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Nina Crumb and the Seaside Syrup
Hans Greller
When Pebbleport’s Pancake Parade is threatened by a broken oven and a stolen recipe, ten-year-old Nina Crumb teams up with a talkative sourdough jar named Bubbles, a tuba-playing friend, and her clever grandma to outflip a flashy rival. Comedy, kindness, and syrup save the day.
ProseHub


    
Pancake Panic in Pebbleport
Every morning in Pebbleport began the same way: gulls argued on the pier, boats clinked their ropes like chimes, and the little bell over Grandma Luli’s bakery door went dingle-ding the instant she turned the sign to Open. Nina Crumb woke to all of it at once. The room above the bakery smelled like butter and sunshine. She rolled out of bed, pulled on her flour-dusted hoodie, and clattered down the narrow stairs two at a time.
“Morning, batterbuddy,” Grandma Luli said, already whisking. Her hair was a cloud under a scarf with cherries on it. “Festival in three days. We’ll flip so many pancakes the gulls will learn to say ‘thank you.’”
“Some of them already say ‘mine,’” Nina said. She peeked through the window. Sir Honks-a-Lot, the bossiest gull, stood on the rail like he owned the bay. Across the lane, a shiny new sign glared: CRISP’S PREMIUM PUFFS. Beneath it, Mr. Zedekiah Crisp preened his mustache. It looked like it could poke holes in balloons.
Nina tied on an apron. Batter poured like a satin ribbon, and the griddle hissed. The first pancake bubbled perfectly. Nina flipped it with a proud flick; it landed with a happy flop. Customers wandered in—a fisherman with hands like rope, a nurse in squeaky shoes, two kids from the pier band carrying a dented trumpet case.
“News says the Pancake Parade will be grander than ever,” the fisherman said. “Your syrup, Luli, could make an anchor float.”
Grandma Luli winked. “Seaside Syrup is our pride. It’s my mother’s secret. Only this old book knows the whole of it.” She patted the fat, blue recipe book resting on the counter like a sleepy cat.
The bell dinged again. The room filled with cinnamon steam, laughter, and the salty breeze that slid under the door. Nina’s shoulders loosened. This was the safest place in the world.
Then the oven coughed.
It wasn’t a polite little ahem. It was a wild, clattery HHRRMMMPH that rattled pans and made the spatulas shiver. A puff of sooty breath blew across the floor like a grumpy dragon’s sigh.
“Don’t you start,” Grandma warned, poking the oven with a wooden spoon. The oven wheezed, flickered, and went out. The griddle sizzled less and less. The batter looked confused.
Nina bent down. “Maybe it’s just the pilot—” She twisted a knob. The oven gave a rude burp and a tiny puff. “Okay, rude.”
Mr. Crisp’s laugh floated through the open window. “Trouble, Luli? Perhaps Pebbleport needs modern equipment.”
Nina stuck her tongue out at the window frame, which was very brave of her since Mr. Crisp could not see it.
Grandma Luli shut the oven door with a soft clunk and pressed her palms flat on the counter, the way she did when she was thinking hard. “We can manage the griddle with the portable burner,” she said. “Slow but steady wins the–”
The bell dinged and in rolled Ms. Guava from the Spice Emporium, smelling of cardamom and laughter. Her bracelets sang as she clapped. “I smelled a wobble in the wind and brought emergency nutmeg.”
“You smelled a wobble?” Nina said.
Ms. Guava tapped her nose. “This thing has warned me about four soup disasters and one relationship.” She winked. “You’ll need luck. The city inspector is making rounds today. He wants proof you’ll be fit for the parade.”
“Proof?” Nina squeaked. “But the oven—”
Grandma Luli lifted her chin. “We’ll make do.” She opened the blue recipe book. Pages riffled like a deck of cards. The one for Seaside Syrup should have been a stained, syrupy mess. Instead it was… clean. Too clean. And blank, except for a perfect, sticky circle like a syrupy moon.
A square of paper fluttered out, shaped like a pancake. There was a neat message on it. “You’ll flip when you taste this,” it read. Signed: M.C.
Mr. Crisp.
Nina’s jaw dropped. “He took our syrup page?”
Grandma’s spoon clattered. “He took our syrup page.” She said it like a weather announcement: heavy rain, bring boots.
They tried to remember the recipe by heart. “Two cups sugar, a splash of magic,” Grandma muttered, then paused. “Not magic. Vinegar. Or was it lemon? A whisper of the sea. A sprig of— oh blast, I’m mixing poems and soup again.”
The city inspector arrived with a clipboard and a tie so stiff it looked ironed onto his soul. “Good morning. Ledger, City Compliance. I will return the morning of the parade to taste and to verify your devices are safe.” He sniffed gently. “Preferably without any oven explosions.”
“No explosions,” Nina said. “We do gentle whomps.”
He blinked. “I’ll be back.” He left a form thicker than a sandwich.
Nina felt her ribs squeeze. The festival without their syrup would be like a seagull without its honk. She looked at the shiny Crisp sign. It winked meanly. Sir Honks-a-Lot shuffled past with a beak full of someone’s toast. Even he looked offended.
That night, Pebbleport pulled on its soft sweater of harbor sounds. Boats knocked gently and the tide sighed under the docks. Nina lay awake listening to the bakery creak in friendly ways. The oven gave one brave hiccup and fell quiet. Grandma Luli snored like a distant tuba.
A clink scuffed the alley. Nina sat up. Another clink, like someone bumping a metal bucket. She slid out of bed and landed soft on the rug, then tiptoed to the window. The alley below was striped with lamplight. Something moved behind the stack of flour sacks.
Nina grabbed the flashlight shaped like a carrot. “Just looking,” she whispered to nobody. She eased down the stairs, past the sleeping chairs and the jars that sparkled like stars in the glass case, and slipped through the back door.
The alley smelled of salt and flour dust. A whisk clinked. Nina snapped the light on. A striped tail froze. A raccoon squinted at her, holding a measuring cup in both paws like a trophy.
“Drop it, bandit,” Nina hissed.
The raccoon dropped it—and bolted. Nina lunged. Her foot hit a runaway lemon. The lemon rolled, Nina skated, and a bag of flour sighed off the stack and emptied itself over her head in one spectacular poof. The world turned into snowfall. Nina sputtered, tasting winter.
A shadow stretched long across the flour. For a flicker, she saw a tall hat and the loop of a mustache on the wall, like a cartoon drawn by the lamp. Then it was gone. A door snicked somewhere.
“Nina?” Grandma called, half-asleep.
“I’m fine,” Nina coughed. “I made… a snowman of myself.”
Grandma took one look and laughed until tears stuck to her eyelashes. She dabbed Nina with a dishcloth and then grew serious. “We’ll talk to the inspector. We’ll make toast if we must. This is not a chase. I don’t want you running through alleys after thieves.”
Nina pressed her lips together. “Yes, Grandma.” Her yes sat on the counter like a plate with nothing on it.
In bed, flour still in her eyebrows, Nina drew a plan on a flattened cake box with a stubby pencil. A backpack that was also a pan. A tiny stove with a bicycle pump. A syrup dispenser shaped like a dolphin. She wrote: Find the page. Fix the oven. Save the parade. Her heart knocked like a wooden spoon in a mixing bowl.
Morning grew out of fog and toast smells. Nina stood on the pier with a helmet and the first version of her pan-pack strapped to her back. “Prototype,” she told Sir Honks-a-Lot. “Beta test.” He blinked with the calm of someone who had seen a lot of snacks.
She pressed the pump. The little burner whooshed. The pan sizzled. A tiny pancake formed, brave and round. It flipped, doing a quick shy leap. Nina cheered—and the pan-pack shifted. The flapjack flew like a saucer, bounced off a fisherman’s hat, and sailed into the beak of Sir Honks-a-Lot, who said, quite clearly, “Mine.”
“Not ready,” Nina groaned, flapping her arms. The pump sputtered and wheezed, and finally sighed out. Nina patted it like a tired puppy.
“Machines are like old people,” said a voice that smelled like cinnamon and pepper. Ms. Guava stood with three paper cones of candied ginger. “They want respect, snacks, and compliments. In that order.” She offered a cone.
Nina took a spicy bite and told the pump it was handsome. “We need more than handsome. We need proof. Inspector Ledger will come back. Mr. Crisp has our page.” She swallowed. “I want to get it back.”
Ms. Guava’s bracelets chimed. “That page won’t climb back on its own. But a brave pair of hands could coax it. Perhaps with a companion.” She tilted her head. “Come to my shop when the clock blinks noon. If you can knead to a lively beat and keep your jokes in time, I might have something fizzier than usual.”
“What kind of companion?”
“One that listens to yeast and remembers old flour songs.” Ms. Guava’s smile was a secret picnic. “But first, go home and de-flour. You look like a powdered doughnut in sneakers.”
As Nina headed back, Mr. Crisp stepped out of his store and twirled his mustache. “Lovely weather for paperwork,” he purred. “Hope your forms are as neat as my pancakes.”
Nina didn’t look at him. She looked at the blue book on the counter through the window. It looked back at her in a sad, blank way.
Noon could not come fast enough. The festival clock in the square ticked like a cricket in a jar. Nina counted: three days. She straightened her shoulders. Knead to a beat? She could do that. Tell jokes? She had one about grapes and jelly she had been saving for ages.

    
The Jar That Talked Back
Ms. Guava’s Spice Emporium looked like a treasure chest had sneezed. Strings of peppers hung from the ceiling. Jars of every size lined the walls, glass galaxies of color: crimson paprika nebulae, mustard star clusters, cumin comets. The air hummed with the tickle of cloves.
“Shoes off,” Ms. Guava sang as Nina slipped inside. “Dough is a shy friend. It hears your steps.” She turned up a scratchy radio. A polka hopped out, cheerful and bossy. “Knead to the beat,” she said. “And every time the accordion—ooompah—say something funny.”
Nina pressed her hands into the soft mound on the counter. It was warm and bouncy, like a small, polite trampoline. Ooompah. “Why did the raisin go to the dance?” she said, pressing and folding. “It wanted to be a grape ball of fun.” She snorted at herself.
“Groanable jokes are the very best,” Ms. Guava said, clapping. “Again.”
Ooompah. Press, fold. “What do you call cheese that isn’t yours? Nacho cheese.” Press, fold. “What did one pancake say to the other? I batter you can’t flip me.” The dough stretched and shivered. The music jumped. Nina kept time. Her arms warmed. Her breath came with the beat. Jokes fell out like marbles rolling down a hallway.
At last, the dough sighed into a smooth, happy ball. Ms. Guava tapped Nina’s wrist. “Pass,” she said. “You have hands that keep time and a mouth that throws confetti.” She whisked aside a curtain and pulled a stout glass jar from a shelf. Inside, a cloudy, bubbly mixture rose and fell like a tiny sea. “Meet Bubbles.”
Nina peered in. “It’s… alive?”
A bubble popped. “Rude,” said a very small voice, like a violin clearing its throat. Nina jerked.
“Bubbles,” Ms. Guava scolded gently. “Mind your manners. This is Nina. She needs a companion.”
The jar made a fizzly sound. “Does she keep regular feeding schedules? Does she value warm places? Does she appreciate puns?”
“Yes,” Nina said, because it seemed the only possible answer.
“Say a pun,” the jar insisted.
“I have a joke about construction, but I’m still working on it.”
Bubbles burbled in approval. “Acceptable.”
Ms. Guava set the jar on the counter with ceremony. “Bubbles is an old sourdough starter. It remembers smells, and it can hum along to the history of flour. It can follow the trail of a recipe if the thief was messy.” She leaned in. “Was the thief messy?”
“Flour everywhere,” Nina said, remembering the alley snowstorm.
“Then Bubbles will sniff. But be warned: it sulks if hungry, it sings if overfed, and it burps opinions.”
Nina tucked the jar into a padded tote lined with a kitchen towel, like a royal carriage for yeast. The jar fogged the glass with each happy exhale. “Left,” it advised as they stepped into the lane. “There’s a memory of lemon zest that way. Also, I think someone baked a pie three doors down and burned it at eight.”
“How can you know that?”
“I am made of noses,” Bubbles declared. “Thousands of tiny yeast noses.”
They crept along the shops. The Crisp storefront gleamed with chrome. “Uptight,” Bubbles muttered. “Smells like someone polished the doorknob with a personality.”
“Psst,” Nina said. “Sneak mode.” She pulled a cap low and tucked the tote tight. A delivery cart rolled by stacked with bags of flour labeled CRISP SPECIAL. Behind the cart, a narrow service door stood ajar. A black cat lounged beside it, tail swishing like a metronome. Its collar tag read WHISKERS DO NOT TOUCH.
“Cat,” Bubbles whispered. “Known foe of jars. There will be pawing.”
Nina tried to tiptoe. Her shoe squeaked. The cat opened one golden eye. It looked bored, which scared Nina more than anger.
“Distract,” Bubbles said. “Do a fish impression.”
“I don’t know what fish say.”
“They say nothing. They do faces.”
Nina puffed her cheeks and did a fish face. The cat blinked. Then very lazily it batted a bottle cap, which skittered away. Whiskers followed.
“Now,” Bubbles hissed.
Nina slid through the service door into a hallway of silver and tile. The air smelled like bleach and baked ego. Bubbles’ bubbles trembled. “The page was here. My tiny noses sneeze the truth.”
They edged past a humming mixer and a tower of trays. Voices mumbled beyond a swinging door. Nina crouched at a file cabinet tagged RECIPES, SECRET. The lock grinned at her.
“I can’t pick locks,” Nina breathed.
“You don’t need to,” Bubbles said. “You need to bribe them.”
“Bribe—?”
“Locks love fat. Rub the hinge with butter. It will stop squealing for a minute.”
Nina found a pat of butter on a dish. She rubbed it down the hinge. The door sighed like a cat settling in a sunbeam. The cabinet shivered open. Inside was a folder: SEASIDE SYRUP. Her belly did a cartwheel.
She reached—and the mixer coughed on high. The swinging door burst. Mr. Crisp’s assistant, a tall man with a hairnet like a jellyfish, strode in and froze. Nina clutched the folder to her chest. Bubbles went very still.
“You are not flour,” the assistant said. “And you are not on the schedule.” His eyebrows formed two question marks.
“I’m… a tester,” Nina said. “Quality control. Crispy Crisp demands excellence?” She tried to look like someone who wrote emails.
“Mr. Crisp likes clipboards,” the assistant said, and his eyes dropped to the jar in the tote. “And no jars.”
Bubbles bubbled. “Excuse you.” Then, louder, and greatly unhelpful: “Thief!”
The assistant lunged. Nina danced backward, bumped the tower of trays, wobbled past the mixer, and burst through the swinging door into the main kitchen. It glittered like a spaceship. A leviathan of a machine crouched in the center: stainless steel arms, a belt like a conveyor, a giant circular griddle big enough to park a bicycle on. Mega-Flipper, read the plaque. It giggled menacingly and flipped six trial pancakes at once, which landed in perfect stacks.
“Show-off,” Bubbles sniffed.
Mr. Crisp appeared with his mustache at full sail. “We have a tiny visitor,” he crooned. “How sweet. What are you doing, child?”
Nina’s mouth decided to go on break. “Looking for the restroom.”
He smiled without his eyes. “The restroom is not in the secure recipe cabinet.” He snapped his fingers. The assistant reached for the jar.
Bubbles acted first. It burped so fiercely the lid popped and a puff of yeasty fog exploded into the room. “Insolent!” it squealed. The fog rolled across the tile, thick and damp. The assistant slipped. Then Mr. Crisp slipped. The Mega-Flipper chimed a nervous note and flung a pancake at the wall. The pancake slid down like a sleepy slug.
Nina jammed the folder inside her hoodie and ran. She zigzagged, hurdled a bag of sugar, and dove for the door as Whiskers the cat leaped in from the hall, claws out, eyes gleaming with overtime glee.
“Left!” Bubbles hollered. “Then left-left-right like the whisk of a whisk.”
Nina took the corners. The cat skidded past on the fog. She shoved through the service door and into the alley sunshine, heartbeat throttling her ears. She sprinted across the lane, through the bakery, up the stairs, and flopped onto her bed in a puff of panic.
Only then did she pull out the folder with shaking fingers.
Inside, the syrup page grinned back—but not the whole grin. The bottom half was missing. The secret ingredient line was a torn edge that read: “Add one spoon of sea—” and then nothing.
“Sea what?” Nina wheezed. “Seaweed? Seasalt? Seabiscuit?” She shook the page. It did nothing but be paper.
Bubbles clinked from the tote. “Calm your batter. Let me hum.” It began a tiny song, fizz-fizz-fizz, a sound like seltzer learning to whistle. “The thief took the other half. But the smell… the smell says flowers by the shore. A honey smell. Not clover. Not orange. Something that puffs its chest in the wind.”
Nina leaned on the windowsill. The harbor was a bowl of pewter. Gulls wrote wobbly letters in the sky. Pebbles clicked in the waves. Flowers by the shore. There was a low patch of purple behind the lighthouse where bees swarmed every summer until the keeper put up a polite sign that said PLEASE SUPPORT MY BEES WITH YOUR KINDNESS AND DO NOT STEAL THEIR HONEY.
Nina grabbed her sneakers. “We’re going to the lighthouse.”
They scampered down the stairs. Grandma Luli was in the kitchen, peering into the oven with a wrench. “Don’t go far,” she said without looking. “And for goodness’ sake, take a snack.” She handed Nina a paper bag. Inside: two slightly lopsided pancakes and an apple.
“Back soon,” Nina called, and darted out.
The lighthouse path smelled like salt and old stories. The purple flowers waved hello. A hum filled the air, golden and busy. The beekeeper, a thin man with a hat like a collapsed tent, sat on a crate reading a magazine called Bee Monthly. His name tag said HARBOR BEE PROJECT: KEEPER IAN.
“Do you have sea… flower honey?” Nina asked.
“Sea lavender,” Keeper Ian said, not looking up. “Grows near the marsh. Bees dive in like it’s a buffet.” He flipped a page. “But we’re out. Someone bought the last jar yesterday. Tall hat, pointy mustache. Paid in exact change and a smirk.”
Mr. Crisp had the other half of the secret and the honey. Nina’s stomach did the twist.
“We can’t give up,” she told Bubbles. “We have half the page. We know the honey. We can test.”
“Also,” Bubbles said, “your oven is sulking. It will need flattery and possibly a trumpet.”
“A trumpet?”
“Or something that blows in a polite way. Ovens like attention.”
Nina snorted. “You’re making it up.”
“Am I?” Bubbles fizzed. “Ask a band.”
They walked home by the long way. The parade banner flapped across Main Street: THREE DAYS TO GO! Kids practiced baton spins. The pier band oompah-ed. A tall boy with a tuba made a wrong note so squelchy it scared a gull into dropping a stolen French fry onto his shoe. He laughed and wiped it off with dignity.
Nina tapped her pencil against her ear and wished secrets would fall out. They didn’t. But a plan did: flip better than a machine, even with half a page, and find sea lavender honey before festival morning.

    
Mega-Flipper Mayhem
By Thursday, Pebbleport throbbed with plans. Streamers hung from lampposts. The square smelled like lemons and paint. Nina set up a test station in the bakery: three pans, one griddle, one very grumpy oven, one jar that gave opinions, and a notebook labeled EXPERIMENTS NO JUDGING.
She measured, stirred, and tasted. “Too sour,” she mumbled. “Too sweet. Too gluey. Wow, this one could seal a boat.” She made a face and added a sad face next to Batch 11.
“Write that it would make a fine skateboard wheel lubricant,” Bubbles suggested. “We shouldn’t waste.”
Inspector Ledger stopped by, sniffed, and checked boxes on his form. “Festival morning,” he said, “I will observe a live demonstration. Devices must be safe. Recipes must be legal.” He peered at Bubbles. “No unlicensed alchemy.”
“Absolutely licensed,” Bubbles burbled. “I’m registered in the land of dough.”
Ledger frowned. “See that you are.” He left, trailed by the sound of his crisp shoes.
Mr. Crisp drifted in behind him like a polite storm cloud. “Friendly reminder,” he purred. “We must all comply with taste standards. I’ll be unveiling the Mega-Flipper Deluxe at the parade. Very safe. Very modern. Very… hygienic.”
Grandma Luli’s spoon stiffened. “We’re not turning a parade into a factory tour,” she said.
“Tradition is a lovely hobby,” Mr. Crisp said, then smiled too wide and vanished.
Nina’s hand trembled over Batch 12. “We can beat him,” she said to Bubbles, to herself, to the oven.
“We can,” Bubbles agreed. “We also need wind.”
“Wind?”
“To help your oven breathe. Its flame is a shy rabbit. It wants a gentle puff. A tuba,” Bubbles said grandly. “A trombone might do in a pinch.”
“You keep saying that,” Nina muttered. But her eyes slid to the window, to the pier band where the tall tuba boy bumbled through scales like a nice elephant in tap shoes.
Late afternoon, she found him outside, polishing his instrument with a shirt that had surrendered long ago. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Nina. Your tuba makes heroic noises.”
“Thanks,” he said, grin crooked. “I’m Ollie. Your pancakes make the band play faster.”
“I need a favor. I need a polite wind.”
“This tuba has nothing but manners,” he said. “Also, I owe Sir Honks-a-Lot my fries from yesterday.” He nodded at the gull, who nodded back like a mayor. “What’s the plan?”
“Come at nine,” Nina said. “We’ll cheer up an oven.”
Night fell soft and sparkly. Fireflies blinked near the marsh like tiny lightbulbs with stage fright. In the bakery, Nina, Grandma Luli, Ollie, and Bubbles formed a circle around the oven.
“Hello, beloved appliance,” Nina said with grave respect. “You are brave. You are modern. You are an icon.”
The oven’s pilot light flickered. Bubbles hummed low. “Compliments working. Add music.”
Ollie lifted the tuba. He took a breath that pulled the room a little in, then blew a note like a warm hug. The sound wrapped around the oven door. The pilot light perked up like a hamster hearing snacks.
“Again,” Nina whispered.
Ollie puffed a gentle scale. Between notes, he said, “You can do this, oven. You have grit.” He blushed between words like he was flirting with a toaster.
The flame steadied. The oven purred. Nina almost cried. Grandma Luli slapped the oven twice, lightly. “Behave,” she said, which was love in oven language.
They baked a trial pan with half-remembered syrup, replacing the missing note with plain honey. It was nice. It was fine. That was the problem. It was not Seaside Syrup. It didn’t hold the wind.
“Sea lavender,” Nina said to the ceiling. “Sea lavender.” She pouted at the shelf where unusual things were kept. Ms. Guava had once brought matcha. Someone had donated a jar of something called Cloud Sugar. No sea lavender honey.
They sat on the floor and shared a simple pancake. “Paper tastes better than my Batch 11,” Nina said.
“Nothing tastes better than paper,” Bubbles said grandly. “Paper is the flavor of potential. But we are close. The smell of the missing bit is like purple and breeze.”
Ollie hugged his tuba loosely. “My granddad used to say, when you can’t find the note, hum around it until it blushes.”
Nina nodded. “Let’s hum. In syrup.” She scribbled on a napkin: test with sea salt foam? Test with marsh tea? Ask Ms. Guava about edible flowers? She added another line: Check Crisp for honey.
As if he had read the napkin, a soft rumble rolled from across the lane. They peeked. Mr. Crisp’s team unloaded parts from a truck: a giant spout shaped like a whale, a conveyor belt, a cooler labeled HONEY, and a crate stamped DO NOT SPILL.
“Suspicious,” Bubbles breathed.
“Tomorrow,” Nina whispered. “We challenge.”
Grandma Luli’s eyes sparkled. “We flip with our hands, he flips with a robot. May the best flip win.”
Festival morning arrived like confetti from the sky. Pebbleport woke up extra early. The pier band tuned. Kids smeared glitter where glitter didn’t strictly need to be. Booths popped open like surprises: chalk art, kite kits, whistles that made goose sounds. The parade route was a ribbon down the main street, ending in the square where two stages faced each other like friendly fortresses.
On one stage, Crisp’s Mega-Flipper loomed shiny and smug, with tubes and dials that winked. Mr. Crisp wore a coat with so many buttons it had to be custom sewn by a button store. On the other stage, Nina arranged pans, ladles, and a sign that said LULI’S LOVE FLIPS.
Inspector Ledger stood between them with a stamp pad. “Fair competition,” he declared. “No sabotage. Safety first. Clean aprons.” He eyed Bubbles. “Lids on.”
Bubbles pulled its lid down like a hat. “Yes, sir. No fogs unless provoked.”
“We’re not provoking,” Nina told it. She flexed her wrists. Ollie stood by with his tuba like a loyal dragon.
Mr. Crisp bowed to the audience and then to Nina. “May the neatest stack win,” he said, and whispered near her ear, “I do hope your oven had a good last night.”
“It hummed,” Nina said. “It sang opera. Thank you for asking.”
The band struck up a cheerful tune. Ledger dropped his arm. And they were off.
Mega-Flipper chugged, flipped, and stacked like a pancake train. Mr. Crisp poured batter from a chrome pitcher with arms crossed, as if the machine were a magic trick that did not need a magician at all.
Nina poured batter that smelled like morning. She flipped with her whole body, knees soft, elbows quick. The crowd clapped. The first stack landed like a hug. Grandma Luli ladled the almost-right syrup with a brave smile.
“Needs the wind,” Bubbles murmured.
Nina could feel the missing note like a word on the tip of her tongue.
Then Whiskers streaked across their stage and leaped for Bubbles, eyes gleaming with mischief. The jar squealed. Ollie puffed a warning note. Nina hopped sideways, caught the cat by the middle, and spun like a dancer. The crowd laughed.
“Sir,” Ledger barked at Mr. Crisp. “Control your animal.”
“My cat is freelance,” Mr. Crisp said.
“Release me,” Bubbles grunted, kicking inside the tote. “I must defend the integrity of bubbles.”
“Not yet,” Nina hissed, and set Whiskers on the ground. Whiskers sat down and licked a paw as if no one had seen anything.
The second round began. Mr. Crisp unclipped a hose and squirted a glossy syrup onto his stack. It shone too much. It shone like a car advertisement.
“Shiny,” Bubbles whispered. “Suspiciously shiny.”
Nina poured again. The scent of her batter curled through the square. People leaned toward it without meaning to. A breeze from the bay made the flags whisper. Nina’s chest hurt with wanting. Sea lavender. Purple wind. Where would he hide it?
She glanced across. On Crisp’s table sat the cooler labeled HONEY. Next to it, the crate DO NOT SPILL. The lid was ajar. Inside, Nina saw a pale amber jar with tiny sprigs of something like lavender floating lazy as seaweed.
Mr. Crisp followed her gaze and smiled with all his teeth. “Eyes on your own station,” he murmured.
Ollie leaned in. “I can get it,” he whispered, then shook his head. “No. Rules.”
“Rules,” Nina said. A thought piped up like a piccolo. “Bubbles, can you—without fog—maybe… persuade?”
“I can exhale,” Bubbles said primly. “Nothing in the manual about exhaling.”
It let out a gentle breath that smelled like warm bread. The nearby flags quivered. The crate’s lid fluttered wider. No one noticed over the band and the machine’s chatter. Nina saw the label now: SEA LAVENDER HONEY. Her heart did a backflip and knocked on her ribs.
Ledger circled, stamping forms. He stopped at Crisp’s table. “Is that container secured?”
“Of course,” Mr. Crisp said without looking, and flicked a switch on Mega-Flipper. The machine chirped and, with a smug little hop, flipped eight pancakes at once, firing them like soft saucers to a plate ten feet away. The crowd oohed.
Ollie made a noise like a whale’s opinion. “Show-off.”
Whiskers reappeared, wove figure eights around Nina’s ankles, and then stretched luxuriously on top of Bubbles’ tote. The jar burbled an insult in yeast language.
Nina closed her eyes. She could hear the water tapping at the stones. She could feel the honey pulling from the cooler like a tide. She spoke to the day inside her head: please.
A gust skimmed the square. Not big. Just a friendly pat. The crate lid lifted, wobbled, and fell. The jar inside tipped and rolled toward the edge. It stopped against a coil of hose. Ledger turned, drawn by the rattle. Mr. Crisp turned too.
“Now?” Bubbles whispered.
“Not stealing,” Nina whispered back. “Borrowing. Public safety. We’re preventing a spill.” She took two steps, snapped out a towel, and caught the jar as it toppled. “Hazard,” she said to Ledger, breathless. “Prevented.”
Ledger blinked, then nodded. “Carry on.”
Mr. Crisp’s smile cracked. “That belongs on my table.”
Nina met his eyes. “We’ll share the parade,” she said. “Share honey.”

    
The Parade of Golden Circles
Ledger set a small bowl between the stations. “Shared ingredient,” he said. “Keep it clean. Proceed.” He stamped a paper hard enough to leave a dent.
Nina’s fingers trembled as she lifted the lid. The smell that floated out made her eyes prick. It was the pier at low tide without the fish, a breeze through purple flowers, summer evenings when the sky decided to stay up late. Sea lavender honey. Bubbles hummed so low it was almost sleeping.
“Hello,” Nina whispered to the honey, which felt right. She spooned a swirl into her pot, added sugar, a squeeze of lemon, a whisper of salt, and the last line of Grandma’s humming. She heated it slow, stirring clockwise three times, counterclockwise two. She could hear her mother’s mother’s voice, though she had never met her, counting under the breath of the spoon.
The syrup thickened and turned the color of afternoon. Nina dipped a spoon, blew, tasted. The wind showed up. It pressed a warm palm to her cheek. Her throat went wobbly. “That’s it,” she breathed. “That’s us.”
“Pour,” Bubbles said softly.
Nina stacked fresh pancakes, the best flip she had ever done, then poured the syrup. It moved like a slow dance and then settled with a glossy sigh that was not too shiny, not too eager. People leaned in, noses tilted. A silence fell like everyone had just remembered their favorite story.
Inspector Ledger cleared his throat as if clearing a tiny stage. He stepped up, fork in hand. He took one bite, then two, then set the fork down carefully in a way that made it a hero. “This,” he said, “is compliant.” He dabbed the corner of his mouth. “And excellent.”
Cheers spattered and then crashed like a wave. A gull tried to clap with its wings and made a noise like a sneeze. Nina’s ears rang with happy thunder.
Mr. Crisp flung his hand. “Taste mine,” he said, and Ledger did. He chewed. He frowned. He touched the syrup with a finger and rubbed. His finger stuck. He tugged. His finger stayed stuck.
“What is this,” Ledger said, alarm turning his eyebrows into umbrellas.
“Adhesive compliance,” Bubbles suggested unhelpfully.
Mr. Crisp sputtered. “A harmless thickener.” He tugged Ledger’s hand free. A long, silly string lifted like a gooey violin string and snapped against Mr. Crisp’s moustache. It glued. His moustache leaped for freedom and failed.
The crowd laughed, not mean, but honest. “That is not food,” Ledger declared. “That is craft store behavior.” He stamped a form so fast his stamp squeaked.
Whiskers, thrilled by chaos, dashed across Mega-Flipper’s control panel. The machine hiccuped and began to toss pancakes like frisbees. One settled gently on the head of the mayor, who kept it there like a crown.
Mr. Crisp lunged for the controls. A hose flailed. The shared bowl of sea lavender honey wobbled. Nina lunged too, trying to steady everything, and bumped the corner. A glossy ribbon went wide. It arced through the air and landed across Mr. Crisp’s shoulder. He froze, surprised more than angry, and sniffed. For a heartbeat he was a child at a fair with a perfect scoop of ice cream.
“It is… nice,” he admitted, very small. Then he saw Ledger’s frown and straightened. “But my machine—”
“—is throwing food,” Grandma Luli said, hands on hips. “We don’t throw food unless it’s to the gulls with love.” She grabbed a spatula and, with the reflexes of a wizard, snatched a flying pancake out of the air and flipped it onto a plate. She handed it to a little kid in a paper sailor hat. The kid cheered like a small parade all by himself.
Ollie puffed a steady note. “We can help,” he told Mr. Crisp, and between puffs he showed him the emergency shutoff shaped like a shy red mushroom. Mr. Crisp slapped it. Mega-Flipper sighed and folded its arms like a tired octopus.
“Thank you,” Mr. Crisp said stiffly.
“You are welcome,” Ollie said, cheeks shiny with effort. “We can make music or messes. Today we choose music.”
Ledger took a breath. “By tradition and common sense, the parade should be led by the pancakes that taste like our town.” He held up Nina’s plate. “That would be these.” He stamped something official on the air.
Mr. Crisp’s shoulders dropped. For the first time, his mustache looked like something that might laugh without hurting anyone. He looked at Nina. “Your flipping is precise. Your syrup smells like the harbor. I wanted to beat you so much I forgot why I cook.” He glanced at the crowd. “May I join the parade behind you?”
Nina blinked. She looked at Grandma, who nodded once, the way someone nods at sunshine. “You can,” Nina said. “But no glue.”
He winced. “No glue.”
Bubbles rattled its lid. “Apologies to all noses.”
“Apologies to all noses,” Mr. Crisp repeated. He even scratched Whiskers under the chin, which seemed brave given Whiskers’ general opinion of everyone.
Ledger tucked his stamp away. “We are in agreement.” He scribbled AND NO ADHESIVE onto his clipboard and underlined it three times, then smiled for the first time since probably birth.
The parade formed like a happy snake. In front, Nina wore a sash that said JUNIOR HEAD BAKER, which the mayor had made out of a ribbon and a napkin. She strapped on her pan-pack—now secure, because she had added two straps, a bungee cord, and a stern talk—and flipped tiny pancakes into cones lined with paper. They came out golden and eager and tasted like bells.
Grandma Luli pushed their oven on a rolling platform like royalty in a float. Someone had tied balloons to its handles. It puffed warm, polite breaths, proud to be a hero. Bubbles rode in a basket with a lace cloth like a baby that had opinions. It hummed to the rhythm of Ollie’s tuba.
Ollie marched, puffing cheerful bass notes that made shirts flap in the nicest way. The pier band juggled a melody between them. Kids danced with spatulas. The mayor wore his pancake like a crown until a gull politely asked for it.
Pebbleport clapped, whooped, and waved, but the best sounds were the small ones: the crisping sigh as batter met pan, the sting of salt when a breeze climbed through the street, the little giggles of syrup meeting tongues.
Mr. Crisp marched behind them, Mega-Flipper turned into a float with flowers stuffed into its unplugged parts. Whiskers sat like a captain on the cooler now filled with regular, honest honey. Mr. Crisp shook hands like someone trying to remember how to be a neighbor.
At the square, Nina stopped and looked around with a full, fizzy chest. The buildings leaned in like friends. The banner streamed above, crossed with a gull feather someone had thrown and which had decided to stay. The clock blinked noon. She caught Grandma’s eye.
“Saved,” Grandma mouthed.
Nina’s throat went hot. “Together,” she mouthed back.
Bubbles tapped its lid. “I would like to say,” it began, and of course everyone looked because a jar was talking, “that bravery is ninety percent bubbles and ten percent good snacks.”
“Also good friends,” Ollie said.
“Also good wind,” the oven might have said if ovens spoke, which they do but only to people who knead to the beat.
Afternoon melted into golden light. The booths emptied into the square. People sat wherever there was a curb or a crate and talked with their mouths full. Seagulls negotiated for crumbs with the seriousness of lawyers.
Nina and Grandma Luli cleaned up, which is another kind of parade: cloths and brushes, rinses and shakes, a rhythm as satisfying as applause. Mr. Crisp approached with his hat in his hands, which made him shorter by at least an inch.
“I am sorry,” he said. “For the stealing and the… what did the clipboard call it?”
“Craft store behavior,” Bubbles supplied.
“Yes. That.” He looked at the recipe book on their counter, where the Seaside Syrup page now sat on top, whole again, taped neatly with washi tape that had little anchors. “Some things should live where they were born.” He slid a new jar onto the counter. “A peace offering.” SEA LAVENDER HONEY, the label read.
Grandma took it. “We accept. On one condition.”
Mr. Crisp swallowed. “Name it.”
“You teach a Saturday class at the community kitchen on cleanup and safety,” she said. “Your floors shine. The kids would love your tricks.”
He blinked. “I can do that.”
“Good,” Grandma said, then leaned in. “And you let Whiskers sit in the window sometimes. People like a cat in a window.”
Whiskers yawned, which is cat language for I already planned to.
Ollie tapped the oven with his knuckle. “How do you feel?”
The oven glowed in answer. Nina laughed. “Ready for tomorrow?” she asked everyone—oven, jar, friends, town.
“Tomorrow is pancakes,” Bubbles said. “And maybe waffles if we forgive them.”
Nina stood at the door and watched Pebbleport stretch and yawn. She could smell the last of the day, that soft, sweet note when the sun goes to get its sweater. The parade had ended, but everything good still hummed.
She felt taller. Not in inches, but in… bubbles.
“Come on,” Grandma called. “We have a bakery to close and a recipe to tuck in.”
Nina turned the sign to Closed. The bell said dingle-ding. Sir Honks-a-Lot strutted by with the air of someone who had received excellent service. Nina waved.
“Tomorrow,” she told the door, the street, the sea.
The door seemed to answer with a small, happy click. And if the jar hummed a lullaby and the oven sighed content in the quiet, well—all of Pebbleport slept better for it.
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