he has a sense of what it takes to maintain a building. On top of wanting to sell, he has some...ideas about enhancing the value of the building.”

My real estate appraiser ears perked up.

She appeared to read my professional interest. “Oh, I almost forgot what you do! Nothing illegal. He and another owner want a lot of what they call sprucing up done quickly.”

I couldn’t see the problem. “And you, uh, don’t?”

“All the dust, chemicals used in adhesives or paint. I don’t know what all. We’d have to close for at least a week or two. I’m afraid if I do that, it’ll drag on and just be easier not to reopen.”

My heart rate quickened. This was the only co-op nursery in town. All the others charged much higher fees because parents didn’t have any duties. It might be cheaper for me to stay home with the kids than work. I love my kids, but I like my grown-up stuff, too.

“Jolie, did you zone out?”

I squared my shoulders and managed a weak grin. “I felt my life crashing down around me. Which is nothing compared to the stress you must be feeling.”

She smiled and stood. “’Life crashing down around me.’ Maybe I’ll make that a name for my pain. Tell Madge I need her to be my guardian angel. Maybe the city won’t want a hotel on this corner. Lots more traffic.”

I took her cue. “I need to get to the kitchen to listen to the poetry attempts.” I headed that way, put mine and Scoobie’s cups on the counter, and leaned my ear toward the folding counter doors so I could hear better.

“That rhyme is great, kidlets. ‘The dog who lives in a log and finds a frog to turn into a hog’ is a poem that tells a story.”

The three- and four-year-old children gave themselves a rousing round of applause. Nine kids can make a lot of noise, and Dolly and Marie were just as enthusiastic. Marie Hall announced the kids should pick up Legos and books to get ready for a mid-morning snack. 

“I’ll help you guys get started,” Scoobie said, “and then I have to get to work.”

He received a chorus of, “Bye Mr. Scoobie!”

I picked up Scoobie’s hot tea and greeted him as he closed the door to the playroom and came into the main hallway.

“Yo, Jolie.” His eyes lit up as he accepted the now lukewarm cup. “Did you hear their story poem?”

“Potential Pulitzer Prize winners all,” I whispered, as I kissed his cheek.

“Ah. Not going to let them know you’re here?” 

“I have to get over to Harvest for All before opening. I’m at the distribution counter today.”

He downed half the tea. “I forgot. And an appraisal at one?”

“That’s the plan.”

We walked out together and I nodded toward the far side of the lot. “I parked by the back door so I could sneak in. You’ll be home just after eleven, right?”

“Yep. Text if you need me. You know how busy it is at the hospital after dinner.” He saluted and walked to his car.

As I approached our van, a late-model Lincoln pulled into the lot. I stepped between two parked cars as it moved toward the back of the building. 

Benjamin Butterfield drove and Aaron Taylor sat in the front passenger seat. Something made me walk quickly to the side of our van, so they didn’t notice me as they got out of the car. 

As they walked up the short flight of steps to the back entrance, Butterfield slapped Taylor on the back and they shared a low laugh.

It looked as if Natalie Fremont’s day was about to get worse.

I HEADED FOR HARVEST for All to work a Tuesday shift. When Reverend Jamison essentially conned me into being the lead herder (no one can really manage volunteers), I resented him and the work I put into finding new sources for donations.

Now, even though I’m so busy, I love the satisfaction of helping needy families and working with other people who want to do the same. Jolie Gentil, woman of evolution.

First Prez was a short drive from Sand and Sea, and as its red bricks and tall spire came into closer view, I felt myself unwind. As long as I don’t have to deal with Reverend Jamison’s secretary, everything is good.

Fewer cars than usual sat in the parking lot. On a typical food distribution day, three or four eager clients would be waiting. Today, I’d have more time to check our stock and be sure volunteers had arrived.

My key opened the side door to the church basement as well as the door to Harvest for All. I scanned the shelves that were perpendicular to the counter and decided they appeared well stocked. Our last can drive had been a success.

No sooner had I stowed my purse under the counter than insistent rapping came from the door that led to the street. Has to be Max.

I let in our most enthusiastic volunteer and prepared for his onslaught of questions.

“Good morning, Mrs. Scoobie. Am I the only volunteer? Only volunteer?”

I smiled as he entered. “I think Sylvia Parrett will join us. Remember, she sits at the counter and you and I run around.”

“She doesn’t like me.” A flat statement from Max, with none of his TBI-damaged brain’s trademark repetition.

“Sylvia truly doesn’t dislike you. She’s...older, and sudden movements can be startling.”

As I finished speaking, Sylvia walked through the door. “Old is a frame of mind.”

Maybe she’s getting a sense of humor.

“It also hurts your feet. Your feet,” Max said.

I blanched. “Sometimes my feet hurt, too.”

Sylvia stowed her purse and faced Max. “I appreciate that you find the cans and boxes on the shelves.”

Max relaxed and looked to me. “Mrs. Scoobie, what bags should I pack in advance? In advance?”

I led Max to a long table behind the rows of shelves. He and I opened ten brown grocery bags, and I instructed him on the most-used items to add, starting with chicken noodle soup.

Three minutes until I unlocked the doors for clients, so I stood next to Sylvia.

She lowered her voice. “Doesn’t it bug you when people call you Mrs. Scoobie?”

I shrugged. “It seemed to spring up on its own, but in a way it’s good.”

“Are you losing your sense of independence, Ms. Gentil?”

I grinned. “Scoobie, his brother Terry, and the kids all have the last name O’Brien. Mostly for my dad’s sake, I wanted to keep Gentil.”

“Ah, and Mrs. Scoobie doesn’t emphasize the difference?”

I didn’t understand why she cared. “To be fair, he’s the more popular parent. As long as he does more bath times, I’m good.”

TUESDAY EVENING, AUNT MADGE called to fill me in on efforts to buy the building that housed Sand and Sea.

“I initially heard they wanted the building, but today when I stopped by Tanya’s office, she clarified it’s the lot they want. Butterfield and the people he’s working with plan to tear it down and build a four-story, small hotel.”

“But if she won’t sell her half, it’s no-go, right?”

“Partners who want her to sell could make her uncomfortable, but they can’t make her sell.”

“Hmm. I don’t know how their partnership agreement is worded, but some of them say one partner can insist on being bought out. Within a certain timeframe. If she can’t do it on her own, a demand like that could encourage her to join with the others to sell.”

Aunt Madge sighed. “I don’t like knowing these unpleasant machinations.”

I smiled to myself. “Maybe they’ll rework their numbers on the hotel. I don’t see how a four-story hotel on a small lot could be profitable.”

“Beats me.” She paused. “It’ll really tie up traffic during demolition and construction.”

I had a brain tweak. “That building is old enough to have asbestos in it.”

“Asbestos?” Her voice rose. “Good God, is that safe for the children?”

From her background, Harry said, “Asbestos is generally only dangerous if it’s disturbed.”

“And demolition would do that,” I said. I heard rustling as the phone switched from Madge to Harry.

“I have an in with the mayor,” he said. “Maybe I’ll suggest that she raise that point, carefully of course, with our B&B guest.”

“Do you know how long he plans to stay?” I asked.

“Madge has talked to him more than I have. He hasn’t figured out I’m an appraiser, and I don’t want him asking me for advice on how much to offer for a particular parcel.”

From a few feet away, Aunt Madge said, “My sense is he’ll stay until he gets what he wants.”
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WEDNESDAY MORNING, I GOT the kids settled at Sand and Sea and walked back to Natalie’s office. She looked up with an expectant expression.

“Mr. Butterfield doesn’t say much to Aunt Madge. I think he’s been at the Cozy Corner to...”

Her eyebrows went up. “He’s pals with your aunt?”

I shook my head. “She’s friendly to everyone, but now that she’s mayor she’s always on the lookout for people who want to bend her ear. She didn’t hear much from him, but heard from someone at city hall that it’s the lot they want, not the building.”

Her lips twitched, and for a moment I thought she was about to cry.

“Butterfield and Aaron came by yesterday. They were trying to sound me out about the price I’d accept. I was just able to keep myself from telling them to take a hike.”

“That’s all?”

She smiled. “Kids were still here.”

“If you had another place, a place you liked, to move the center, would you be willing to do it?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Whose side are you on?”

Her tone surprised me. “Yours. I like the center and the location. And I hate change for the kids.”

She closed her eyes briefly. “I’m sorry.”

“No problem.” It was a little, but her stress level had to be off the charts. “Harry and I had an idea. Maybe you should go down to public works and look at the plans for this building. See if there are any...substances that would be difficult to remove.”

“Huh. You mean asbestos? It’s in the lining or something for the heating ducts. When I had the place inspected before I bought it, the inspector said it’s only a problem if you disturb it, like if I redid the HVAC system.”

“I’m glad you know that. I’ll help lead a charge to save the center, if it gets to that, but I’d rather not have my name, or Harry’s, in the middle of a business-type thing.”

She leaned back in her chair. “I’m just angry. I brought Aaron into this project. I thought he was my good friend.”

“Money has a way of changing a person’s perspective.”

WORD ABOUT INTEREST IN a property gets around the Ocean Alley real estate community faster than waves break on the shore during a storm. When Harry and I met at his office the next morning, the phone had three hang-up calls from Lester.

“You call him back,” Harry said. “He likes you.”

“I may get a kick out of him, but I don’t feel like being badgered today until I have to. Besides, he didn’t leave a message.”

Harry grinned. “He still uses an answering machine. He probably doesn’t even know a digital phone can show everyone who called.”

I headed to the kitchen at the back of the first floor and stood there pondering the Sand and Sea sales issue. You can’t do anything about it. Stop thinking about it.

About the only part of Twelve-Step family group meetings that I regularly remember is not to focus on things I can’t control. Not that I apply the lesson enough.

I switched my thinking to Ramona and George’s big decision. I have no control over that either, but it’s a pleasant topic. I would love to see them cement their relationship. My sister and her husband are the twins’ godparents, but Ramona and George love them to pieces. 

I had finished making coffee when the doorbell rang. Harry called that he would get it and walked toward the front foyer. “It’s morning, so it’s not Girl Scout cookie sales.”

I checked a drawer hoping to find a granola bar. “That’s good, because I still have two boxes of Thin Mints hidden at the back of a kitchen cupboard.”

He had reached the door. “Hidden from whom?”

“Me.”

He laughed, but sounded less jovial as he addressed our visitor. “Lester. We don’t usually see you here. Come in.”

As I scooted into our office, I did a mental list of Lester’s sales for which we’d recently done appraisals. I hadn’t heard that a bank disagreed with anything we submitted.

“Good to see you, too.” Lester spoke fast as he followed Harry into our joint office. “Mornin’ Jolie. What’s the good news?”

Now I get it. I turned from my computer. “Can you give me a hint?”

He sat at the single chair near my desk and twiddled with his unlit cigar. “Madge hear anything about that kid care place bein’ on the market?”

“Not sure she has. I know Natalie, who owns half, doesn’t want to sell.” My eyes met Harry’s briefly, and he smirked.

“Huh. You think I should go over there and talk to her?”

I thought about it. “I could tell her if she wants advice on an offer she could informally contact you for...”

He shook his cigar at me. “Don’t work that way. If I don’t get the listing, no commission for old Lester.”

Harry cut in. “She doesn’t want to sell. I think you’d be rubbing salt in a wound.”

“So, who’s forcing her?”

“No one person,” Harry said, “that I know of. But she owns fifty-percent, not fifty-one-percent.”

“So, the others could gang up on her,” I said.

“Would they?” he asked.

“I only know one other partner. Why don’t you look up the sales records for when she bought...”

Lester almost bolted out of his chair. “Great idea. Thanks, kid.” He had almost reached the front door when he turned. “You really got this dump lookin’ good, Harry.”

As is always the case when Lester leaves a conversation, the air felt less crowded. I glanced at Harry. “He called your grandparents’ place a dump.”

He snorted. “When I bought it a few years ago, it was in bad shape. But if there’s one person I don’t need to hear that from, it’s Lester.”

“At least give me some credit for making him go away.”

I ARRIVED AT THE COZY Corner Wednesday afternoon with little time to spare if I wanted to get the bread in the oven by three. Aunt Madge had meetings at two and two-thirty, and had promised to be home by four. I needed time to stop at Mr. Markle’s grocery store before I picked up the kids.

As I put the two loaves of bread in the oven – one cheddar cheese, one plain – a car door slammed in the B&B parking lot and footsteps trudged up the steps. The beep of the alarm system said someone had keyed in the security code.

“Madge?” came a man’s voice.

I wiped my hands on a kitchen towel and entered the breakfast room to find Benjamin Butterfield with a hopeful expression. “She’ll be here in about an hour. Can I do something for you?”

He didn’t bother to hide his disappointment. “I was working on a deal and skipped lunch. I thought I’d see if afternoon tea could be early.”

“I can provide tea, but the bread just went in the oven. Would a couple slices of cheddar cheese and a few crackers hold you?”

He grinned. “They would. I’ll be back down in a minute.” He walked quickly up the main staircase.

I went back to the kitchen and turned the switch on the electric kettle, set a mug and a saucer with tea bags on a tray, and rummaged for crackers in the pantry next to the refrigerator. When Butterfield came down the stairs, I carried the tray through the now-unlocked swinging door into the breakfast room.

He took the tray from me to place on one of the small guest tables. In an expansive tone, he said, “This will hit the spot. Why don’t you grab another mug and join me?”

“Sure thing.” I headed back to the kitchen. I found his engaging manner disquieting, and decided he must have heard I was an appraiser and wanted to pick my brain. I poured a mug of hot water and grabbed a teabag from the canning jar next to the stove.

Butterfield smiled broadly as I sat across from him, and held up a cracker with cheese on top. “This is why it’s always better to stay in a family place.”

“Aunt Madge always aims to please.” I added sugar to my tea. “How is your visit going?”

“Long day. Drafted an offer for a building downtown. Thought one of my partners was going to back out, but I talked him into staying onboard.”

That interested me, but I didn’t want to let on that I thought I knew what he was talking about. I also didn’t want to wish him good luck. “Does that mean you’ll be wrapping up your time in Ocean Alley?”

He shrugged. “Probably in a couple of days. So, what is it you do?”

“Aside from running around after two four-year-olds, I’m a real estate appraiser.”

He was either truly surprised or a good actor. “I didn’t realize that. I could have asked you what you thought of my offer.”

I shook my head. “That’s more real estate agent work. And I don’t do much with commercial property.”

He began to say something, but I kept going. “I heard at the courthouse that you’d like to bring a new hotel to town.” I thought if I said the courthouse rather than city hall it would let Aunt Madge off the hook.

He grinned. “Don’t you mean you heard from your aunt.”

Now is the time to show I can be a good liar.  “If you talked to Aunt Madge about business plans, she’d never discuss it with anyone unless you said it was okay.”

“Ah. Discretion is good. I would like to operate a smaller hotel here, something in keeping with Ocean Alley’s character. Do you think the locals would welcome an outside investor?”

“You’d be bringing jobs. What’s not to like?”

He smiled broadly. “Terrific.”

“Are you thinking of the site on F Street that used to have a rooming house?”

He looked away and back to me. “You said you had four-year-olds. Do you have a nanny?”

“Ha! I wish. No, they go to Sand and Sea Daycare. They love it.”

He lifted his cup of tea. “Good, good. Do you mind if I take this upstairs to finish?”

“Sure, that’s fine.”

He stood, and I did the same. “Will you be here for tea?”

“No, Aunt Madge’ll come in before that. I have to pick up my kids and head home to make dinner. Never a dull moment.”

I GOT TO SAND and Sea by four-thirty, the latest I can pick up the kids without paying extra. I hadn’t made it to the play room when Natalie came down the hallway from her office, waving a paper.

“I can’t believe those a...jerks have put together a preliminary offer. Can you come to an emergency board meeting tonight?”

“Umm. Only if it’s after eight-o’clock. I don’t like to break up our routine too much.”

“Okay. It’s late to be inviting, so after dinner would probably work better anyway.”

“What’s the rush?”

She raised her arms without dropping the papers. “It’s too good an offer for me to turn down on my own. The parents aren’t the owners, but they should have a voice if I have to change locations.”

“Okay, I’ll be there.”

“Come at eight, and I’ll tell the others eight-thirty.”

In another circumstance, I’d tell her I didn’t need an extra half-hour here on a week night, but Natalie seemed almost crazed. “Sure. See you at eight.”

“I’ll make you a copy of the offer so you can read it in advance.” She turned toward her office.

Great. A contract to read when I’m cooking dinner.

As I walked into the playroom, I recognized Lance’s guilty expression. Marie Hall talked to him earnestly before he heard me and looked in my direction. Behind Lance’s back, Marie gave me a wan smile and shook her head slightly.

Lance ran over and gave me a huge knee hug, always a sign he’s regretting something. “Mommy, did you ever push a box around with your head?”

Leia’s voice came from behind me. “He means when you’re crawling.”

“Lance can speak for himself, remember?”

He nodded.  “Okay, when you’re crawling.”

“I don’t think I’ve done that. When we get home, why don’t you ask Daddy if he has?”

“Good idea!” He ran to the other side of the room and began throwing plastic trucks into a huge toy box. 

Behind Marie, and with Lance not looking, Dolly tilted her head and pretended to be ramming something. I mouthed, “Oh, good.”

I wanted to talk to Marie, and Leia clearly wanted to listen. “Honey, you must have toys to pick up, too.”

She rolled her eyes. “I did mine, a course.” But she walked toward Lance.

Quietly, I said, “It looks as if the building’s still standing. What did he do?”

Several more parents came in the side door. “Nothing horrible, but he’s not sure why a couple people are mad at him. He can tell you. Plus,” she grinned, “you have his other half to elaborate.”
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SCOOBIE HAD AN ALCOHOLICS Anonymous meeting after work on Wednesdays, and today was soccer practice for Terry. I gave the twins raw carrots and some ranch dressing to use as dip, and they played quietly before their half-hour of after-school television. Every now and then I caught snatches of their conversation. 

“I told you to go slow,” Leia said.

“It’s no fun if you go slow.”

I strained to hear more, but they both yelled, “Jazz!”

I went to the living room. Jazz sat in the middle of a pile of Legos. “What were you building?”

“A gas station,” Lance said.

“With a toy store,” Leia said.

Jazz sat calmly in the middle of the Lego pile and stared at me. 

“You know how she likes to knock stuff off tables. She probably thought you made the Legos for her to scatter.”

Lance scowled. “I don’t like it when she knocks stuff over.”

“You like it when...”Leia began.

“I do not!” Lance yelled.

“Okay, you two. You don’t have to agree, but you do have to get along. It’s time for TV.”

I settled them in front of a nature show on a cable channel. Monkeys and seals can stop any argument.

While I tossed a salad, I propped the Sand and Sea proposed sales contract against a ketchup bottle, and it fell into the sink. “Nuts.”

I retrieved it and continued reading as I waited for dinner to cook. On the back page was
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