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 NOTE
FROM THE AUTHOR

 


"The Twain Does Meet" is a
between-the-numbers book in the Jolie Gentil series, and while
there are joys and problems to discover it's not a traditional cozy
mystery. In book 10 (The Unexpected Resolution) Jolie solves a
murder, she and Scoobie get married, and they gain a new family
member--Scoobie's much-younger half-brother. Book 11 (Underground
in Ocean Alley) takes place a few years later, and mystery solving
is accompanied by their three-year old twins.

 


I promised readers they
would have the story of the twins' birth an anything-but-calm event
-- but it didn't seem right to mix it with a murder. So, we have a
nearly 33,000 word novella that features laughs and angst with the
Ocean Alley crew and more than a few surprises. A fun read with
familiar characters.


 


DEDICATION




To blended families
everywhere.
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CHAPTER ONE


IN THE FOUR MONTHS SINCE Scoobie
and I were joined by his much-younger brother on New Year's Eve,
the three of us and our pets have worked hard to get along. We
usually do, though sometimes it's challenging.

Aunt Madge sat us down and said big
changes could be really good and really hard at the same time. She
said we would sometimes "hit glitches," as she called them, "and
need to talk them out."

She wasn't just basking on the
sand.

I sat on the couch with my feet on
the coffee table, and thought about how well Scoobie and Terry had
bonded since Terry arrived in Ocean Alley. Their senses of humor
were wackier than mine, and I didn't mind saying they each probably
had twenty IQ points on me.

And they wouldn't let me share
their grief.

Terry had been very close to their
dad, who was in his mid-fifties when his younger son was born.
Terence's second wife sounded like a wonderful woman, and they had
doted on their young son. After her early death from cancer, he
focused on keeping Terry happy and well adjusted.

Scoobie had barely known the man
who left when he was twelve, and many of Scoobie's memories
included his ill-tempered mother shouting at Terence about his
drinking. Scoobie had spoken little about his father before the man
showed up in town with then ten-year-old Terry – and died before
Scoobie had a chance to talk to him.

After our first few weeks living in
the crowded two-bedroom Ocean Alley bungalow, the brothers had come
to understand each other completely, and Scoobie had the chance to
learn about their father's better qualities. He decided that Terry
didn't need to hear about too many of his bad memories. I wished I
had been privy to more about the brothers'
conversations.

Sometimes I wonder if Terry feels
awkward because my last name is different than his and Scoobie's,
which is O'Brien. I like my name – Jolie Gentil – though I'm glad
few people know it means 'pretty nice' in French. Eventually he
figured out that Aunt Madge had kept her last name – Richards –
when she married Harry Steele. That seemed to eliminate some of his
uncertainty.

It's hard to be eleven.

Oh well. I have more to focus on
than Terry's adjustment to us and Ocean Alley. I am seven months
pregnant. Preceded by the beach ball that is my tummy, I continue
to work as a real estate appraiser, manage the Harvest for All Food
Pantry, and serve as chief meal planner and grocery shopper. And I
almost always want to nap.

Jazz meowed from her spot on the
end table on the other side of the couch. My black cat and I
arrived in Ocean Alley together when I came to Aunt Madge's B&B
at the end of my first marriage, almost four years ago. Scoobie is
the most important touchstone in my life now, but Jazz remains a
close second.

I pointed an index finger at the
cat. She used to perch on the back of the couch, on a cloth
placemat, but seems to have decided that I moved around too much
right now. After I threw her off the table a couple of times I
finally moved the place mat to the end table, and it has become her
napping spot. I pick my battles.

"You have food in your
bowl."

Jazz stared at me, and I realized
she wanted me to know that Pebbles was en route from her spot under
Terry's bed. I hadn't noticed the clicking of our pet skunk's nails
on the hardwood floor.

Pebbles entered the living room,
gave me an inscrutable look, and turned toward the kitchen. Her
bowl of Skunkie Delights sits next to Jazz's bowl and, more
important, her litter box is in the closet by the back
door.

I sighed and heaved myself off the
couch. I wanted to be sure that closet door was ajar.

Jazz hopped on the floor and darted
ahead of Pebbles. Ever since I'd acquired the pet skunk, which had
belonged to the deceased, prior owner of our bungalow, my black cat
made sure she asserted her role as 'first pet.'

"Listen you two, I have more
important things to do than cater to your needs."

I finished filling food and water
bowls and resettled myself on the couch. I had just gone back to
making a list of food pantry chores and home appraisal appointments
when footsteps pounded on the sidewalk leading to the house. Terry
almost fell through the front door. From the frown on his face when
he walked into the living room, today appeared to be a glitch
day.

I stopped mid-greeting. "What is
it?"

He tossed his brown hair from his
forehead – he'd needed it cut for weeks but kept evading the issue.
"My jerk locker mate told me to mind my own business when I asked
him if he was okay."

I frowned. I'd only met Eddie
briefly, at a back-to-school night. "You guys usually get along. Is
he sick or something?"

Terry stooped to pet Jazz who wound
herself between his legs. "Like I care."

I hesitated before saying, "You
must care a little, or you wouldn't be upset."

He plopped in the rocking chair
across from the sofa. "He said it when a bunch of other people were
near our locker."

"Ah." Sounded as if Terry had been
embarrassed. "He shouldn't have said that."

"He's been crabby all week." Terry
stood. "I’m making a PB&J and going to Kevin's. You want some
milk or something?"

"Too healthy." I grinned. "I made
some powdered chocolate milk a few minutes ago."

Terry went into his bedroom, which
also serves as Scoobie's reading area, and I heard him rummage in
his closet for his soccer ball and shin guards. Then he headed to
the kitchen.

I glanced at the cube-shaped clock
radio on a table next to the rocking chair. Three-fifteen. Scoobie
would be home no later than three-thirty. He used to be home by
now. I think he's giving Terry and me alone time after school. I
haven't let him know I've caught on.

Terry returned to the couch with
his PB&J and some potato chips rolled into a paper towel. Jazz
trotted behind him. He grinned. "I gave her two treats."

"You're her new best
friend."

"I have been for a
while."

I pointed at Jazz. "You're so
ornery." I patted the cushion next to me, and Jazz jumped up to sit
by Terry on the rocker.

Terry smirked, but didn't laugh. He
took a huge bite of his PB&J. "So, Jolie. You think I should
talk to Eddie tomorrow?"

"It seems..." A car door slammed in
the driveway and Terry bounded off the chair, Jazz
following.

"Traitor," I muttered. Almost on
cue, Pebbles, waddled back into the room. Maybe she was trying to
tell me she'd always be my loyal buddy. Oh, joy.

Terry opened the screen door and
Scoobie cuffed him on the shoulder as he walked in. "Gotta say,
Terry, I hope your day was better than mine."

Pebbles turned back toward Terry's
bedroom. She likes Scoobie, but she isn't big on crowds.

Terry didn't miss a beat. "We can
have a contest later. What's up?"

Scoobie tossed his lightweight
jacket on the arm of the rocker and bent over me. "How's my
favorite Preggo?"

I leaned toward him and we kissed
lightly. "She's good. We want to hear about your day." And I
certainly did. Scoobie rarely says he's had a bad day.

He took one of Terry's potato
chips. "Hits the spot." He sat next to me on the couch and Terry
sat across from us in the rocker.

Scoobie rolled his shoulders. "I
let myself get stressed. Sam told us at a staff meeting that they
might have to cut one position from the Radiology Department. He
said he was giving us a heads up so we could work at the top of our
game. Maybe the hospital management would change their minds or
take a job from somewhere else."

Sometimes Scoobie's boss, Sam, is a
pain in the tailbone, but he's always above board. If he thought
someone might lose their job, he'd give fair warning.

Terry spoke in almost a whisper.
"Could it be you?"

Scoobie seemed to sense that
something bugged Terry besides Scoobie's job situation. "What's up,
Terry? I don't think it would be me, but there are other jobs for
x-ray techs in the area."

Terry's brow smoothed. "They'd be
nuts to get rid of you."

Scoobie grinned, which emphasized
how much alike the two brothers looked. Scoobie was blonde with a
beard, and Terry had brown hair – and no beard at age eleven. But
it was more than appearance. They had the same irreverent humor and
even walked at a similar fast clip.

"I mean," Scoobie said, "they'd be
crazy to get rid of the best-looking guy in the
department."

"And the most modest," I said,
dryly.

Terry smiled. "I won't worry. About
that."

Scoobie frowned. "About what,
then?"

Terry told his tale of Eddie's
insult, said within hearing distance of other kids. Compared to the
prospect of layoffs at the hospital it wasn't that big a deal. But
Terry was eleven, and nothing mattered more than friends. Or at
least their opinions.

Scoobie listened intently. "You
don't know what else is bugging him?"

Terry shrugged. "I think his dad
gets on his case sometimes, but he didn't talk about anything
different."

Scoobie nodded. "He shouldn't be
rude, but maybe tomorrow you can ask him what's up."

Terry shrugged. "I guess. Or maybe
I won't use the locker much the next couple of days."

"Ignoring doesn't make it go away,"
Scoobie said.

I met Terry's gaze. "I've been
known to try that."

Scoobie snorted. "We won't tell him
how well that's worked for you sometimes."

Terry's eyebrows went up. "You can
tell me."

"Later," I said. "Weren't you going
to find Kevin for some soccer practice?"

When he had left, Scoobie slid
closer to me and rubbed my shoulders. "And you thought we wouldn't
deal with stuff like this for another decade."

"Early practice, I suppose." I
kissed the hand he had on my right shoulder. "He's so good about
everything. I hate to see him hurting even a little."

Scoobie squeezed my shoulder.
"He'll figure it out. We have to let him."

"I suppose. And I need to focus on
Harvest for All."

Scoobie looked puzzled for a
second. "Oh, right, the meeting tonight."

I nodded. I needed to switch gears.
"I made a meatloaf earlier. I figured we could eat fast and then
head over to the church for the Harvest for All meeting." I hoped
this would be my last meeting as chair for a while. It was probably
wishful thinking to imagine someone would take over the food pantry
job permanently.

"Ah yes," Scoobie said. "More fun
stuff to figure out."

 


WHEN REVEREND JAMISON talked me
into assuming leadership for the Harvest for All Food Pantry, I
figured I'd do it for a short time and find someone else to take
over – someone more dedicated to the work. And better at herding
cats. That's how I thought of our diverse group of
volunteers.

We drove to First Presbyterian, in
the heart of downtown Ocean Alley's business district, an elaborate
term for a couple square blocks that contain the courthouse, city
hall, and a few stores. As we got out of the car, I thought again
that the church's traditional red brick and white trim didn't hint
at the busy food pantry in its basement.

Scoobie and I got to the meeting
room, just down the hall from the pantry itself, a few minutes
before the others. My hope was that Megan, my favorite volunteer,
would agree to chair for at least a few months. But she now ran the
Java Jolt Coffee Shop, so she might not have time.

That would leave few options. Dr.
George Welby often speaks at boom level, though he tones it down
once a meeting starts. However, he's made it clear he's getting up
there, as he says, and can't do as much. The mild-mannered Monica
often wears a cardigan even in warm weather, and has trouble even
managing the bake sale table at our fundraisers.

Sylvia Parrett's severe style of
dress mirrors her approach to life. She and Scoobie butt heads less
than they did in the past, but she appreciates his breezy approach
to life as much as he appreciates her rigidity. I reminded myself
Sylvia is dedicated to Harvest for All.

Aretha came to us after Father
Jamison found her hanging food pantry signs in laundromats, places
she believed would have a lot of people who would use our services.
Our other African-American member is the town librarian, Daphne,
who went to school with Scoobie and me. Scoobie used to bug the
daylights out of her with his obsessive reading of some of the same
books. It was a challenge to let others check them out. Scoobie has
broadened many aspects of his life since then.

After everyone inquired about our
future son or daughter, we settled around the small conference
table. Our first orders of business were the ordinary ones –
scheduling volunteers for the three half-days we're open each week,
making sure the food bank in Lakewood sends us much of what we
need, and finding ways to scour grocery stores and volunteer groups
for local supplies of food or money to buy it.

Aretha changed topics. "We haven't
had a big fundraiser in almost a year. Just the raffle and a couple
bake sales."

"And standing in the grocery stores
to collect donations," Sylvia said. "Thank goodness for Mr. Markle
and the In-Town Grocery Store."

Scoobie grinned. "We haven't had a
'Talk Like a Pirate Day' event in a few years."

"We haven't had any bodies turn up
at a fundraiser since then," Sylvia said.

Megan smiled. "Technically it was
the night after." Then she dropped the smile, perhaps acknowledging
murder is never funny.

"That's true. But before we discuss
another fundraiser, I'd like us to talk about someone taking over
as chair, at least temporarily."

Silence.

Dr. Welby cleared his throat. "I
can help a new person come up to speed, but Myra and I are going to
be traveling a lot the next few months."

"I'm sure you'd give a good
overview," I said. "Megan, any chance…"

She shook her head. "It's about all
I can do to keep track of our volunteers. With Java Jolt and
all."

My eyes went to Daphne. "I can do a
lot more for a fundraiser, but I'm up for senior
librarian."

We all commented that she'd be
perfect for the job.

Aretha opened her mouth, but Sylvia
sat up straighter and beat her to a comment























cover.jpg
ELAINE ORR





