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Description

When the Carny Comes to Town

Elaine Orr

Though she never wanted to sit on the plank above the dunk tank for the food pantry fundraiser, Jolie never dreamed what Scoobie saw would nearly kill him. His ex-con mother arrives and there's a murder to add to the mix.  Even appraising real estate is complicated by home burglars. Jolie grudgingly seeks help from her nemesis, reporter George Winters, and tries to evade a kidnapper and murderer and take charge of her world again.

The police wish she'd butt out and Aunt Madge is furious that Jolie insists on talking to a couple shady characters on her own. Soon even the guests at Aunt Madge's Cozy Corner B&B are in the way. Can Jolie keep her friends safe, and will Scoobie recover enough to say what happened to him and plan another silly fundraiser?
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I SHOULD NEVER HAVE BET WITH SCOOBIE. I guess I could have bet about what color Aunt Madge's hair would be on St. Patrick's Day, but I should have insisted on a different wager. Whatever.

Here I am, sitting on the plank above the dunk tank at St. Anthony's spring carnival. OK, it's for a good cause. But at this point, it could be to save all the whales on the planet and I wouldn't...

Kerplash! 

And who the heck said we shouldn't heat the dunk tank?

When my head came above the water line the loudest laugh was from Aunt Madge. Since she spent more than twenty dollars trying to dunk me, I wasn't surprised that she was so pleased. I'll get her later.

I swam the two strokes to the small ladder and George Winters reached down to give me a lift out of the tank. Honest, I didn't plan it. It was a natural reaction to all the stupid things he's said about me in the Ocean Alley Press. George kind of catapulted over me, somersault style, and there was a really loud splash.

I moved up the ladder as I heard George break the surface. "I'll get your ass Jolie Gentil! You owe me a new phone!"

If I had planned it I'd feel guilty about him ruining his mobile phone. But, I didn't plan it, so no pangs of remorse. Not now anyway. Maybe when I read the paper tomorrow.

"All right, Jolie!" Scoobie scrambled up from where he'd been sitting on the ground laughing his tail off and hurried to steady the small ladder that led down from the dunk tank. He knew I wouldn't pull him in. I wanted to get as far away from George Winters as I could in ten seconds or so.

I accepted the towel from Reverend Jamison and kept moving.

I made it to the ladies room before George could catch me. Since we were on church property he didn't follow me in. Just before I slammed the door I heard Father Teehan tell George to watch his language.

I was sitting on a toilet, bent over laughing, when the door to the restroom opened. I looked under the stall and saw Ramona's ankle-length skirt. Since I hadn't latched the booth door, she stuck her head in.

"I can't believe you did that." Her large eyes were wider than ever. "I mean, I can believe you'd want to, but at a church carnival..." Her voice trailed off and she grinned at me. "You know you'll pay for it."

"It was worth it." I wrapped the already wet towel around my hair and grinned back at her. Ramona is a lot taller than my five feet two inches, so from my sitting position I had to lean my head back to look at her. "If he hadn't written about the hospital giving me a donut cushion when I broke my tailbone I might ignore him."

The door to the restroom opened again. "Jolie." It was Scoobie. "It's safe. Winters went home to change."

Ramona moved back so I could stand and lean out of the stall to look at Scoobie, or rather Scoobie's head, complete with wet beard. He knew better than to walk all the way in. "You're setting me up. He's out there."

Scoobie had the decency not to look offended. "If I could get away with it, I'd help him throw you back in the tank, but he really did leave." He looked behind him and then back at Ramona and me. "I think Reverend Jamison wants to talk to you." Scoobie left.

Reverend Jamison is the main reason I'm sopping wet. He's the minister at First Presbyterian, where Aunt Madge has gone to church for forty years and I now chair the food pantry committee. OK, he's one of the reasons. Having a dunk tank fundraiser at St. Anthony's spring carnival was Scoobie's idea. All the churches in town contribute to the food pantry, so Father Teehan was glad to have us.

As fundraisers go, it was a good one. The last time I saw the list there were more than forty people who'd agreed to sit on the plank and have people try to hit the lever that would throw them into the four-foot deep, soft-side swimming pool.

I pulled the towel off my head and threw it over my shoulder. "I guess I better go face the music." I looked at Ramona. "And I don't believe you have a cold."

Ramona has a strong sense of style, which I do not. I'm perfectly happy in khakis or jeans. She makes a lot of her clothes because she favors the tie-dye skirts and loose-crocheted vests that were popular in the early 1970s, and she wears them well. I had known all along she'd find a reason not to get dunked.

She shrugged. "We make more money if I keep doing my caricatures." 

She's right. She usually does them on the boardwalk in the summer, but the chair of the St. Anthony's carnival asked her to do her charcoal pencil drawings at the carnival, and she agreed if half the money could go to the food pantry.

The first person I saw when I walked out was Scoobie. He was still grinning. Instead of his usual jeans and t-shirt, today he was wearing a pair of 1900s-style swimming trunks with horizontal stripes, which hit him below the knees, and a top from the same era. Aunt Madge made them for him.

I looked around. "Where's Reverend Jamison?" I eyed Scoobie with suspicion.

"I lied. Come on, they got the cotton candy machine working again. I'll get some for both of you."

"Uh uh. My clothes are in my car. I'm changing first."

He shrugged. "OK. Come on, Ramona. Miss Party Pooper can find us when she dries off." He studied me for a couple seconds. "You might want to comb your hair while you're at it."

I threw the towel at him.

TWENTY MINUTES LATER my shoulder-length hair was as dry as it was going to get without a hair dryer and my wet clothes were in the trunk of my car in a plastic bag. 

"Hey, Jolie." 

I knew the person didn't know me too well, since he mispronounced my name. Jolie Gentil is a French name. The J and G are soft and the L at the end of Gentil is silent. Translated my name means "pretty nice." My French Canadian father is very proud of his novel naming idea. I am not, but it's my name so I live with it.

I looked closer and recognized the owner of our small beach town's in-town grocery store. He knows me, since I hit him up for donations to the food pantry, but I guess I've never clarified the pronunciation for him. "Hey, Mr. Markle. Glad you could get away."

"I'm on my way back to the store." He waved as he kept walking toward his car. "I heard you were going on the plank at one, and I was going to try to knock you off."

"How nice of you." I can't be rude, he does give us food.

My car was almost a block from the church parking lot, which houses the carnival, so I had a chance to take a good look at the entire carnival as I made my way back. The Ferris wheel is visible for blocks, but you can't see most of the other rides and booths until you get closer. A few years ago St. Anthony's built a new church on the edge of Ocean Alley, and there are a bunch of larger pine trees that surround three sides of the grounds. Aunt Madge said they used bingo money to buy the big lot.

There were more than a dozen colorful canopies along the edge of the carnival, each one housing a so-called game, such as throw-a-dart-to-pop-a balloon-and-you-win-a-plastic-snake or—if you win enough—a stuffed animal. I've played these games enough times that I know the darts or softballs are weighted oddly so you have a hard time winning. 

I smiled to myself. When I was about five, I wanted to win a little doll by throwing a coin onto one of many small plates sitting on a low-level table a couple feet away. Every coin skidded off until Aunt Madge gave me a nickel. I won the doll and Aunt Madge told me years later that all the plates had a tiny bit of cooking oil rubbed on them, so the coins would skid off. She had slyly spit on a nickel and rubbed it in a bit of the sawdust we were standing on, so it didn't skid. My aunt, a pillar of propriety.

"Ladies and gents." The loud speaker carried the voice of the carnival's manager for blocks. He gets on the PA system about every five minutes. I wish he'd get laryngitis. 

"Ladies and gents. You haven't eaten even half the foot-long hot dogs. You can't come to a carnival without eatin' a dog." His voice droned on.

I got to the edge of the carnival and carefully looked through the crowd. No George Winters. He's the main reporter for the Ocean Alley Press, and he likes to mention that in the six months since I moved into Aunt Madge's Bed and Breakfast I've had a role in solving two local murders. 

It's not my fault. A real estate appraiser is in a lot of houses every week. I didn't put the bodies there, especially the skeleton in the Fisher's attic.

My gaze found Scoobie. He was holding the large mallet used to hit a platform to try to make a metal ball go up the pole and make a bell gong. He was imitating a body builder's stance as he showed off muscles. Ramona and Jennifer Stenner were pretending to feel his biceps. 

I shook my head slightly and smiled. Scoobie is not a tough guy. Not in the physical sense, that is. In the almost eleven years since we finished high school Scoobie has fought back from alcoholism and an affinity for pot that put him in the county jail a couple times. As he once told me, he's eventually trainable and he decided to stop periodically boarding with the county. 

I only went to Ocean Alley High for junior year. I stayed with Aunt Madge while my parents "worked some things out" in their marriage. I was not happy being here then, so it might seem odd that I came back after my now ex-husband Robby was arrested for supporting his gambling habit by embezzling money from the bank where he worked. I came to Aunt Madge, not the town, but the town is growing on me.

A wolf whistle caught my attention and I turned around to see if it was aimed at me. Lance Wilson is the food pantry treasurer. He's also close to ninety, so some would say he should have a bit more decorum. I would not be one of those. 

He raised a small ledger into the air. "More than $400 already."

"Wow. That's really good. Who would have thought?" Certainly not me. It's the only time I've agreed with Sylvia Parrett, one of our more rigid-thinking food pantry committee members. I would never have expected so many people to sign up to be dunked. The fact that local election primaries are next month helped. Even the guy running unopposed for coroner agreed to sit above the tank.

Lance caught up to me and we stood watching the crowd for a moment. "So far you're the biggest income source, but I hear Annie Milner and Martin Small are lining up a lot of people." 

Annie and I didn't really know each other in high school, but I much prefer her as the candidate to be the county's next prosecuting attorney. Small is the current one and he's a jerk and a half. "What about Jennifer?" I asked. Jennifer Stenner went to high school with us and manages to always look like she walked off a movie set. One where she has a role as a fashion goddess. 

Lance smiled slightly. "She gave me a check for twenty-five dollars and said she had other responsibilities today so she couldn't get dunked."

I tried to turn my snort into a polite laugh. "Good for her."

Lance walked left, toward the dunk tank, and I continued toward the "High Striker" gong ringer game. Aunt Madge was watching Scoobie, and I considered sneaking up and goosing her, but that would be childish. And there were too many people around. She turned toward me as I walked up.

"I still have eyes in the back of my head, you know."

"No you don't." I nodded ahead of her. "You saw me in that big mirror." 

"The jig is up." Aunt Madge looked toward the large mirror that distorts the images of anyone peering in it. She turned back to watch Scoobie try to get the ball up to the gong.

I stared at Aunt Madge for a second. She's actually my Grandmother Alva's sister, though she's a lot less strict than my grandmother was. At five feet six inches, Aunt Madge is about four inches taller than I am and she keeps her hair in a soft French twist. Today it's black, but not the deep black that's popular with teens and college kids. She doesn't use permanent color, so she can change it at least once a month. I don't know if it's the hair color or her continued use of her carpentry skills, but she doesn't look even close to her eighty-plus years.

The thud of the mallet hitting the bottom of the tower drew my attention back to Scoobie. "You can get higher than that!" I hollered to him.

He grinned at me and handed the carnival worker another dollar. "One for my friend with the loud mouth."

"And the wet head," Ramona added. A couple people laughed.

After another try, Scoobie announced he was just practicing and would be back in a few minutes to show off his real stuff. We hung around to watch Ramona, who diplomatically insisted she did not hit the ball higher than Scoobie.

We trailed each other to a food booth and sat at a rickety picnic table near the booth. Ramona and I split a foot-long dog while Scoobie polished off one on his own. We could see the food pantry dunk tank from where we sat, and in between bites commented on the prowess, or lack of it, of the ball throwers. 

"While you were changing they tried to get Dr. Welby to take a toss at the guy who runs the eyeglass place," Scoobie said.

Ramona laughed. "Dr. Welby said he couldn't see well enough to hit him."

I nodded, still chewing. Dr. Welby (who tells you as soon as you meet him not to make fun of his name) is retired and serves on the First Prez food pantry committee. He's a take-charge kind of person, which is my favorite kind of volunteer.

Jennifer Stenner sat down next to Scoobie and jumped back up again. "It's wet." She carefully adjusting her perfectly ironed capris.

"It's just iced tea," Scoobie told her, and winked at me as he leaned over to mop up what looked to be a very small bit of tea.

"Thanks," Jennifer said as she sat down again. "I've been working at the bake sale tables and I needed a break."

"Too tempting to eat the fattening food?" I asked her.

"I have plenty of self-discipline, I'm just tired of standing."

I did an inside-the-mind eye roll. Jennifer is precise about everything. "Why don't you try the high-striker thing? Scoobie's looking for a partner."

"Am not," he said, and looked at Jennifer. "I wouldn't want to be too hard on you."

Ramona choked on her last bite and Scoobie gave her a quick pat on the back. "Come on, you guys, I'm going back to the gong for another try." 

We picked up our used napkins and cups and headed over, minus Jennifer who said she'd sit a bit longer. We were almost back to the "High Striker" when Scoobie came to a sudden stop and I walked into his backside. "What are you...," I began before I caught a look at his expression. 

Though Scoobie says he doesn't like being around a lot of people on a regular basis, you don't generally see him get really mad at anyone. He's more likely to leave the Java Jolt coffee shop than argue with its owner, Joe Regan, who seems to like to needle Scoobie. Right now he looked ready to hit someone and I noticed he clinched his fist for a second. I followed his gaze to the High Striker, which was now under the watchful eye of different carnival worker. A worker who was looking directly at Scoobie with a smirk on his face.

Scoobie took an abrupt left. "I'm tired of that game. Let's go bowling."

Ramona and I looked at each other and followed him to the bowling game. We've both known Scoobie long enough to expect him to work out his moods in his poetry, so we don't usually ask about what gets to him. After beating both of us hands down he seemed back to a happier self. Plus, he had won Ramona and me both medium-size stuffed animals, mine being a spotted dog that looked like a cross between a cat and a Dalmatian. 

THE CARNIVAL STARTS AT NOON and ends about ten o'clock. I hadn't been to it since eleventh grade, back when it was held in the large public parking lot by the ocean. New Jersey beaches are crowded from Memorial Day until well after Labor Day, which is why it's a spring carnival. We appreciate the tourists, most of the time, but the carnival is largely a townie event. Anyone can come, of course. It's like bingo. The Catholics will take anyone's money, just like the Presbyterians will take it for a quilt raffle or bake sale.

I'd certainly never stayed all ten hours, but since the dunk tank was benefiting the food pantry I thought I should stick around and hand towels to the dunkees. If Lance could stay that long so could I. However, I insisted that he not be one of the people on the step ladder to refasten the banner reading "Harvest for All Food Pantry." The banner graced the wall behind the dunk tank. It's new. We had a contest to give the food pantry a formal name. Scoobie had several suggestions, all of them printable, none really appropriate. "Nuggets for Nourishment" was his self-proclaimed favorite. The winning entry was submitted by a fifth-grader who saw a sign about the contest at the library.

I helped Reverend Jamison steady the ladder while a church member I didn't know placed the banner's holes back over a couple hooks. I kept looking around for Scoobie and Ramona. I figured they were trying a last round at the High Striker, since Ramona still topped Scoobie's best effort by almost a foot. That's what walking two miles a day on the sand and lifting boxes in the Purple Cow will do for you. 

Ramona wandered over with her sketch pad and pencil box just as I was getting ready to leave. "Where's Scoobie?" she asked.

I shrugged. "Thought you guys were back whacking the mallet."

"Nope. I finally let him win." She walked toward my car with me.

"Somehow I doubt that's how he'll portray it."

"Probably not," she agreed.

It was a clear night with little breeze and almost a full moon. We were a few blocks from the ocean so I couldn't smell it, but I figured the surf would be calm. "You want a ride?" I asked this as I avoided stepping in a blob of hotdog and mustard that looked as if it might have been in someone's stomach previously. 

Ramona lives about ten blocks from the Purple Cow, the office supply store where she works. She doesn't own a car and doesn't seem to miss one. However, it was late and St. Anthony's was almost a mile from her apartment. I was glad she accepted my offer. Even in Ocean Alley it's probably not smart for a woman to walk by herself through town this late when there's hardly anyone else on the streets.

After I dropped off Ramona I headed for the Cozy Corner B&B and the room I share with my cat Jazz. When I first came to Ocean Alley from Lakewood, New Jersey my little black cat had been my biggest concern. Aunt Madge has two shelter-adopted dogs, Mr. Rogers and Miss Piggy. I was worried that Jazz would be constantly fearful of the two exuberant part-retrievers. No worries. She terrorizes Mr. Rogers by jumping on his back for a ride a couple times a day. Miss Piggy either ignores Jazz or races around Aunt Madge's great room so fast that Jazz does not enjoy her perch. Aunt Madge enjoys these antics even less, but she puts up with all of us.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I WAS UP EARLY SATURDAY MORNING, since I had a couple things to do before going back to the carnival at noon and I had wanted to take a short jog on the boardwalk. When I got back, Aunt Madge had already served breakfast to her six guests, all of whom were in town for the carnival. I heard her laughing with them and remembered a couple guests were people who used to live in Ocean Alley.

It was a sunny Saturday. After my shower I gulped orange juice and inhaled one of Aunt Madge's date muffins before I thought about checking the Ocean Alley Press. 

The paper sat on Aunt Madge's large oak kitchen table, and it had a long article about the carnival and a bunch of pictures, but none of me. George had a great one of Ramona whamming the mallet onto the platform, and the caption noted she had done better than any other woman who tried to make the ball hit the gong. I smiled. Ramona wouldn't like the photo, since her face was screwed up in concentration. 

"Nuts." I was almost to the end of the article, thinking I'd made George mad enough not to mention me, when I saw the reference to "a spoiled sport" who had pulled "this reporter and his phone" into the dunk tank. Since the next sentence mentioned the food pantry as the sponsor of the dunk tank I figured anyone who knew me would guess who the spoiled sport was. "Oh well."

"Saw the article, did you?" Aunt Madge came through the swinging door that connects the kitchen with the guest breakfast room. She was carrying a tray of used coffee cups and I jumped up to take them from her.

"Yep, could be worse."

"Probably will be at some point," she said, in her usual matter-of-fact tone.

"Who were you laughing with?" I asked.

"Audrey and Jeff Inwood. Before they moved to Florida she and I played hearts with a bunch of gals every third Thursday."

"I figured it must be someone you knew pretty well." I walked to the sliding glass door to let the dogs into Aunt Madge's living area, which is a large open space, with the kitchen at one end. Her bedroom and bath are in a separate area behind the kitchen. I call the living area her great room and Aunt Madge calls it her sitting room. "I'll take them for a long walk on the beach tomorrow," I told her.

"You don't do too many appraisals on Saturdays," she commented as she rinsed the cups and placed them in the dishwasher.

"The owners told Harry they both wanted to be there, and I told Harry I didn't mind." Harry Steele owns the small appraisal company I work for. I did appraisal work when I was in college and just after that. I sold commercial real estate the last few years I lived in Lakewood, and hadn't thought about what I would do in Ocean Alley when I left the town where I had become best known as the wife of an embezzler. I consider it good karma that Aunt Madge's friend had just opened a new appraisal business, and she considers it providence. I don't think Harry has an opinion either way. He's glad to have me and I like him a lot. 

I make about a tenth of what I did in real estate, but I don't have a lot of expenses and Aunt Madge refuses to let me pay rent. So I weed the small yard and shovel snow, walk the dogs, and volunteer for other odd jobs. She won't let me change the guests' sheets. Aunt Madge is easy-going in most ways, but she's very precise about caring for the B&B guests. 

I grabbed an apple on the way out, told Aunt Madge I wasn't sure if I'd be back before going to the carnival, and headed out. The early morning air was crisp and a little chilly. You never know what beach weather will be like in the spring. I turned on the heater in my little Toyota and eased from the B&B's small parking lot into heavier-than-usual traffic on Seashore Street.

As I crossed Conch Street I noticed two men with a grocery store cart full of what was likely all their belongings. It reminded me of the first time I'd seen Scoobie when I came back to Ocean Alley last fall. He was on the boardwalk and had a knapsack on a bench next to him. He was putting duct tape or something like that on one of his shoes, and at first I had thought he was a homeless person, though it was kind of late in the season. Most of the people who live on Ocean Alley's streets in the summer go to a warmer climate after October. 

I looked more closely for a moment and saw the grocery cart was from Mr. Markle's store. He wouldn't like that. I made a mental note to find out how the food pantry reaches out to people who have no kitchen to use to prepare any food we give them.

The house I was appraising was in the middle of Ocean Alley. The town runs along the Atlantic Ocean for close to two miles, but it's only twelve blocks deep. Still, there are a lot of homes crammed into this relatively small town, since most of the originally larger lots were subdivided long before the town had any zoning regulations.

I had driven by the large bungalow the day before yesterday, so I had a sense of what I was about to measure and come up with a value for. I had already pulled a couple of comparable recent sales to use as benchmarks. However, when I saw the interior of the house I realized I would have to look for other comps. Ben and Louise McCarthy had upgraded literally any surface that was nailed down, and they'd added a couple of skylights in the back. The house looked like a feature in a decorator magazine. No wonder they want to be here. Probably want to make sure even the dust mites aren't disturbed. Not that I saw any dust.

My work took about twice as long as it usually does since the McCarthys followed me from room to room explaining every aspect of the remodeling they'd done over the last eight years. When I began asking them to hold one end of the tape measure they tired of the job and left me alone for the last couple rooms. It didn't take me long to take the digital photos that are part of the appraisal package, and I was out of there by ten-thirty.

I stopped by Harry's house, a Victorian that is perpetually enduring remodeling, which also hosts his office. He was out, so it didn't take me long to enter measurements and other information into the computer and print out a floor plan. I wouldn't be able to go to the courthouse to look at recent comparable sales until Monday. 

Footloose and fancy free, as Aunt Madge would say, I drove to the library to see if Scoobie was at his usual table. He has a room in a sort of permanent halfway house on F Street, but he's mostly only there to sleep. His usual haunts are the library, Newhart's Diner and, when he's not too annoyed at Joe Regan, the Java Jolt coffee shop on the boardwalk.

No Scoobie anywhere. I haven't seen as much of him since January. Scoobie's been taking a few courses at the community college to prepare for full-time enrollment in the fall. He wants to become an x-ray tech, which he believes is a job he can do without being around people every minute he's at work. He gets some kind of disability income now because of his long history of depression, and he'll likely get grants for tuition. His proclaimed goal is to "get back to the real world," which seems to mean recovering from what ails him and getting a job.

I decided to bug Ramona for a few minutes. It has to be only a few, as the Purple Cow's owner, Roland, gets mildly annoyed if too many people stop in to chat with Ramona. Half the town does. He's not rude about it, of course, as every visitor is a customer at some time or another. But he gives a pretty good evil eye. 

Roland must have given himself the morning off, so I sat in one of the very expensive office chairs on display and gently twirled in circles to watch what was going on while I waited for Ramona to finish with a couple customers. The store was more crowded than on a normal Saturday. Newhart's Diner and the Purple Cow are two places Ocean Alley alums frequent when they are home for a visit. Neither is elegant, but Newhart's has great blue plate specials in the off-season and Roland has free coffee in the store.

Ramona and I had just begun to compare notes on the carnival—which for Ramona is a commentary on what people wore and for me includes a lot of questions about whether Ramona thinks I knew someone from the brief time I lived in Ocean Alley—when a black Ford sedan rolled to the curb outside the store.

"Uh oh." I looked at Ramona. "Do you remember me doing anything lately that would annoy Sgt. Morehouse?" 

"Don't think so." We watched for a couple seconds while he slammed the car door and walked the short distance to the store. 

Sgt. Morehouse and I have a sometimes uneasy relationship. If you can call me trying to get information from him when he wants me to mind my own business a relationship. He's only about ten years older than Ramona and me, which puts him in his late thirties or early forties, though he looks older. He wears more polyester than I do and he can be grouchy when he wants me to go away, but he's done me a couple big favors.

He half opened the door, and barked at us. "I need you two to come with me." As we both looked at him mutely, he added, "Now!"

Ramona gestured one arm in a circle. "I'm the only one here..."

"Roland's coming in."

The back door to the store opened and we heard Roland's voice from the storage area as he walked toward the sales floor. "I'm here. Get going."

Ramona grabbed her purse and I hitched mine on my shoulder. "What the..." I began.

Morehouse interrupted me. "It's Scoobie. He's hurt bad." 
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CHAPTER THREE
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MOREHOUSE SHOUTED DOWN our barrage of questions. "I just got the damn call. I told you what I know." He put the cherry light on his dashboard so we got to the hospital pretty fast. He parked the car at the curb near the emergency entrance and we ran inside. 

I'm not sure why I was running. I had no idea where we were going, but wherever Scoobie was I wanted to get there fast.

"He still in there?" Morehouse nodded at the emergency room nurse standing by the "patients only" door as she opened it for us.

"They just took him to surgery." 

Morehouse stopped and Ramona and I collided with each other. He pointed to a small room behind the triage desk. "In here."

I was ready to scream at him to tell us what was going on. Ramona doesn't scream, but she looked as confused and scared as I felt.

"Sit." He pointed to two of the six chairs in the small room and pulled one around to face us. "Found him about seven-thirty this morning. He was face-down in the sand under the boardwalk."

Ramona and I both shouted almost the same question. "He was out there all night?!"

Morehouse looked at the nurse, who had followed us into the small room. I realized it must be for families of people who died, since there were booklets about the stages of grief on a table. Not a good omen.

"I don't think we know. We can be pretty sure he was injured not too long before he was found." The woman glanced at us and back at Morehouse. "His injuries...I doubt he would have lived through the night."

"What are they operating on?" Ramona asked.

"It's okay," Morehouse said, in response to the nurse's hesitation. "These two and Madge are the same as his family. Couldn't tell you wherever the hell his lazy-assed parents are, anyway."

"There's a head injury," she said slowly. "The doctors want to reduce pressure from swelling."

"They do that here?" I asked. I'd been in this hospital briefly. Though it's been added onto through the years, it's a community hospital, not a place you'd associate with brain surgery.

"Time was of the essence."  When she saw the silent tears coursing down my cheeks her tone softened. "He did make it here, that's an important first step."

Morehouse stood up. "Stay here for a second." He left and the nurse followed him.

Ramona and I stared at each other, and she dug in her purse for a handkerchief. I grabbed a tissue from the table. 

"Did he stop by to see you and Madge?" she asked in between a couple good blows.

I shook my head.

"Was that a no?" Morehouse asked as he walked back in and sat down. With him was Dana Johnson, who is a more junior officer. Even Jazz would have trouble turning around in the tiny room.

"We left the carnival without him." I looked at Ramona.

"I didn't see him the last hour or so. I was back to my drawings."

"And I was over at the dunk tank," I added.

Dana pulled out a small notebook and began to read from her notes. "We got the call about seven-thirty this morning.  Caller wanted paramedics to come to the boardwalk, near the steps close to Java Jolt. Dispatch said the guy who called was pretty calm, had a raspy voice. That's really all we know. Lieutenant Tortino's down there with a couple officers now."

"What did Scoobie say?" Ramona asked.

I glanced at Morehouse and he looked away. I didn't figure Scoobie did any talking if he had brain swelling.

"He wasn't conscious," Dana said, gently. 

"So other than you two, who was he with yesterday?" Morehouse commanded. 

We kind of played off each other, remembering the day. We both remembered that Scoobie didn't seem to want to go back to the High Striker. I said, "He looked right at the guy, and I'd swear the carnival guy was giving Scoobie a funny look."

Morehouse nodded at Dana. "Find out which one of the carnies that was and talk to him." She left.

Carnies. Why is that familiar? I racked my brain. I could almost hear Scoobie say something about carnies, or carny, or something like that.

"What?" Morehouse asked, looking at me. 

"I think Scoobie said something..." I sat up straighter. "We were at Gracie's grandmother's house, on the porch. But...all he said
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