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Brief Synopsis of Holidays in
Ocean Alley

Aunt Madge is staying briefly in Ocean
Alley's Silver Times Assisted Living Apartments. That's what
happens when you stand on a stool to hang garland and lose your
balance. Her niece Jolie's good friend Scoobie has been known to
call the place detention central.

 


Madge's broken wrist and ankle are healing
enough that she hopes to join the family at her Cozy Corner Bed and
Breakfast for Christmas. The body that falls into her apartment in
the wee hours one morning kind of changes things.

 


Does the killer think Aunt Madge knows
something she shouldn't? Will Madge follow the advice she regularly
gives Jolie -- to accept that she may not ever know all the
answers? It's not looking like it.

* * *

In this book of the Jolie Gentil series, the
story is told from Aunt Madge and Scoobie's points of view. Readers
often say these are their favorite characters, and with Aunt Madge
laid up, Jolie has a few other things on her mind.
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CHAPTER ONE




SCOOBIE IN
CHARGE

HAVING A MILD stroke does not have
to be a big deal. Unless you're standing on a step ladder three
weeks before Christmas, hanging garland. When you break a wrist and
ankle at the same time, it's hard to run a bed and breakfast at the
Jersey shore.

Aunt Madge has had to ask her Harry
to run the B&B. That means my Jolie will manage the real estate
appraisal business she and Harry usually run together.

What could possibly go wrong? If
you knew my family, you could imagine possibilities.

For some reason, I was the one who
was finally able to get Aunt Madge to agree to spend a few weeks in
Ocean Alley's Silver Times assisted living apartments. Today, she
and I were in the living/kitchen/dinette combo of her
apartment.

"Please, Aunt Madge. Just wiggle
your fingers one more time."

"If I could, I would wiggle a
certain one at you."

"If you don't do one more wiggle,
I'll write something rude on your cast when you're
sleeping."

“Adam, you do that and I'll,
I'll…"

"Kick me?" I grinned at her, and
then lowered my voice. "You promised to call me
Scoobie."

Aunt Madge shifted slightly in her
wheel chair. "I said I'd try to remember to call you that silly
name."

"Good enough." I glanced at the
clock. It sits above the kitchen sink, which Aunt Madge says is no
bigger than a Kleenex box. "Dinner starts at five. I'll wheel you
to the dining room. I think you're having New England clam chowder
and biscuits for supper."

"I want to go to the bathroom one
more time. You can push my chair in and I can pivot and take care
of my own business. Please."

I turned the wheelchair and we
moved from her living area through the bedroom to the large
bathroom. Jolie and I hide Madge's dogs in there when we sneak them
in for a visit. It works until Mister Rogers smells food. Then
we're outed.

After closing the door to the
bedroom, I called Jolie. "Scoobie here. Reporting from detention
central."

"Hey. Is she any
better?"

I knew Jolie didn't mean Aunt
Madge's bone health. It's the first time either of us had seen her
really down. For the few days in the hospital she was her usual
self, but when she assented to move into assisted living for four
to six weeks, she seemed to wilt.

"She didn't say she wanted to skip
supper, so that's good."

"Thanks so much, babe. I've never
done three appraisal visits and two write-ups in one
day."

"You know I don't mind. I think
I'll sit with her for supper, and then head home."

"Harry said if we go to the B&B
about six, he'll feed us."

"Are we talking his leftover
muffins or real food?"

"He's ordering in Chinese. He
practiced making sugar cookies, but they burned and he's airing out
the downstairs."

Harry sometimes joins Aunt Madge
for lunch. He was widowed for many years before he married Aunt
Madge two years ago. Their combined ages are 161, with Aunt Madge
having a nine-year edge. Harry says that since they married he has
forgotten much of what he knew about cooking, so he's gotten good
at ordering in. I think he's practicing selective
retention.

Jolie and I said goodbye, and at
the sound of a flush, I stuck my head in Aunt Madge's bedroom. "You
transferred back to your chair yet?"

"You didn't hear a splat, did
you?"

"Did you say splash or
splat?"

"I'd be grateful if you'd push me
down the hall."

I walked to the now partially
opened bathroom door, leaned in, and grabbed the back handles of
her chair. If you can transfer so well, I'd say we should look for
a scooter for you."

"One of those things the tourists
speed down the boardwalk in? I'd be afraid I'd kill
someone."

"At least you wouldn't be wearing a
wet bathing suit. Where's your sense of adventure?"

Madge appeared to think about the
scooter idea as I pushed her toward the dining room. "I suppose it
would be worth a try. They're awfully expensive,
though."

"Lester said he could get you a
deal." Lester is a sometimes-pushy Ocean Alley real estate agent
who is known for listing houses too high, and giving Jolie and
Harry grief when the appraisal won't support an offer. He's also
cheap.

Aunt Madge laughed loudly, and then
covered her mouth for a second. "Lester and his deals."

"I'll call him
tomorrow."

She put a hand over mine on the
handle. "You're good to me, Scoobie."

"Flattery will get you everywhere."
I touched her lightly on the top of her snowy head. Usually she
changes hair color every few weeks. She uses some kind of temporary
color that washes out. It occurred to me that her spirits would
improve with one of her more vibrant shades of red.

When we got to the dining room,
Lance Wilson waved to us from a table near the back of the room.
He's in his mid-nineties, and is on the local food pantry donation
committee with Jolie and me. Last month he sold his house in Ocean
Alley and moved to Silver Times.

"Oh, good. Lance is back." Aunt
Madge turned her head to look at me. "I'll sit with Lance. You go
on home."

"Sure. I want to stop by Melvin
Hamburg's place. He came in for an x-ray today but wouldn't stay to
get treated."

We were nearing Lance as Aunt Madge
asked, "Why ever not?"

"I can tell you that," Lance said.
"Got his finger caught in his car door. His middle finger. Doesn't
want to get it splinted."

Melvin lives in the independent
apartments that adjoin Madge's assisted living building on the
large campus, which also has a nursing home and town homes. He can
take stubborn to a new level. Since he was an instructor when I got
my radiology technologist degree, I figured I owed him at least the
pretense of saying no one would think he's flipping the bird at
people all day.

I left Madge and Lance to fill each
other in on their recent hospital stays, Lance's being for a hernia
acquired when he tried to move his big-screen TV himself, and
walked to the independent living building. After buzzing Melvin's
apartment twice I gave up, and went to look for Lester.

The air was crisp, and it was in
the upper thirties, decent weather for December at the Jersey
shore. Since it was after school let out for the day, I drove
carefully down the narrow side streets. One of the silver bells
that hung from lampposts had come partially unfastened and blew in
the light breeze. I was about to pull out my mobile phone to call
the public works office when a patrol car slowed to a stop under
the swinging bell.

"Better them than me." I kept
driving.

Ocean Alley is almost two miles
long but only twelve blocks deep. Each street that is parallel to
the ocean is named for a letter of the alphabet, but the alphabet
starts with B. The Great Atlantic Hurricane removed the old
boardwalk and most of A Street in 1944. It’s the main reason Aunt
Madge bought a B&B that was four blocks from the
ocean.

I drove through Ocean Alley's
downtown, such as it is. The area near the courthouse has a small
grocery store, the post office, a couple of law offices, and a few
restaurants. We were lucky that Ocean Alley was fully built before
the condo craze hit. There are lots of hotels and beach rental
cottages, but it still has the feel of a small town.

I pulled into Burger King to look
for Lester. He meets prospective clients there, which reinforces
anyone's perception of him as a bargain-basement kind of
guy.

Sure enough, Lester, unlit cigar
hanging from his lips, was at a back table. A pile of paperwork sat
beneath a glass of iced tea.

"Hey ya, Scoob, get your butt over
here."

Lester isn't usually so friendly,
so I figured he wanted something.

"How's the old la…Madge holdin' up?
You tell her I said hello?"

I sat across from him. "She's
getting better, but she'll be in that wheelchair a good while. You
still know where we can get an inexpensive scooter?"

Lester leaned across the table. The
distinctive mole on his cheek was no more than eight inches from my
nose. "I got it outta the garage at that dump on Conch I bought,
you know, for investment. I just…"

"Didn't you tell Jolie and me that
dump would be a good upgrade for us?"

He gestured with the cigar. "After
I get it renovated. Anyhow, old man Koester's daughter sold it to
me with anything she left in it. She thought the scooter was toast,
but all it needed was a new battery."

"That'd be great. What can we pay
you for it?"

Lester leaned back and squinted.
"How about I just rent it to Madge? Say ten dollars a
week."

"That doesn't sound like much. You
sure?"

"It's Madge. Plus, she can be my
test driver."

 


JOLIE AND I WEREN'T about to let
Madge be Lester's guinea pig, so the next morning we borrowed our
buddy George's truck and took the scooter to Madge's place
ourselves.

Jolie was the test driver, and I
winced as she jerked the scooter forward. "Whoa! Look out! The up
lever is forward, remember?"

"More or less. I'll take it down
the sidewalk one more time."

"Just remember we need less backing
it into car bumpers."

Jolie sped by cars parked next to
the sidewalk, giving me her four-fingered wave without looking
back. Her Santa hat blew off and her shoulder-length brown hair
flew behind her. It would be better if the scooter had a down shift
button.

I walked a few steps and picked up
her hat, glancing across the parking lot as I did. Melvin's Ford
Taurus was in its space. When we got Madge comfortable with the
scooter, I'd check on him before I went to work.

Jolie turned and came toward me.
She's the best thing that ever happened to me. We lost touch after
high school. I'm not glad I dropped out of college to feed my
former pot habit, or that she was hurt by an embezzling husband.
But if we hadn't been through those times, we wouldn't have both
been single when she moved back to Ocean Alley to live in Madge's
B&B for a while. Our lives are better all the time.

She pulled to a stop a few feet
from me. "Okay, with the tinkering you and George did and my
scrubbing, it's ready for Aunt Madge." Jolie looked at her watch.
"I think we have just enough time to help her practice before I
have to be at the courthouse to do research on the houses I looked
at yesterday."

"Yeah, I've got the eleven o'clock
start, but I'll get groceries before I head to the
hospital."

With me driving and Jolie standing
on the side, we rode into the facility's dining room to greet the
breakfast crowd. The only thing missing was a clown with a squirt
bottle.

Jolie and I circled the four-person
table closest to the door and drove back to the hallway.

Aunt Madge looked mortified. "Oh
good heavens you two. What a treat."

Lance laughed. "Madge, had I known
I'd have brought a starter pistol."

"Ahem." Mrs. Grand, the morning
dining room attendant, did not look pleased as she called from
across the dining room. "Jolie, you'll have to let the physical
therapist teach your aunt to get on and off that thing."

Jolie nodded. I turned the key
before standing. "Yes, ma'am."

Aunt Madge doesn't mind chastising
us, but she didn't look pleased to have Mrs. Grand do it. In a sort
of frosty tone, she said, "I look forward to a professional
tutor."

I winked at her, and she added, "I
bet I'm fully trained by the time Harry comes over for
lunch."

 


THE THIRD TIME I buzzed Melvin's
apartment I was irritated. He needed to get his finger in a splint,
and I can be as ornery as he is. I leaned into the intercom and
spoke slowly, "I know you're up there."

"The hell with you Scoobie, get
your ass up here."

"Nice." Fortunately, Melvin didn't
teach the sessions on interacting with challenging
patients.

When Melvin opened his door, I had
a hard time not laughing. He had used a teaspoon for a splint and
scotch tape to secure it to his finger. "You were worried about an
actual splint calling attention to your finger?"

"Get in, get in."

I did, and Melvin closed the door
quickly. He knocked a small Menorah off the table just inside the
door. I stooped to pick it up and put it back, this time further
from the edge.

The independent living apartments
are not huge, but they're twice the size of Aunt Madge's unit, and
have a full kitchen. Melvin's place was crowded with several styles
of furniture, in various conditions.

It only took a few seconds to take
in Melvin's untied bathrobe over stained pajamas and the spilled
box of cereal on the dinette table. He was not operating well with
one hand. "Once you get it properly, set it'll hurt less. You'll be
able to at least use your thumb and forefinger better."

"Can you put coffee in the damn
filter?"

"I'll do it, but when you've drunk
it I'm taking you to Doctor Gardner."

He started toward the kitchen. "I
don't want to go to him. Take me to Doctor Knight."

"The new woman? Sure, if you think
she can work you in. I hear she's pretty strict about people
needing appointments." I looked at the spilled coffee grounds on
the counter and stooped to pick up a spoon from the floor. "You sit
and I'll make the coffee. You want cereal poured?"

"I 'spose." Melvin sat in a dinette
chair.

"Why not go to Doctor
Gardner?"

"We had a disagreement."

"About what?"

"Who his wife could sleep
with."

I paused from separating a coffee
filter from the pack and looked at him. "You're
kidding."

"Wish I was. She hardly spent a
week with me and was back with him. She got a new Buick out of the
deal."

Doctor Gardner is about forty-five,
tall, and perpetually tanned. Melvin is five-six at most and a
wizened fifty-eight. I figured Doctor Gardner enticed his wife back
to save the embarrassment of coming in second to Melvin.


 


 CHAPTER TWO


 


AUNT
MADGE ON THE PROWL

I'VE NEVER BEEN one to take
afternoon naps, but after the morning's therapy session and lunch,
I had needed one. That nap was one reason I couldn't sleep in the
wee hours of Saturday morning.

The therapist had also wanted an
afternoon session to see how well I transferred from the scooter to
the recliner and back. That gave Harry a chance to see me in
action, as he put it.

I could tell Jolie and Scoobie had
been more enthusiastic about the scooter than he had. But my
husband is flexible. When he saw I wasn't going to fall and break
my other wrist, he kissed me on the cheek and went back to the
B&B to walk Mister Rogers and Miss Piggy. He has become my
retrievers' favorite person.

The clock next to my bed said
twelve-thirty. Most people get sleepy from pain medicine. I get
hyper and they still want me to take a pill before bedtime. I've
tried hiding it under my tongue to spit out later, but it tastes
terrible.

I sat up and carefully swung my
uninjured foot over the side of the bed. Then I balanced my casted
arm with the other hand. This would be a perfect time to take my
scooter into the hall to practice. There is only one attendant on
at night, and she stays in the office unless someone has a
scheduled medicine or one of us pushes our help button.

Tonight it was Gina. I like her.
She sat on my bed and talked to me the first couple of nights I was
here, when I was awake half the night.

I moved onto the scooter, careful
to place my good foot on first and hold onto the handle bar with my
good hand. Then I swung onto the seat. The automatic door let me
into the hall and I turned right to drive toward the game room,
which is really a game niche. Lance keeps threatening to teach me
bridge. I tell him I'd rather jump off one.

I stopped outside the laundry room.
Was that someone talking? After a few seconds of hearing nothing, I
started driving again, this time toward the dining room. I would
not go beyond it, or Gina could see me from her perch in the
office. I'm entitled to be where I want, I just didn't feel like
hearing someone else warn me to be careful.

The three-point turn I did was
nearly perfect. One more swing down the hallway I lived in and I'd
feel confident enough to take the scooter onto the sidewalk outside
the building before lunch.

Near the laundry room, a sound made
me stop again. It was definitely a person, and it sounded as if
they were grunting. I looked up and down the hall. The only other
person up now would be Gina. If she was hurt, it would do no good
to press the help
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