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Brief Synopsis

 


When Jolie Gentil goes to buy a cup of coffee the
morning after a storm knocks out power at her house in Ocean Alley,
she finds Java Jolt unlocked and minus its owner. A bigger surprise
is seeing proprietor Joe Regan a few minutes later, badly injured.
A potential killer thinks Jolie has something Joe was hiding. The
normal routine of appraising houses and volunteering at the Harvest
for All food pantry is interrupted by an SUV that nearly smashes
Jolie, a break-in at the home Jolie and Scoobie share, and a
terrifying kidnapping. Jolie needs to learn who's telling the truth
and how far the thugs will go to find what they want. Only solving
the puzzle will keep Jolie safe, protect a vulnerable Iraqi vet,
and make sure everyone stays alive. But if Jolie keeps searching,
her budding romance with Scoobie may grind to a halt.
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CHAPTER ONE

 


THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT thunderstorm meant no
electricity. That translated to no alarm clock, no hair dryer, and
no coffee. And me being late.

Since most Jersey shore businesses have backup
generators, I jogged up the steps to the Ocean Alley boardwalk. It
was empty at six-forty-five on a crisp, mid-October morning. Good.
I wanted a cup of Java Jolt coffee to take to the house I was to
appraise, and didn’t want to wait in line. Why someone wanted a
real estate appraiser at seven-fifteen I couldn’t imagine, but
there you go.

Java Jolt doesn’t open until seven o’clock, so I
thought the door might be locked. It was ajar. Since Owner Joe
Regan likely knew half of Ocean Alley had no power, he had probably
come in early.

I pushed open the glass door and sniffed in
anticipation. But no coffee aroma wafted toward me. Nuts. Too
early.

"Hey, Joe. First customer."

Silence. I glanced around the small shop. Joe made a
lot of repairs after Hurricane Sandy. In addition to new paneling
and chairs, he’d moved the counter back a few feet so there could
be more tables. I liked the look.

I leaned on the counter, almost knocking over the
honor sugar bowl that customers use for payment when it’s not
tourist season. Behind the counter was a small stock room. Down the
short hall was a unisex bathroom. Joe, known for his sometimes
grouchy manner, would not appreciate being dethroned, so to
speak.

"Joe?" I pushed my still-damp, shoulder length brown
hair behind my ears and glanced in the mirror behind the counter. I
definitely looked like a woman who had dressed in near-dark. The
collar of my purple polo shirt was up in the back, and I
straightened it.

I thought about leaving and grabbing coffee at the
convenience mart, but something didn’t feel right.

At the side of the counter farthest from the
boardwalk entrance is a fairly narrow opening that allows Joe and
other coffee servers to get to their work area behind the counter.
I moved that way, glancing around Java Jolt as I did so. Where is
he? Maybe he’s just taking out garbage.

I moved along the counter on the worker side and got
to the storeroom. Joe had made it smaller after the storm. I peered
in. Nothing there but shelves of coffee, napkins, sugar, and such.
The narrow hall to the restroom was just behind the store room. I
leaned my head around the door jamb, feeling uncertain about
whether I should walk down the hall.

Don’t be ridiculous.

Instead of coffee brewing, the smell that greeted me
was that of a cool breeze. The back door had to be open. Maybe Joe
was in the alley immediately behind the shop.

"Joe?"

I walked to the end of the short hallway that ended
in a T, which had really short ends on the crossbar. To the left
was the exit door. It was closed but not latched, and fluttered
open and shut an inch or two in the breeze. A glance through the
glass on the door did not reveal Joe in the alley.

On the floor was a zippered bank deposit bag, which
was partially open. Next to it were an order book and pencil
stub.

"This is not good." I stooped to reach for the money
bag, then thought better of it and stood.

The voice behind me was strident. "What are you
doin’?"

I turned, bumping my elbow on the hallway wall. "I
just…Sergeant Morehouse!"

"Jolie?" He stared at me. "You the one who
called?"

"No, I just came in for coffee. No one’s here."

Morehouse spoke into a small radio. "Yeah, I stopped
by. Place is open, no sign of Joe." He listened for a second. "I
dunno. If it’s clearin’ up on E Street send someone over."

I studied him as he clipped the radio back on his
belt. Morehouse is about ten or twelve years older than my age of
thirty-one. He usually wears solid-color ties, white or
pastel-colored shirts, and polyester pants. Combine that with his
closely cropped brown hair and he looks kind of like police
detectives in a TV show from the early 1970s. Now, however, he wore
a dark green knit shirt and deck shoes. Not exactly regulation
police wear.

We both said, "Where’s Joe?"

"You bein’ the one in here, I’m thinkin’ you would
know," he said.

I shook my head. "I'm only here this early because
my electricity’s off. The front door was open." I nodded toward the
door that exited onto the alley. "This one, too."

He motioned me toward him, and I had to turn
sideways to walk around him so he could move through the hall and
look around. I stood near the coffee counter and watched him open
the door to the bathroom and what looked like a mop closet.

He frowned. "Half the town’s out. Storm came through
about four." He got to where the narrow hallway turned toward the
back exit and looked down at the bank bag.

I nodded. "I heard the thunder, but I didn’t know
power was out until this morning."

"Go back out to the customer area and try not to
touch anything." He looked up at the ceiling and down the hall.
"Some of our guys should be here in a minute. Three-car fender
bender on E Street, near In-Town Market."

I folded my arms across my chest and walked into the
area where customers sit. Surely Joe will be here any minute. I
wanted to call my best bud—and now boyfriend—Scoobie, but he
wouldn’t know anything about Joe. The call would be to reassure
me.

Scoobie had given me a quick kiss as he left the
house at six-fifteen. It was a big day. In honor of it, he had on
new maroon hospital scrubs, and his dark blonde hair and beard were
neatly trimmed. After eighteen months of training at the community
college, today was Scoobie’s first day in his new job as a
radiology technician at Ocean Alley Hospital. The last thing he
needed was a call about Joe’s whereabouts.

Morehouse walked to the counter and I asked, "Why
did you come?"

He stared across the counter at me, frowning. "Got a
call the door was open and Joe wasn’t here. They called me at home
‘cause everyone’s tied up with traffic and a couple of business
alarms that won’t go off."

"Who called?"

Morehouse’s response was testy. "Some customer doing
what you were. Don’t matter."

I walked to the window and looked onto the
boardwalk. "Where could he be?"

"Like I know. If you don’t know nuthin’, head
outside."

I nodded toward the back of the coffee shop. "It’s
not good that the bank deposit bag is on the floor."

Morehouse gave me one of his
I-wish-I-didn’t-know-you looks and I walked to the door. "I have to
do an appraisal at seven-fifteen. I’m leaving."

Morehouse was back on his radio and ignored me. I
walked out and glanced up and down the boardwalk. People were out
now, and the owner of the French Fries shop was unlocking her door.
She’s one of the last boardwalk businesses to close each fall, and
just had her clapboard store painted hot pink. It looked garish
next to the lime green of the cotton candy store next to it.

The breeze was from the land and brisk. That and
stiff white-caps were reminders of the recent storm.

If it had been early May instead of October, more
people would be around, but Ocean Alley is generally only super
crowded from May to mid-September. With a resident population of
twenty thousand and no casino, it's too small to attract much
off-season excitement. We residents like that.

What would make Joe leave like that? I had no idea
whether he made his deposits at night or in the morning, so didn’t
know how long the bank bag had been on the floor. On the other
hand, the doors were both ajar, and I didn’t see water on the
floor. It seemed more likely that he’d been in his shop after the
morning storm.

My mobile phone chirped and I glanced at the caller
ID. My boss. "Hi, Harry. Checking to see if I’m up?"

Harry Steele owns the smaller of Ocean Alley’s two
real estate appraisal firms, and I’m his only employee. He opened
the business after he retired and moved to Ocean Alley, and has no
intention to grow it. Though he’s her junior by more than ten
years, Harry married Aunt Madge, who’s in her early eighties, about
eighteen months ago. It doesn’t interfere in our business
relationship. It might if I still lived in her Cozy Corner B&B,
but I’m happily ensconced in the small bungalow I bought almost a
year ago.

"Not that I doubt you, but I didn’t know if you had
a clock that wasn’t electric."

"I do. I’m out getting coffee and I’ll get there by
seven-fifteen."

"Righto. Okay, I’m coming." The last phrase was
addressed to Aunt Madge’s two golden retrievers, Mister Rogers and
Miss Piggy, whom I could hear whimpering in the background. Harry
has become their morning walker. "Gotta go."

I stuck the phone in the side pocket of my navy blue
capri pants and walked off the boardwalk. I needed to put Joe out
of my mind and hustle to the job.

 


THE INTERIOR OF the house on Fairweather Street
could be described as fussy. Every surface boasted knick knacks,
and throw rugs dotted the beige carpet, which looked new. Owner
Mortimer Fielding was also fussy.

Before I could say more than hello, he said, "I need
you out of here by eight o’clock. I have a real estate agent coming
then, and I want you to tell me what the house is worth before he
gets here." Fielding was a compact man in his early seventies, and
his protruding ear hair was as clean as a cotton ball. There was
nothing fluffy about his tone.

I stared at him for a beat and took a breath. I
figured I had one chance to make my point. "There is no way to tell
you what your house is worth until I finish the appraisal, sir. You
see…"

"So finish before eight, Miss Gentle."

"Gentil is pronounced Zhan-tee, soft G, long E sound
at the end. Soft J on Jolie, too."

Fielding eyed me as if I didn’t know how to
pronounce my own name.

"A key part of an appraisal is comparing your house
to recent selling prices of similar houses in town. Otherwise we’re
looking at your house in a vacuum."

"A vacuum is fine," he snapped. "I just need to know
what it’s worth so I don’t get screwed."

I thought for a moment. It seemed he thought a real
estate agent would encourage him to price his house low. "I need to
tell you two things."

His chin jutted forward, but Fielding said
nothing.

"First, an agent makes more money when your house is
priced higher, so no one wants a low price."

He frowned, backed up a step, and looked at me with
skepticism.

"Second, what I’m here to do is measure your house
and take photos. Then I’ll go to the courthouse to see about
comparably priced sales, and then I’ll go photograph those houses
to be sure they really are like yours. Then Harry Steele and I will
give you our opinion about what your house is worth. That might be
late today, or could be early tomorrow."

"That’s more than two things."

"Yes, it is. Do you understand?"

"I’m not stupid."

"I didn’t say you were." I held his gaze. "One final
thing. I figured since you requested the appraisal rather than a
bank, you were selling the house yourself. If you wait until you
have a sales contract, the prospective buyer pays for the
appraisal. If you do it now, you pay."

"Yeah, yeah. Harry Whatever told me that." He walked
away from me, toward his kitchen.

Harry Whatever? I felt sorry for the agent
who got this listing.

I took out my cloth tape measure. It's Aunt Madge’s
innovation, and combines a bunch of sewing tape measures. It's
longer than any metal one, and less heavy. It would take me about
twenty minutes to measure the three-bedroom house and jot notes.
I’d have to take a lot of photos to justify a decent price.

Housing prices for property so close to the ocean
have fluctuated widely. Depending on how a prospective buyer looked
at it, Mr. Fielding was either three blocks from a fun day of sun
and sand or in the path of a hurricane-generated storm surge.

The clock on his small mantle said seven-fifty when
Mr. Fielding came in from the back yard, where he had apparently
sought refuge from me. "You done?"

"I’ve finished interior photos, and I’ll take
several outside and be on my way."

"Humph. Make sure you get my maple tree. Leaves are
real red now."

I told him I would, let myself out, and sat my purse
and notebook on the front steps. After snapping three pictures, a
loud voice came from behind me. "Jolie. What the hell are you
doin’?"

I turned to see Lester Argrow, the pushiest member
of the Ocean Alley real estate cadre and occasional thorn in my
side. Lester kind of looks like a stereotypical low-level mob guy.
He’s short with an unlit cigar hanging perpetually from his lip.
He’s only ten years older than I am, and his receding brown hair
has just a touch of grey. He’s also the uncle of my high school
classmate and good friend Ramona, who sometimes wishes their last
names were different.

"You’re gonna tell the old buzzard his house is
worth less than it should be."

"Who you callin’ a buzzard?" Mr. Fielding stood on
his front porch and glared at Lester, who now stood next to me on
the small lawn.

I aimed my camera at the house and used it to hide
my mouth. "You deserve each other," I murmured.

"Figure of speech, Mortimer." Lester waved to him
and turned to me. "Call me before you and that lunkhead tell Mr.
Fielding what you think."

Lunkhead? Harry and Lester are often at
loggerheads about an appraisal. This does not happen with any other
agent in Ocean Alley, because the others price a house
realistically. Lester only thinks about his commission. It sounded
as if their periodic disagreements had escalated to more serious
name calling. On Lester’s part, anyway.

 


I DROVE AROUND A UTILITY truck whose crew seemed to
be working on a transformer and pulled into the parking lot of Mr.
Markle’s In-Town Market. He has a coffee pot for customers, and I
still hadn’t had my morning dose of caffeine. Though he tends to
grumble about it, Mr. Markle is always willing to sell the Harvest
for All Food Pantry groceries at cost if we’re out of a key item.
This usually translates to green beans or breakfast cereal for
kids. Since I chair the pantry oversight committee, which means
fundraising arm, I’m grateful.

The sun was finally out and the last vestiges of the
early morning storm were clouds on the eastern horizon. I took off
my lightweight blue jacket as I walked from the parking lot to the
store. It’s not large. Most people shop at one of the bigger chain
stores on the edge of town. Mr. Markle has a loyal clientele, many
of them elderly patrons who no longer drive or prefer not to
challenge tourists on the busy highway.

"Morning, Jolie." Mr. Markle was straightening the
newspaper display near the cash register.

"You sound cheerful," I said.

"Generator kicked in like it was supposed to. Power
just came back on, and the cars from that accident are finally all
cleared away."

I helped myself to coffee from the card table near
the door. "I heard about that. Was it a bad accident?"

"No, but one of the drivers ran off. Probably a
kid."

I raised my cup as if toasting him. "Couldn’t make
coffee at home and had to be at an appraisal early."

"And here I thought you wanted to shop." He turned
toward the register.

"I need a thing of coffee for home." I said this to
his back and walked toward the rear of the store. I still had
enough for a few days and it was cheaper elsewhere. I decided to
think of the higher price of the ground coffee as the cost of the
cup I was drinking.

The selection is more limited at the In-Town Market,
but there are several kinds and I stared at the shelf trying to
decide if the generic brand of coffee was enough cheaper to make it
a bargain. I looked up as the swinging doors to the back storeroom
opened and Joe Regan walked through them. His auburn hair looked
kind of mussed, and he was wearing the white apron he uses at Java
Jolt.

Joe appeared as surprised to see me as I was to see
him. "Uh, hi, Jolie."

"Hi. I’m glad you’re okay."

Joe looked confused. "Okay?"

"I went to your store early. The door was open
and…"

"Was anyone else there?"

I studied him for a few seconds. "Well, no. I mean,
Sergeant Morehouse came in. Someone else called…"

"That’s good," he said, quickly. "Listen, Jolie, I
have stuff to do."

"Are you okay?"

He didn't answer. Rather than walk by me, Joe walked
down the grocery aisle next to mine. His footsteps grew fainter,
and I heard Mr. Markle call to him. I didn't hear Joe respond.
That’s odd.

I told myself I was not responsible for someone
else’s behavior, a lesson I continue to try to learn, and took the
generic brand of coffee from the shelf. As I made my way to the
front of the store I heard Mr. Markle’s phone ring and listened to
him assure a caller that he was open.

Mr. Markle finished checking out an older man I
recognized as an occasional food pantry customer. Mr. Hanson, I
thought.

He waved, and said, "Hello, Jolie. Probably see you
later this month."

"You’re always welcome," I said, and smiled.

Mr. Markle looked at me as I set my coffee on the
conveyer belt. "You have a lot of elderly customers at the
pantry?"

"Mostly at the end of the month." I took a five
dollar bill from my purse. "How long was Joe Regan in here?"

"Joe? He just left. I didn’t see him come in." He
finished ringing the item and took my money.

"I, um, thought I saw him coming out of your storage
area."

Mr. Markle shrugged. "I put supplies I order for him
on a shelf. He was probably checking."

"Ah. Thanks. I’ll likely see you later in the
week."

"Tell Scoobie to come over. I have a box of dented
cans."

"Thanks." I walked slowly to my car. I knew I should
get right to the office, which is in the house Harry bought before
he and Aunt Madge married. But maybe I should go to the police.
Something told me they might consider Joe Regan to be some sort of
missing person. I didn’t want to mind Joe’s business, but his
expression said something wasn’t right.

As I opened my car door I heard a pop. It wasn't as
loud as a car backfire, but more than a kid would make squashing an
aluminum can. Then there was another pop.

Joe Regan walked around the corner from Seashore
Street, coming toward me. If he’s coming back to the store he must
be fine.

I thought that until Joe collapsed on the
sidewalk.

 


CHAPTER TWO

INSTINCT PULLED ME toward and away from Joe. I
wanted to help him, but my muddled thinking said the noise had been
a gun. I compromised by crouching and looking toward Joe for
several long seconds.

When there were no more ominous pops I stumbled
toward him, leaning forward as I went. Some TV show must have
taught me I’d be less of a target if I bent over.

Joe was on his side and his eyes were open. I knelt
next to him, unsure what to do. I need to call 9-1-1! Sirens
headed toward us made me drop the phone I’d just taken from my
pocket and I looked at Joe. "Help is coming."

He whispered. "Jolie. Don’t let them hurt him." He
coughed and drew a raspy breath.

"Hurt who?"

Joe closed his eyes.

A heavy vehicle door slammed and two EMTs sprinted
toward Joe and me. "Move back!"

I obeyed by falling from my squatting position onto
my butt and kind of crab walking backwards for a few steps. I could
only stare at Joe. He was so…white.

"Back, Jolie, back!"

It was Sergeant Morehouse, now dressed for business.
Somehow I couldn’t move any more. He reached down and yanked me
into a standing position by grabbing my elbow. "What did you see?"
he yelled.

I pointed to Joe and looked at Morehouse, still
unable to speak.

He lowered his voice. "Are you hurt?"

"I…no. Joe, he came towards me…" I looked toward the
corner of E and Seashore Street. There were several bright red
spots on the sidewalk behind Joe. Blood?

Morehouse grabbed my elbow and moved me a couple
meters away from Joe and the EMTs. "Did you see anyone with a
gun?"

"No. I think…he was just around that corner." I
gestured to the end of the street.

Morehouse pointed toward the corner and two
uniformed officers who had been running toward us turned and ran
with Morehouse in that direction. They ran to the right and
disappeared.

"Jolie, come inside." Mr. Markle called from the
door to the market. His tone was insistent.

I walked toward him and asked, "What happened?" I
had seen Joe fall, it just didn’t seem real.

A ledge runs at the bottom of the plate glass
windows that face the street. Little kids try to walk on it and
their parents shoo them off. Mr. Markle more or less pushed me to
sit there and he walked to the coffee pot and poured me another
cup.

"Thanks." I took a small sip, careful not to scald
myself. Not until the hot liquid hit my throat did I realize I was
shaking.

"You aren’t going to hit the floor, are you?"

I looked up at Mr. Markle. He’s about five-ten and
kind of pear shaped. The front side of the pear is rounder than it
was a few years ago. I couldn’t help it. I started to giggle. I put
my hand over my mouth. "I’m sorry. It’s not funny."

He stared at me, both hands now on his hips. "You’re
in shock or something."

The whoosh of the hydraulic entry door made both of
us turn in that direction. Sergeant Morehouse walked in with Dana
Johnson, my favorite officer on the Ocean Alley Police Force, a
couple of steps behind him.

Morehouse pointed at me. "You okay?"

I nodded as Mr. Markle said, "Jolie said earlier
that she saw Joe coming out of my back storage area."

Dana started for the back of the store. Morehouse
put the radio to his lips. "Check behind the store. Seems Joe was
just in the store room." Someone on the other end of the radio
crackled an okay.

Morehouse glanced toward Dana’s back. "Wait up."
Morehouse did a half-jog to catch up with her and they were soon
out of sight.

I looked at Mr. Markle. "Thanks a lot."

"That’s the third time you’ve thanked me today." He
turned and walked a few feet from me to peer around the huge sale
signs that covered the plate glass window. "Ambulance is gone."

"Do you think he’ll be okay?"

Markle looked at me in mild irritation, and his
expression softened a bit. "They left in a hurry. That’s usually a
good sign." He walked to the cash register to pick up his clip
board and started writing on it.

How can he do normal work now?

Two more police officers came in, but they didn’t
look to be in a particular hurry. They looked at Markle. "Where
are…?"

"Back," he said, in his more common clipped
tone.

"Here," Morehouse said. He and Dana were approaching
from the soup aisle, which is across from the cash register.
"Nothing obvious. Markle, would you mind seeing if anything looks
out of place?"

"You’ll drive away business again," the store owner
muttered, and led the two younger officers toward the back of the
store.

What he said might not be exactly true, but I
understood his thinking. The In-Town Market was robbed last fall.
No one hurt and not much taken, but for a time patrons had stayed
away.

Morehouse walked outside and Dana sat next to me.
"The sergeant said something about you saw Joe in the store?"

I nodded. "I was in the back, looking at some
coffee, and he walked out of the store room going to the front of
the store."

"Did you talk to him?" Dana had pulled out a thin
spiral notebook and I studied her for a few seconds as she uncapped
a pen. Dana is roughly my age, and taller than my five foot two
inches, but not much. She’s pretty, but you don’t notice her soft
brown hair when it’s pinned under her police hat.

"Just for a second. I told him I’d been to Java
Jolt, and was glad he was all right."

"Did he respond?"

"Not directly. He just asked if anyone else was
there and walked away. He said he had, I think he said stuff
to do."

"Anything look odd? Did he seem stressed? Was he
carrying anything?"

"I saw him just for a second. He seemed preoccupied.
Then he walked down the aisle next to mine to go out."

Dana turned toward Mr. Markle, who had returned to
the front of the store. "When did Joe come in?"

"I didn’t see him come in. He’s not what you’d call
chatty, but I order things for the coffee shop for him sometimes,
so he talks to me more than to some."

Dana’s head turned from right to left and settled
back on Mr. Markle. "Security cameras?"

"No." He pointed to a larger round mirror that sat
high on the wall near the ceiling. "Can’t afford ‘em. Keep my eyes
on the mirrors, same as always. Have four of them."

She looked back at me. "I heard you said you think
Joe got shot just around the corner on Seashore Street. Did you see
anyone?"

"Not a soul."

Morehouse came back into the store and stood a few
feet from me, frowning. "So, you talked to him?"

Dana went over what Mr. Markle and I had just said,
in sort of police shorthand style.

"I was about to call you guys," I said to Morehouse.
"Joe just seemed really odd, and I wasn’t sure you knew where he
was. That he was safe."

Morehouse snorted. "Safe."

I flushed and looked at him. "Will Joe be okay?"

"Not sure. He lost some blood. EMTs said he was
semi-conscious when they loaded him. Where you gonna be today?"

His clipped tone annoyed me, but I knew him well
enough not to press. "I’ll go to the courthouse to look up some
comps, and then to Harry’s to write up the house I visited this
morning."

"The courthouse’ll have cops around. Harry’s house
locked up tight?"

"I didn’t see anything when Joe got shot."

"Yeah, and a puppy thinks if he’s under a rug you
don’t see him when he takes a leak."

As a uniformed officer sniggered and then moved
away, I said, "I get what you're saying, but no one was near me.
And I didn't see anything."

"Yeah, and I’m sure whoever it was is real sure of
that and will leave you alone."

 


I STARED AT THE computer screen while the appraisal
software loaded. Morehouse had instructed me to call him when I got
to the office. I had done that, and for good measure checked to be
sure all the doors and windows were locked on the first floor of
Harry’s former home.

A fly buzzed near the crown molding and then flew
toward the window. The large office is to the right of the entry
foyer, the living room on the left. Like Aunt Madge’s, Harry’s
house is an older Victorian, with a large porch that he painted in
several shades of green not long ago. Her house is larger and was
better cared for through the years. She bought it about twenty-five
years ago and converted it to a B&B, which she called the Cozy
Corner. Because Harry had to replace a lot more fixtures and such,
his front door is new and the windows are mostly double-paned. Not
too many drafts.

My phone chirped and caller ID said it was Dr.
Welby, a retired physician who serves on the Harvest for All
Committee with me. I'm supposedly in charge, but he is a commanding
presence with a lot of good ideas, so I'm happy to let him take the
lead when he wants to. I figured he had heard I was near Joe's
shooting and was calling to see if I was okay.

"Morning, Jolie. Say, didn't we talk about maybe
some kind of fall canned drive or something?"

I guess he hasn't heard about Joe. "We did.
Scoobie was just saying maybe we could do it as part of a Halloween
party for kids. So many people with kids come to Harvest for
All."

There were two beats of silence. Scoobie's
fundraising ideas are sometimes off the wall. I could almost hear
Dr. Welby assessing the extent to which a Halloween party could get
out of hand.

Apparently he decided a party was safe. "That sounds
doable. Do you have any ideas for a location?"

"How about we meet, um, soon to pick one? I bet
Reverend Jamison or Father Teehan would let us use space at their
churches."

"I might have another option. You free any evening?"
he asked.

"Pretty much. Your calendar's busy. Why don't you
check with the First Prez secretary and pick a date?"

"Will do. I'll get back to you later today or
tomorrow."

I hung up, marveling that mundane life was so
welcome after the morning I'd had. The software finished loading
and I began entering the measurements of Mr. Fielding's house so
the computer could draw a floor plan.

Living room, eleven by fourteen feet. Where could
the shooter have been standing?

Hallway leading to kitchen, six feet by three feet.
Had to be around the corner on Seashore Street.

Kitchen with breakfast area, fourteen by sixteen.
Joe walked toward me when he rounded the corner a few seconds after
the shot. Had he been moving away from the person who shot him, or
just coming back to the In-Town Market?

Largest bedroom, eleven by thirteen feet, with small
master bath, seven by six feet. What could have caused Joe Regan
to leave Java Jolt in such an apparent hurry?

Middle bedroom, ten by twelve feet. Was he
deliberately walking toward me? What would he have had to say to
me?

Smallest bedroom, ten feet by eleven feet. Who is
the 'him' I’m supposed to not let get hurt?

For some reason, I had given little thought to Joe’s
request. It better not have been his dying request.

I suddenly realized I had not told Morehouse what
Joe had said to me. How could you overlook that? My
forgetfulness could have hindered the police investigation. I
swallowed some acidic saliva and blamed it on Mr. Markle’s
coffee.

"Nuts." I picked up the desk phone and dialed the
non-emergency police number, wishing that I didn’t have it
memorized. The officer who answered said that Sergeant Morehouse
would be with me in two minutes.

I knew nothing of Joe’s private life. I bantered
with him occasionally at Java Jolt, and he always donated something
to Harvest for All when we had a fundraiser. Joe and Scoobie never
seemed to get along too well, and our friend George has always
butted heads with Joe. While that did not mean I’d been too
reserved with Joe, I do trust Scoobie’s judgment, so I hadn’t
gotten to know Joe well.

"What Jolie?" Morehouse’s tone was brusque.

"Um, I forgot to tell you something." I paused.

"What the hell are you waiting for?"

"Joe said something to me."

It only took a few seconds to relay Joe’s request,
but longer for Morehouse to tell me what he thought about my memory
lapse.

"I don’t always see people bleeding on the sidewalk,
you know."

He sighed. "Okay. You were shook. Anything else? You
positive he didn’t say who you were supposed to be sure didn’t get
hurt?"

"He definitely didn’t say. Is he going to be able to
talk to you?"

"You gonna keep this to yourself?" he asked.

"Sure."

"They stabilized him at Ocean Alley Hospital. Gave
him a unit of blood. Then they moved him to Jersey Shore Hospital
in Neptune for surgery."

"Surgery!"

"He had a bullet in the back, under one shoulder.
Think it might have nicked a lung. Coulda been a lot worse. "

I thought about Joe lying on his side, looking up at
me. "Yes, I’m sure it could have. Thanks for telling me."

As soon as I hung up my mobile phone chirped. Uh
oh. Aunt Madge. I should have called her.

She didn’t even say hello. "Jolie, you didn’t really
get shot at this morning, did you?"

"No, Aunt Madge, but I did see Joe Regan soon after
someone shot him." Like three seconds soon.

There were two beats of silence, and she must have
passed the phone to Harry. "I was just leaving the house for the
office. Were you at Mortimer Fielding’s place? Are you okay? How is
Joe?"

"I don’t know much about Joe, but Sergeant Morehouse
seemed to think the hospital was taking care of him. I’m fine. I
was on the sidewalk on E Street, outside Mr. Markle’s Market. It
was just a coincidence that I was near Joe. And I had already been
to the house."

"That wasn’t my first concern," he said, in a dry
tone.

In the background, Aunt Madge said, "When you see
her be sure she’s in one piece."

Harry said something to her quietly.

"But it will be Mr. Fielding’s concern," I said. "He
wants results before he decides on an asking price. With your
favorite realtor, I might add."

"Just what I need," Harry said. "Maybe you should do
something to make Lester angry at both of us."

I laughed. It felt good. "All we have to do is
low-ball some appraisals and he’ll go back to Stenner’s." We
wouldn’t do it, of course, and I doubted my friend Jennifer
Stenner, who inherited the larger appraisal business in town from
her father, would want Lester’s business. She knows he refers to
her as "the Jennifer dame who charges too much for appraisals."

Harry said he would see me soon, and I had barely
gone back to my computer screen when my phone chirped again.

"Did you honest to God get shot at?" George Winters
gets excited easily.

"No. Who told you that? I was just nearby."

"Elmira Washington told Father Teehan and he called
me to see if you were okay."

I suppressed a sigh. George and I dated briefly.
It’s annoying that people still expect him to know what I’m up to.
"I’m surprised you aren’t calling to give me a status update on
Joe. You have lots of ins at the hospital."

"Joe who?"

"Geez. Sorry. Joe Regan."

"Joe got shot! You gotta be kidding."

I had momentarily forgotten that George had worked
Saturday mornings at Java Jolt since the Ocean Alley Press
fired him a few months ago. George is doing investigative work for
an insurance company for a while, so he can qualify for a private
detective license at some point. The pay at the insurance company
isn’t great.

It took less than a minute to tell George what
happened. When I finished, he said, "I’m coming to Harry’s," and
hung up.

"Men," I muttered as I pressed the print button.
"The men in my life know I can take care of myself, but they’re
always trying to ride to my rescue." An image of Harry on a horse
came to mind, and I smiled.

I studied the printed floor plan for several minutes
and noted where I had to give the computer different instructions.
As I keyed in the changes that would put the kitchen on the right
side of the house instead of the left, I thought more about what
Joe had said.

I had no idea who he was talking about. Even in the
off-season, dozens of people are in Java Jolt every day. Joe never
mentioned family to me, though maybe he talked to George about
that. Except they don’t seem to do a lot of chit-chat, so probably
not.

A key in the lock signaled Harry’s arrival, and it
was accompanied by a bark.

"Good. Mister Rogers." I stood to greet them.
Harry’s about five-nine. He has a reddish face and hair that has
more white sprinkled in it than when I met him three years ago.
He’s in pretty good shape for a man in his seventies.

Harry shut the door and then let Mister Rogers off
his leash. I bent down to pet the exuberant retriever. He, however,
looked beyond me. "Are you looking for Jazz?" He and my small black
cat sometimes have play dates at my bungalow.

"You look okay. I’m supposed to call Madge if you
seem stressed." He gave me a peck on the cheek as Mr. Rogers headed
for the kitchen in the back of the house.

"It’ll catch up with me when I slow down. Joe spoke
to me for a second, and I just talked to Morehouse about his
condition." I paused.

Harry grinned and walked toward his desk. "Tell me
and I won’t tell George."

"Morehouse said Joe was stable."

"Good, good." Harry was distracted by seeing a page
in the fax machine, which I had forgotten to check. He picked up
the fax. "Lester wants us to call him before we give Mortimer
Fielding the results."

"No surprise there." Someone knocked at the front
door as I handed Harry the floor plan. "I loaded some pictures of
the house in our photos folder."

George was visible through the door glass. He's
almost six feet tall, and his dark auburn hair has a couple specks
of grey. Not that I've heard him acknowledge this. Now that he
works in an office rather than roams town snooping, George can’t
wear khaki shorts with a collared Hawaiian shirt. He wore tan
casual slacks today, with a long-sleeved blue dress shirt that
needed ironing. His blue and green tie was loosely knotted.

I let George in and he glanced across the foyer to
the office Harry and I share. "Hey Harry, thanks for letting me
barge in."

"No problem. Jolie, did you get comps?"

I guided George to the couch that sits in the living
room and called over my shoulder. "Three good ones. I think they’ll
support the value I put in the computer."

"I can take a hint," George muttered.

"Harry’s focused, not grumbling," I said. "What else
did Elmira say?" Elmira Washington is one of those gossips who can
have a mean edge to what she passes on. I don’t like her.

"I think she really wanted to know what I’d heard. I
didn’t tell her she was the first person to tell me."

It was more than a gentle dig. As a former reporter,
George thinks he should still be in the know about everything.
Especially if it's something I know. "I had work to do, and
Morehouse asked me not to talk much about it." Not exactly true,
but true enough.

"Yeah, I’ll let Tiffany bug Morehouse. He gets off
easy with her." George frowned for a second, thinking of the
reporter who replaced him at the Ocean Alley Press. "Did you
see anything?"

"I heard two pops." I described Joe’s look as he
collapsed.

"Collapsed!"

"As in fell onto the sidewalk." I thought for a
second. George could know who Joe was talking about. I lowered my
voice. "He said something."

George leaned forward. "What?"

"Joe said, ‘Don’t let them hurt him.’ Do you know
who that could be? Someone who comes into Java Jolt?"

George frowned as he thought. "Hard to say. I don’t
think of him as protective, except maybe for…"

"Max!" I nearly shouted.

"Damn," George said, but softly.

"What’s wrong with Max?" Harry called.

Max is an Iraqi War vet who sustained a head injury
that was serious enough to make him almost child-like. He repeats
half of what he says in a staccato tone, and Joe gives him day-old
muffins if Max comes by early in the morning.

Max could have been at Java Jolt early today.


CHAPTER THREE

I TOLD HARRY PROBABLY nothing was wrong with him,
but George and I didn’t want Max to hear about Joe’s shooting from
a stranger.

Harry walked to the door of our joint office as
George and I got to the foyer. "Just give me the info on the comps
and I’ll start comparing them while you’re gone."

Harry’s slight frown told me he didn’t like that I
was leaving, but checking on Max had to be my priority. How else
would I know he was safe?

We took my car, since George’s insurance company
employer provides his and it’s not for personal use. I drove ten
miles over the speed limit to get to Max’s small bungalow, which he
bought with his VA disability benefits.

Ocean Alley is not huge. It's less than two miles
along the shore, and only twelve blocks deep. All of the
north-south streets parallel the ocean and are named only with
letters. While sometimes a lot of activity is packed into the
relatively small area, it doesn't take more than ten or fifteen
minutes to get anywhere.

We walked quickly up the short flight of steps at
Max's house, and George knocked insistently. No response. I moved
to the window that fronted the porch. The café curtains were not
quite closed, so I peered through. Max’s living room is a
hodge-podge of hand-me-downs, but it’s always neat. Nothing looked
out of order.

"He could be anywhere," George said.

"He roams all day." My phone chirped. Scoobie’s name
was on the caller ID. Unlike George or Aunt Madge, he would not
have expected an immediate call about Joe being shot. We were
supposed to talk at lunch time. In case he was annoyed about not
hearing from me, I'd say I would have called if I'd gotten hurt or
something. Which I would have.

"Heard you’ve had a good morning," Scoobie said.

"Figured it would hold until lunch. I’m fine." A
glance at my watch showed it was only eleven-ten. Scoobie’s lunch
hour started at noon.

"I have a visitor. And a boss who lets me take
ad-hoc breaks."

The sound of a voice on a PA system told me Scoobie
was at the hospital. I pushed the speaker phone button so George
could hear him.

A voice apparently from behind Scoobie said, "Hi,
Jolie. Jolie it’s me, Max."

"Thank God he's with you, Scoobie. George and I are
on Max’s porch. I should have looked for him sooner."

"Good thing George is my best friend," Scoobie said.
George rolled his eyes and Scoobie’s teasing tone grew serious.
"Max needs to talk to someone, and he won’t let me call the police.
I said if it turns out he needs to do that, you’d go with him."

"Of course. Meet you at the hospital cafeteria?" I
asked.

"Mmm. Maybe the veranda, the one with picnic
tables."

"Sure." Neither of us had to say that Max can be
loud when he’s excited, and a hospital cafeteria is not the place
to yell about a shooting.

George and I walked down the steps. "Can I drive? I
almost lost breakfast when you drove over here."

"No." I offered no explanation. What I thought was
that I hadn’t ridden in a car with George driving since we dated,
and I didn’t feel like having him remember the same thing. We’re
good as friends, but now and then he lets me know I was the one who
ultimately broke off our relationship.

"Did you see Max anywhere near Java Jolt?" George
asked.

"No, but I should have remembered about Joe giving
him day-old muffins sometimes. Max could well have walked in on
something."

"Hmm. I think I'll see what Tiffany knows." George
pulled out his cell phone.

"I thought you mostly weren't talking to her."

"I decided to get over being ticked. It wasn't her
fault the editor made a dumb-ass decision."

I smiled to myself. "In other words, you figured out
that she can help you sometimes."

In my peripheral vision I saw George's grin. "Yeah.
I've fed her a few story ideas. Keeps me on her good side...hey,
Tiff." He paused, obviously listening. "Yeah, I think I know where
she is. Can I check and call you right back?"

George ended the call as we pulled in front of the
hospital. "She wants to talk to you. She'll tell us more if you do
that."

I opened my car door and stepped out. "I can always
hang up on her."

"Yeah, you're good at that." George pushed Tiffany's
phone number again. "Yeah. Here she is...No, I didn't lie. I had no
idea if Jolie would talk to you and I wanted to protect her
privacy."

Tiffany's snort came through the phone as George
handed his mobile to me.

"Hey Tiffany. Not a whole lot to tell if you already
talked to the police."

Tiffany spoke fast in her usual high-pitched voice.
"I know what I heard on the scanner, and I got there about a minute
after the ambulance left." The frustration in her voice was
evident. "Morehouse took my call for two seconds. He just said Joe
was alive and, to quote him, 'might well live.' I'm hoping you know
a little more."

Since it can be helpful to have a friend at the
Ocean Alley Press, and not one who prints stupid pictures of
me the way George did, I told her what I saw in front of the
market. I didn't mention that Joe was in the In-Town Market's
storage room. That seemed like Mr. Markle's business, and might not
be something the police would want everyone knowing. I simply said
I'd seen Joe in the store only long enough to exchange a
greeting.

Tiffany sighed. "Not a lot more than I knew. Can I
talk to George?"

George took his phone back. "Did you say thank you,
Tiff?"

I couldn't hear her words as I walked toward the
side of the three-story hospital, but it sounded as if Tiffany was
growling. As we rounded the corner of the building, Scoobie and Max
waved from one of the round, concrete picnic tables. I waved
back.

George put his phone in his pants pocket. "The only
thing she knows different is that the police are looking for a man
who was running in the alley near the Java Jolt back door early
this morning. Somebody other than Joe. Not much of a description
except a white guy who ran fast. Dark clothes."

Max had risen and walked toward us. "Jolie, Jolie. I
went to your house but you weren't there."

"What a smart thing to do," I said. Max is about
five-seven, with dark brown hair and a thin physique. None of his
war injuries show except for a very small scar on his left cheek,
near his ear. I didn't even notice it when we first met. His head
injuries had been severe, however, the result of riding in an Army
vehicle that was not properly armored when it struck an explosive
device at the side of the road.

Scoobie gestured to a spot next to him. "Have a
seat, my love. "I leaned over to kiss him and sat.

Max looked surprised, but it wasn't the time to
discuss Scoobie's and my relationship. George sat and Max climbed
onto the bench between George and me. "You okay?" I asked.

Max nodded, and studied his hands, which were now
folded in front of him.

Scoobie's expression was more serious than usual.
"Max went to the boardwalk to see Joe this morning."

"Muffins," Max said, "he gives me muffins."

"That's good," I murmured.

"And then what?" George asked.

Scoobie frowned at George. "As Max got closer to
Java Jolt's back door, he heard Joe arguing with someone."

"They were really mad. Really mad," Max added.

"Did you hear why?" I asked.

"Something about Joe's name," he said. "Joe's
name."

"Did, uh, the man dislike Joe's name?" I asked.

Max shook his head. "I don't know. He just said it
was different. Different."

"Did he say how it was different?" George asked.

"No," Scoobie said. "Max said that Joe yelled at the
man and asked him to leave."

"Told him," Max corrected. "Definitely told
him."

"Right," Scoobie said, and looked at me. "Because
the man was so angry, Max doesn't want to talk to the police."

Max continued to study his hands. "Sometimes they
don't like me."

"They like you fine," I said, in a gentle tone.
"When you were homeless they had to tell you not to sleep under the
boardwalk."

"It was more than that," Max emphasized the
last word.

I laughed for a second. My smile faded as I realized
that Max probably did not know Joe had been shot.

Scoobie kind of grunted a smile, and added, "You
didn't cause trouble, Max. They aren't mad at you. How about if
Jolie takes you to talk to Sergeant Morehouse or someone?"

He shook his head, firmly. "I walked away really
fast. Fast. Someone yelled at me, but I was almost at the corner of
the alley. I was fast."

This worried me. "Did someone see you, someone who
was mad at Joe?"

"Only my back, my back. When I got to the end, I ran
across the boardwalk and under it. Ran. They didn't know where I
was." He finally lifted his gaze from his folded hands and looked
at me. "Under the boardwalk."

"Did you see them?" George persisted.

Max stared at George, and it was not a friendly
look. "No."

It occurred to me that while Max's mind had become
childlike in some ways, his ability to sense danger had probably
been honed pretty well in Iraq. Maybe he had seen someone well
enough to identify them and didn't want to say so.

"Max, what if we go to my house and ask Sergeant
Morehouse to come see you there?"

"Do you still have your pets?" he asked. "I like
Jazz."

"I do." My black cat is friendly to Max, but her
playmate usually stays under my bed.

"Ask the lady to come," he said. "Ask Dana."

I glanced at Scoobie before meeting Max’s eyes
again. "That will be Sergeant Morehouse's decision, but I bet he'll
let Dana come."

 


WHEN WE GOT BACK to Steele Appraisals, a.k.a.
Harry's house, George left in his own car and Max came inside with
me. I needed to finish the paperwork for Mr. Fielding's house,
since I had more or less promised him the results today. Then we
could go to my house and call Morehouse to see if he’d let Corporal
Dana Johnson talk to Max there.

"I like Harry," Max said, as I unlocked the front
door.

"Me too, but I don't see his car, so he must be back
at the Cozy Corner." Max obviously doesn't know Joe was shot.
How am I going to tell him that?

Max trailed me into the shared office and I picked
up a folder that was on the middle of Harry's desk. My name was
prominently displayed on a paper attached to the folder. "Jolie,
this works. Because of the garage and the big shed in the back
yard, we can probably even make Lester happy." I read the file.
Harry had been extra helpful and added a paragraph about the
house’s attributes.

"Doubtful," I muttered. Max had walked across to the
living room and was examining the one painting on the wall, a
full-masted passenger ship from the mid-1800s. I picked up the
phone to call Mr. Fielding. Lester might want a call first, but he
wasn't paying for the appraisal.

Mortimer Fielding answered on the first ring. "Well,
whaddya know?"

I gave him a one minute spiel about why his house
was worth what Harry and I said it was. He made no response. "Mr.
Fielding?"

"Lester said it's worth about eight thousand
more."

"You can list it at any price you choose. Values are
tricky now, because some people are skittish about buying at the
shore. We base the appraised value on recent selling prices of
houses like yours."

"Humph. You sound like you know what you're
doin'."

Yea! "We're basically telling you what we believe
the house is worth today. If you don't sell for six months, that
number might go up, or down."

"You think down?"

"Predicting the real estate market is more Lester's
area of expertise." As if anyone can reliably predict housing
values after Hurricane Sandy.

I said I would drop a copy of the printed appraisal
at his house, and he said later today or early tomorrow was all
right. Pleased at the lack of argument, I made a copy on our small
office copier, stuck it in a separate manila folder, and placed it
in the filing cabinet.

I shut the cabinet drawer and walked out of the
office area to look down the hall to the kitchen, where Max had
wandered. "Max, before we ask Sergeant Morehouse to come to my
house to talk to you, we need to chat for a minute."

He walked toward me. "I want to talk to Dana."

"I expect that will be fine, but I don't know if
she’s working this afternoon." I pointed to the couch, the only
piece of furniture in the living room. "Have a seat."

Max stared at me. "Why sitting, Jolie? Sitting."

"We don't have to sit. I just wanted to make sure
you knew that Joe is fine."

"Joe yelled. Yelled."

"Yes, he did. And then I think he went for a walk."
I was trying to gauge what Max knew, and decided nothing more than
he had relayed at the hospital.

"Walking. I walk. A lot."

I smiled. "Joe’s okay, but when he was walking,
someone tried to hurt him."

Max's mouth formed an o. "Sitting is good." He
stared at me as he sat, and I sat next to him, about one foot
away.

"I saw Joe at Mr. Markle's store, after you saw
him."

Max's expression cleared. "Mr. Markle likes me
now."

"Yes. When Joe walked out of the store, someone, I
don't know who, tried to shoot him, and..."

Max sat up straighter. "Was it enemy fire?"

"Um, not like you experienced in Iraq. All they did
was hit him in the shoulder. He's going to be fine."

Max stood. "I need to go to the bathroom. The
bathroom." He walked toward the kitchen, and I figured he had
noticed the half-bath earlier.

I stayed seated and worried. I shouldn't have told
him when we were by ourselves. Maybe we should have gone over to
First Prez, to see Reverend Jamison.

The toilet flushed. I stood, prepared to comfort
Max. However, he walked back into the living room and said, "Mr.
Markle sells donuts."

I guess the discussion is over. "Maybe we can
go there later. Are you ready to go to my house, Max?"

"I was always ready."

I smiled. "I know. Thanks for waiting."

I locked the office as we left, and waited a few
seconds on the short sidewalk that led to the street. Max had to
check out a huge chrysanthemum plant that looked more like a red
bush. "I have milk and orange juice at home. You want anything else
to drink?"

"Scoobie lives with you. He didn't move back to his
old apartment after it got fixed. Didn't move back."

"That's true." I unlocked the passenger door for
him. "Scoobie can explain that to you."

I walked behind my car and had just turned right to
walk toward the driver's door when the screech of tires and sound
of a roaring engine made me jump, and turn. A very large, dark
green SUV barreled toward me.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 


I HEARD MY CAR’S passenger door open and sensed Max
behind me. He slid across the trunk on his stomach, grabbed my
collar and then upper arms, and pulled me across the trunk. We
landed in a heap on the grass by the curb. The SUV swerved and hit
my back passenger door with the sound of metal grating on metal. A
very loud sound.

The whole thing didn't take much more than five
seconds. Max disentangled himself quickly and stood. He took a few
steps as if he planned to give chase, and then stopped to stare
after the car. It was at the end of the block and screeching around
the corner in a flash.

My elbow was sore but not broken, and my neck was
stiff from being pulled so hard across the trunk. But I was alive
and very grateful to be.

I rolled on my side and then stood. "Max! You're
okay, right?"

He faced me, his brown eyes dull. "I got out of the
way that time."

 


NEIGHBORS MUST HAVE CALLED the police, because
sirens wailed before Max and I were back in the house. Within three
minutes, a young responding officer was in Harry’s living room. He
calmly called in a description of the vehicle and the direction it
was headed. Not that I could tell him much. I hadn't seen a license
plate. Max had not spoken since we got in the house.

Harry had arrived within five minutes of my phone
call to him. Aunt Madge had bread in the oven for her guests’
afternoon tea and hadn’t accompanied him. It’s also possible she’s
getting more laid back about what she has called my escapades.

Harry and I sat next to Max on the couch. The
officer, I thought his name was Leland, keyed something into a
hand-held computer.

"Max, did I thank you?" I asked.

He looked up from where he had been staring at the
floor. "About twelve times. Maybe ten. More than ten."

"May I give you a small hug?"

He looked surprised. "I give hugs."

I leaned toward him and did a quick, one-armed hug
around his shoulders and pulled back. "I may need to say thank you
another day."

Footsteps on the porch made us look toward the front
door. Sergeant Morehouse and Dana Johnson walked in.

Morehouse gave full meaning to the word sputter.
"Jolie, what the hell happened now?"

I stood to look him in the eyes. "You tell me. All I
do is appraise houses. If Max hadn’t been with me I’d have been
crushed."

"Good for you, Max," Dana said. Max kept staring at
the floor.

"Sit," Morehouse said, looking at me and pointing to
the couch.

"Shall I bark?" He reddened slightly and I said to
Dana, "There are extra chairs in the office."

"Tell me what happened. All of it," Morehouse said.
He sat next to me on the couch, and turned so he could face me.

"It starts, I think, with this morning." I told him
that I’d realized Max might have seen something at Java Jolt,
described how George and I looked at his house before we heard from
Scoobie, and ended by recounting how Max had saved me from the
speeding car.

Dana had dragged a wooden chair from Harry's office,
one that's used on the rare occasion a client comes to see us. She
placed it across from Max.

"Good for you, Max." Morehouse said this as he
looked from me to Max and back to me. He had toned down his
irritation, but I knew that was largely because of Max.

"So Max," Dana said, with a slight smile, "I didn’t
know you could lift something as heavy as Jolie."

"She’s not too heavy. I learned in physical therapy.
Before that in the Army. The Army. But before I went to Iraq,
not…there."

None of us knew much about Max’s past. His friend
Josh used to be more like a caregiver, but as Max has gotten to
know more people in Ocean Alley he’s better able to fend for
himself.

"It’s a good thing you still know how to move fast,"
Dana said.

Even Morehouse seemed to recognize that Dana was
trying to put Max at ease, so he let her continue.

"I bet you went to Joe’s to get some muffins this
morning."

At this Max smiled for the first time since we met
at the hospital. "They’re good. Good." He frowned. "But I couldn’t
smell cooking. It was still sort of dark, but Joe had a flashlight.
A flashlight."

"Those are good to have," Dana continued. "Did you
see the light moving in Java Jolt?"

"Yes, but only in the back, the back. Through the
window."

"There’s a window in the back door," I said, and
Dana nodded.

"So, Max, you saw the light moving around."

He nodded.

"Did you see it in Joe’s hand, or could someone else
have been holding it?"

Morehouse tapped a pencil on his notebook, but said
nothing. I could tell he wanted Dana’s questions to move
faster.

"I, uh," Max looked panicked. "I don’t know."

Harry spoke from where he leaned against the wall.
"That’s not a wrong answer, Max, it just helps Dana to know."

"Oh, okay." He thought for a few seconds. "I guess I
just thought it was Joe. Joe."

"I would have thought that, too," Dana said. Now,
let’s go over what you heard."

Max repeated what he had said to Scoobie, George,
and me at the hospital. He added one thing. "The other man talked
different."

"Can you say how it was different?" Morehouse
asked.

"Do you know the Golden Girls?" Max asked.

Dana looked flummoxed, but Morehouse said, "The TV
show? With the lady roommates?"

Max nodded. "He talked like Blanche."

Morehouse turned to Dana. "TV show in repeats, on a
lot after midnight. Blanche has a southern accent."

I tried a line with a southern dialect. "So, Maaax,"
I drew out his name, "do you like white rah-ice?"

Max stared at me. "Kind of like that. But louder. I
like brown rice, brown."

"Me too," Dana said.

"Blanche’s dresses are the nicest," he added.
"Nicest."

"I think so, too," Morehouse said. "If we showed you
some pictures, do you think you would recognize the…"

Max shook his head several times. "I didn’t look. I
ran. Just ran."

"What made you run?" I asked, as Morehouse scowled
at me.

"The man was mad at Joe. He said Joe was…a bunch of
bad names. Bad names."

"Can you tell us which ones?" Dana asked.

Another firm headshake. When Dana kept looking at
him, he said. "One started like shush."

"Ah, I get it," Dana said. She turned to Morehouse.
"Anything else you want to ask?"

I smirked for only a second, but Morehouse saw it.
I’d never heard Dana take over questioning before. I liked her
style.

"No, Corporal, thanks. So, Max, how about if Dana
drives you home?"

"The police aren’t a taxi service." Max almost
parroted this. This was probably the response when he’d asked for a
ride in the past.

Morehouse smiled. "That’s right. But I want Dana to
make sure your house is safe"

"I’m staying with Scoobie." Max said this with a
trace of stubbornness.

Morehouse looked at me and I shrugged.

"Okay, but let’s have Dana check and you can pick up
a change of clothes."

Max looked at Dana. "Jazz likes cat treats."

She stood and grinned. "Jolie can tell Scoobie to
bring some home."

After making sure I was going to be okay, Harry said
he’d leave with Dana and Max so he could let Aunt Madge know I was
in one piece.

A sort of metallic grating sound came in as the
three walked out. I stood to look out the window. A tow truck had
my car on a winch. I sighed and turned back to Morehouse. "A lot of
damage, you think?"

"Do I look like a mechanic?"

"Not especially. Now what?"

"When were you going to have Max talk to me?"

"We were on our way to my house, to ask you to send
Dana over there. Max didn’t want to go to the station. I just
needed to stop here to pick up a file."

He fumed. "Wrong priority. This is why amateurs
should have nothing to do with police investigations."

"On the other hand," I smiled as sweetly as I could,
"people do talk to me even if they avoid you."

 


SCOOBIE AND I watched Max take a third helping of
mashed potatoes. The three of us were at the small dinette table in
the living-dining room of my bungalow. Now Scoobie’s and my
bungalow. There’s not a lot of room for
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