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1) Amelia Needs a Phone
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Her full name was Amelia Rose Gardiner, but she never used Rose because her initials would have spelled ARG. Her first name came from a grandmother she only knew from an old photo, and her middle name came from a relative she didn't know at all. Her last name, of course, came from Mom and Dad. They had actual first names. Mom's was Martha, and Dad's was Bernard, but no one ever called them that around the house, including them. It was too confusing.

Amelia was slender like Mom and had her red hair and freckles. She was 4'2" by the marks on the doorjamb that Grandma Jane made when Dad was growing up and fifty-five pounds on the bathroom scale when she checked that morning, which she did every morning. 

Amelia lived with Mom and Dad, her four siblings, and Grandpa Ralph at 6 Brook Lane, just north of the cutoff on Business Route 5. It was Grandpa Ralph's house and overlooked the Hook Inlet and the village of Hook by the Sea. The oldest of the five children was twenty-year-old Bobby, named for Mom's father. Next was Junior. He was nineteen and got his name from Dad. He wasn't a junior. He didn't have the same middle name. That's just what everyone called him. Next was eighteen-year-old Ralphy, who got his name from Grandpa Ralph, and then seventeen-year-old Ruth, not named after anyone. Her superpower was annoying people. Finally came Amelia, who was exactly ten years and 157 days old. 

In contrast, Hook by the Sea, population 3,307, was significantly older. Thanks to Ruth, a much younger and more naïve Amelia once believed that the village was named for Captain Hook. The town just up the coast was supposedly called Panville, where Peter and his lost boys had their hideout, and lovely Wendy Darling was living next door in Mayor Peterman's attic. It took Grandma Jane to convince her that Hook was actually named for the fishhook shape of the inlet, that Lambert was the name of the next town up the coast, and that the Wendy next door was the Peterman's youngest daughter, who liked to play in the attic with her friends. Contrary to Ruth, the people who first settled the area weren't lost boys being chased by pirates. They were ordinary people who settled in an isolated lobster-rich inlet 312 years ago and became lobstermen and then fishermen when the lobsters ran out. 

The Gardiners had been fishermen, at least as far back as Great Grandpa Joseph. Beyond that, the details were sketchy. There could have been a pirate or two in the family, and there might have been a horse thief on Grandma Jane's side, but that page of the family Bible was conveniently missing, and Grandpa Ralph claimed his memory wasn't what it used to be. Their boat, the Lady Jane, was a twenty-five-foot trawler. Like the Gardiners' house, it belonged to Grandpa Ralph. He named it for Grandma Jane, who died when Amelia was seven. That was when Dad took over and Grandpa Ralph retired. 

Everyone had their part in the family business. Dad was Captain of the Jane. Amelia’s brothers Bobby and Junior were its full-time crew, each having entered the family business at sixteen, intending to make a career of it, and Ralphy, who was going to college to become a marine biologist and helped out when he was home on breaks. Grandpa Ralph kept the books and told other people what to do. It was still his boat, though he never set foot on it after Grandma Jane died. Mom’s job was getting up at 4:30 a.m. every day except Sunday to make breakfast, pack lunches, and see the men off in time for the sunrise catch. That left Ruth, who had nothing to do with fishing unless you count being volunteered by Mom to make fish sandwiches for the church bazaar every year, and Amelia. 

Amelia’s contribution was doing chores. She trimmed. She raked. She was in charge of mowing the front yard after Grandpa Ralph decided he'd had enough of Mr. Peterman’s complaining about it. On cleaning day, her job was dusting unless Ruth had conveniently disappeared again. Then, it was dusting and vacuuming. She set the table, cleared it, and did the dishes—often when it was someone else's turn. She was Mom's menu consultant and sous-chef. She took out the garbage and turned the compost pile every day. She did everything asked of her because she liked helping, and she did it all pro bono. 

The fact that Amelia didn't even have enough money saved to open a bank account and had no source of income other than the birthday and Christmas cards her godparents sent every year didn't matter until she was almost nine. That was when she asked for a phone, ostensibly for school, and the answer was no. Her parents said it didn't matter that 73.2% of her class and 93.4% of the ones homeschooling like her had one. It was two years of $55.65 a month until the phone was paid off and $15.00 a month plus tax thereafter, and they simply couldn't afford it. 

Undeterred and firmly believing that birthdays were exceptions to every rule regarding how much Mom and Dad could afford, Amelia asked for a phone for her ninth birthday and again on her tenth. She offered to have it count for three birthdays and two Christmases. She even told them they'd never have to give her another gift again for the rest of her life, but the answer was always no. And they wouldn't even consider an allowance for extra chores instead of the big fat nothing she was currently getting, or as Dad put it, her room and board, her clothing, her education, and her laptop. 

Not one to give up so easily, Amelia went shopping for a better answer from Grandpa Ralph but found neither moral support nor a secondary source of funding, only advice—if you need money, get a job. She'd listened to Grandpa Ralph's advice over the years, more so during the last three that he'd been home instead of out on the ocean fishing. Sometimes, she took it. Sometimes she didn't. 

This time, she did, beginning with a brief foray into babysitting, canvassing her neighbors on Brook Lane. Unfortunately, their children were either too old for her, she was too young for them, or they were just a handful, or whatever. The reasons all amounted to the same—Come back when you’re older. 

At Grandpa Ralph's suggestion, she called the County Gazette to see if she could get a paper route. He read the newspaper every day, and someone had to deliver it. It didn't just magically appear in the bushes out front every afternoon. Unfortunately, the Gazette didn't need any paperboys. Some guy with a van did the whole village. Before thanking them for their time and saying goodbye, Amelia told them that Grandpa Ralph would appreciate it if the guy with the van could work on his aim.

Amelia next considered becoming a venture capitalist and parlaying her savings into a fortune big enough to buy a phone and who knows what else. That involved a visit to the piggy bank. Hers was one of Grandpa Ralph's old cigar boxes. He liked to smoke them coming home on a quiet sea after a long day trawling, or as Grandma Jane used to say, he smoked them anytime, anywhere, and it was disgusting. The box Amelia kept in her top drawer was the last one he'd bought before turning over the Jane to Dad. He quit a lot of things after Grandma Jane died. Inside the box, along with a few odds and ends worth hiding in an underwear drawer, was Amelia's life savings—twenty-three dollars and change. By her calculations, if she opened a savings account, she would have almost enough to buy that cute case she wanted for the phone that would be obsolete by the time she could afford it. 

Next, relying on her proven yard skills and Grandpa Ralph’s borrowed tools, Amelia started a lawn-care service. Step one was getting the word out, so she printed flyers and stuffed one in every mailbox on Brook Lane. Step two was going door to door to see who was interested, starting with the Peterman’s. Mayor Peterman was happy to oblige and gave her a dollar to rake his yard, which took Amelia an hour and a half until he was satisfied no more leaves would be falling that afternoon. At sixty-seven cents an hour (rounded up), she decided she could make more looking for change on the sidewalk. 

Giving up on self-employment, she tried to find work in the village, but the 24-hour Stop-N-Shop at the light on Business 5, Clara's Gift Shop, Bower's Pharmacy, and everywhere else she asked all told her she had to be fourteen before she could work legally. Although no job was to be found that day, the effort wasn't a total waste. She found a quarter and three pennies on the sidewalk. 

Out of ideas, she went to the library. Before the Internet, that was where everyone went to get answers to their questions. She and Mom shelved books there on Thursdays and were friends with Clara Finnerty, the librarian, who suggested that Amelia try Granger's Market over on Main. Her nephew, Ricky, was fourteen and had been working there as a delivery boy since he was eleven. Though his pay was in tips only, he was always telling her how much he made. Last she heard, he was saving up for a new bike.

That sounded promising. Mom could have gone up the coast to the supermarket in Lambert to shop for groceries. Most of her friends did. It wasn't that far, and they were always telling her how the prices were cheaper and the selection better there, but Mom always shopped at Granger's because she and Mrs. Granger were friends. And Dad could have sold his catch to anyone, but he always gave Granger’s first crack at it. That was the deal Don and Grandpa Ralph had struck and sealed with a handshake back when the Jane was his to captain. And Amelia knew the Grangers from the market and church well enough to say hello and goodbye. That had to count for something. Given that the worst Mr. Granger could say was what everyone else had, she asked.

As luck would have it, Don Granger was indeed looking for someone. One of his delivery boys quit, and he needed one more to fill out the crew. Unfortunately, ten was too young, Amelia was a girl, and the job was for a delivery boy, as it said on their Granger T-shirts. 

According to some, Amelia was precocious. Ask Grandpa Ralph, and she was too big for her britches. In either case, Amelia pointed out that denying a person a job based on their age or gender was discrimination. She also pointed out that Mom was homeschooling her because she was smart like her. Of course, she explained, that wasn't the reason for homeschooling at first. The pandemic was why she started, but it was during lockdown she realized going to school was more like watching Sunday afternoon football with Grandpa Ralph. It took three hours to watch a one-hour contest in which only eighteen minutes on average was actual playing time. School was just as boring, and she could go faster if only they'd let her. So she asked, they did, and she never looked back. She was already in the seventh grade despite only being ten. She'd started seventh at the beginning of the summer, and Mom thought she could finish by Christmas if she would ever complete her stupid science project. She was smart and reliable, could make change without a calculator, and besides, he hired Ricky when he was eleven, and she'd been ten for 157 days, which meant she was forty-three percent of the way there. Her credentials were impressive, and her points were all well made, but it took a call to Mom and some humiliating begging and pleading before Amelia was officially a Granger's Market delivery boy. 

After their handshake to seal the deal, Don read her the fine print. His boys were expected to work at least two weekdays after school until closing at 6:00 p.m. and six hours on Saturdays. Her assigned weekdays were Tuesday and Wednesday, but she could come every day they were open if she wanted. It was up to her. The job paid tips only, meaning he wasn't paying her to sit around doing nothing. In fact, he wasn't paying her at all. It was the customers who paid her, and the customers only tipped what they thought was fair. The harder she worked, the better she'd do. The better she did, the better they'd tip. The better they tipped, the sooner she'd get her phone. 

––––––––
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Note from the Author

Amelia Gardiner is a fictional character. So are Grandpa Ralph, Mom, Dad, Bobby, Junior, Ralphy, and even Ruth the Annoying. Everything that happens to them is fictional. Any resemblance to you is not on purpose. That was your disclaimer. 

As I write this, forty-two percent of ten-year-olds in the U.S. have a cell phone. Nearly seventy percent have one by age twelve. Over ninety percent of adults have one. Unfortunately, Mom, Dad, and Grandpa Ralph are among the ten percent who don't, and therein lies the problem for our young heroine. But, as Grandpa Ralph once said, that girl's a handful in a hurry, so if you're interested in seeing where this all leads, read on. Otherwise, thanks for coming this far. I hope it didn't hurt too much. 
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​​2) Granger’s Market
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The village of Hook by the Sea occupied 3.1 square miles of coastline, starting at the Hook Point Lighthouse and continuing around the inlet to the Northside Docks on the opposite side. The western cliffs ringing the inlet made the village longer than it was wide and shaped more or less like a banana. Hook had a local government, a post office with its own ZIP code, a public library, and a welcome center in Room 115 of the municipal building. It had a police department, a volunteer fire department, a municipal water company, and three automated trash trucks that picked up trash one week and recycling the next. There was one gas station that came with the Stop-N-Shop at the light on Business 5 and one bank with a drive-thru window and ATM. There was a pharmacy that filled prescriptions half now and the rest when it came in, and a hardware store where some of the merchandise dated to the fifties. 

Hook had one grocery store, Granger's Market, at the corner of Broad and Main in downtown Hook. It was open Monday through Saturday, and parking was free in the church lot across Broad unless you left your shopping cart there instead of returning it to the store to get your quarter deposit back. Then it cost you a quarter, which Granger's donated to the church. Don and Abigail Granger were second-generation market owners, having inherited the business from Don's father, Cornelius, who used his GI Bill money after World War II to buy Sutter's, the grocery store he'd grown up with that was going out of business. Always pleasant and ever-smiling, Abigail ran the retail end of things. She was the face of the company, the greeter at the door, the one who got fetched when you asked to see the manager. Don, whose skills lay elsewhere, took care of the books, ordering, shipping, and receiving. He was the boss of everything behind the "Employees Only" sign. The Grangers had two teenage boys, Todd and Toby, who helped out after school and on weekends, and there were a few part-timers who'd been with them on and off for years, but it was Don and Abigail who spent the long hours and many nights keeping the lights on.

The church across Broad St. benefiting from its decision to allow Granger's customers to park in their lot was the Church of St. Peter. The diocese built St. Pete's on the former site of the Church of St. Andrew, which burned to the ground. In the Bible, Andrew and Peter were brothers. They were the first apostles and the first fishers of men. Which of them should, therefore, be the patron saint of fishermen was and still is a point of contention among scholars. Hook chose Andrew when they were lobstermen. Lobsters are crustaceans, not fish. His church burnt down. The diocese didn't switch them over to St. Peter because he made Pope, and they should have known better. Hook was a bona fide fishing village by then. They wanted a bigger and better St. Andrew's for North Hook, a growing community needing more churches and Catholic K through 12 schools, so they built a much smaller St. Peter's in its place in the village. They kept the old rectory—that had been far enough away from the fire. The convent and grade school were closer and not so lucky. Those became the parking lot only used for Mass on Sundays and shopping at Granger's every other day. 

The majestic Hotel Hook stood catty-corner from Granger's. As indicated by the sign on its front door directing inquiries to Room 115 of the municipal building, the three-story historic site no longer operated as a hotel. It was only open from Memorial Day through Labor Day. Across from that was Wilson's Hardware, circa 1949, built on the site of a general store. Wilson's was where people went to ask for advice on all things DIY and catch up on the latest news. Fifty years ago, they sold penny candy. Now, there's an ATM outside if you're short on cash. Bower's Pharmacy, Clara's Gifts, the post office, the library, and the municipal building were all within a block of Granger's. 

Granger's was more than just a grocery store. It was an institution in Hook not only because it had most of what you'd expect from a supermarket without having to drive to Lambert but also because it was the only place you could find Lester's Homemade Halibut Jerky and Greta's Famous Jam and fresh fish delivered daily by boats like the Lady Jane. Granger's did what they could to help local businesses and always had at least one good cause they supported with coin boxes and signs. Abigail volunteered at the food bank on Tuesday mornings and often donated groceries Granger's couldn't sell but could give away. Don managed a little league team when the kids were off school for the summer. He even paid for their Granger Pirates uniforms. The Grangers supported the community, and the community supported them by shopping there at slightly higher prices and trying not to complain too much, especially around Don. 

Don Granger considered himself a frugal man. Grandpa Ralph called him a cheapskate, which is how he got tricked into that handshake deal that gave Don the first crack at everything. "Frugal" was why Don still didn't have a ceiling over his office in the back, why he had no full-time employees with employee benefits, and why Granger's offered free delivery. 

The idea came to him one day while attending a Rotary meeting at the Lambert Country Club. Don was not himself a golfer, but some of his Rotary friends were, and he enjoyed hobnobbing with them. One was boring him with a stroke-by-stroke account of his latest golf round when Don realized something. Golfers hired caddies, most of them were teenagers, and country clubs like Lambert didn't pay them to sit around all day waiting for a job that might never come. They didn't pay them at all. The caddies weren't employees of the club. The golfers employed them and paid them to carry thirty pounds of equipment on a three-and-a-half mile hike, find their stray balls, and cheat on their scorecards. What the golfers tipped was entirely up to them. The club merely provided the caddies a place to sit around and do nothing on their own time, hoping for a gig to make it worthwhile. 

Don thought the model was perfect for what he had in mind, so perfect he called it Granger's Special Delivery. He marketed it as a free service and convinced four teenagers hanging around the caddy shack to give the delivery boy business a shot. As it turned out, caddying was where the real money was, and Don ended up relying on a demographic with much lower expectations—kids too young to get a real job but old enough to carry a shopping bag, kids desperate for a phone like Amelia.

––––––––
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Note from the Author

Kids can be babysitters, papergirls, cookie-sellers, pet-sitters, survey-takers, dog walkers, golf caddies, errand runners, lemonade stand owners, leaf rakers, lawn mowers, hedge trimmers, weed pullers, and delivery persons, especially when it involves money. One summer between high school years, I was a golf caddy for precisely one day. I got to carry exactly one bag for exactly one round. I don't remember my tip, but it wasn't enough to cover what I'd spent on snacks waiting around all day with the other kids. I also remember how hard it was lugging that stupid bag around for all 104 of my golfer's shots, and I don't recall how many balls were lost, but it wasn't zero. I'm afraid I wasn't a good caddy, but Amelia will fare better at Granger's. She'll attend her first standup meeting when we next see her.
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​​3) Stand-up Meeting
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Amelia knew approximately how long it took to walk from her house, down Brook Lane to Business 5, up Business 5, and down Main to Granger's. However, she timed it the day before anyway and arrived precisely as planned on Saturday morning. She was wearing her favorite cargo pants, pink tennis shoes, and one of Ruth's tops she'd borrowed without asking because her favorite was in the hamper under her brother's smelly jeans, and Ruth was nowhere to be found, as usual. A metallic-blue phone peeked out of her side pocket, not too obvious, just enough to look cool. Her brother Ralphy was home from school for the weekend and was out on the Jane with Dad, Bobby, and Junior. He'd loaned it to her for the day because he couldn't get cell reception that far offshore anyway, and Mom made him. 

Like many fall mornings on the inlet, it was breezy and cool. Forecasters were calling for gradual warming throughout the day as the prevailing winds carried the clouds out to sea. Grandpa Ralph's knees said otherwise. It was going to rain, and she'd be a fool not to wear a raincoat or at least take an umbrella. Amelia didn't do either. Grandpa Ralph's arthritis didn't predict the weather. Computer models did.

Saturday was Granger's busiest day. Mom shopped there on Wednesdays for that reason. This Saturday was no exception. Even the self-checkout had a line, and no one ever used that because no one was ever around to help when
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