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Lifeguard on Duty
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YOU KNOW HOW sometimes you say something in passing, or someone says something to you in passing, and only later do you realize the statement could be taken more than one way? Like, Wow, he didn’t know how right he was! Know what I mean?

Okay, probably not. Anyway, when Martin McAuliffe turned to me and said, “Jane, I have a feeling this is going to be a memorable night,” I’m pretty sure he wasn’t anticipating the way that night really turned out. Because, I mean, come on. Who could possibly have seen that coming?

He uttered these provocative words while steering his 1966 candy-apple-red Mustang into the parking area of a historic bed-and-breakfast inn called The Gabbling Goose, located across the street from the town beach in quaint Crystal Harbor, Long Island. The porch light and first-floor windows of the redbrick inn glowed in welcome, though it was nearly eleven p.m. Moonlight shivered on the inky surface of the bay.

I can hear you wondering why, since both of us possessed perfectly serviceable homes right there in town, we’d decided to shell out the big bucks for a room at The Gabbling Goose.

Well, it was really Martin’s doing. He was the one who’d insisted this grand passion that had been smoldering between us for the past year deserved to be, shall we say, brought to fulfillment at a more romantic and, yes, memorable venue than either his one-bedroom apartment above the pub where he tended bar, or the soulless McMansion I’d kinda sorta inherited the previous year.

Brought to fulfillment sounds so much more genteel than consummated, don’t you agree? (Or any of the earthier synonyms for you-know-what that just popped into your mind. I can, too, read your mind. Deal with it.) In any event, month after month of flirtatious banter and suggestive teasing had brought the slow smolder to a flash point a little earlier that night when Martin and I had shared our first Big Kiss.

I have to admit, after that kiss, he could have fulfilled me in the middle of Main Street and I wouldn’t have complained. But I agreed to do it Martin’s way because I knew it was prompted by a desire to make the night extra-special for me. Plus it was anyone’s guess how long his romantic streak would last—or indeed, how long we would last. There were no guarantees where the inscrutable and commitment-phobic padre was concerned.

That’s right, I call him padre. And lest you get the idea I’d just tangled tonsils with a man of the cloth, let me assure you it’s merely a nickname I’d bestowed, owing to the fact that during our first meeting, Martin had been impersonating a priest.

I know. Awful, right?

What’s that? You want to know what I was doing while he was rocking the priest getup? Well... I might have been attempting to steal a valuable brooch right off a corpse during a wake.

Now, don’t be like that. I was an innocent patsy. The client who’d hired me to swipe it for her had insisted it was a worthless piece of junk whose value was strictly sentimental and that she was the rightful owner. Later I learned she’d fibbed on both counts.

My name is Jane Delaney and I perform tasks for paying clients, tasks that tend to bring me into close proximity with the dearly departed. Which might have something to do with why I’m known locally as the Death Diva. Today you might find me checking up on grave upkeep on behalf of a long-distance relative. Perhaps tomorrow I’ll be helping a family divide cremated remains or arrange a burial at sea. Pretty tame stuff, right?

And okay, so there’s the occasional offbeat assignment, like the brooch thing. Oh yeah, and the time I helped a client cast a death mask of her late husband. Old-fashioned and icky, but nowhere near the ickiest thing I’ve been paid to do. Plus it was legal and lucrative, my two most important criteria. Last year I facilitated the donation of someone’s very old, very dead giant tortoise to the Smithsonian. For that matter, I’ve arranged oodles of pet funerals. Folks have a tendency to go overboard when it comes to their furry family members, and I can definitely relate. Speaking of which...

“Did you have to bring him along?” Martin cast a disgruntled glance at Sexy Beast, whose front paws were propped on the half-open window, his superpowered canine schnoz hoovering up myriad intriguing scents. My wimpy human nose detected only fresh-mown grass on the chilly breeze, overlaid with the inn’s flowering bushes and a hint of brine from the nearby bay.

“The comment period on this issue is officially over, Padre.” Once we’d agreed on our destination, I’d made him swing by my place to pick up a few essentials, including my seven-pound apricot poodle. After all, it was too late to get a friend or neighbor to look in on him, and let’s face it, Sexy Beast—SB for short—was about as needy and neurotic as they came. If I left him alone all night, even with a pet-sitter, he’d be a gibbering basket case come morning. Not to mention, I’d have felt compelled to rush home at the crack of dawn to reassure him and offer an apologetic Vienna sausage or three. I’d had Martin verify with the innkeeper that the little guy would be welcome in our room. 

“Just as long as he doesn’t decide to, you know, jump on the bed or anything,” Martin grumbled as he positioned the vintage Mustang between a black Mercedes and a gold Lexus, the only other vehicles in the small gravel parking strip next to the inn. Clearly, not all of the B&B’s eight guest rooms were occupied, no surprise on a midweek night in early May.

I chewed back a grin. So that’s what had the padre vexed—the fear that our long-anticipated (insert your favorite euphemism here) might be interrupted by an adorable yet attention-hogging toy poodle, eager to join in his alpha female’s fun new bed game.

Yeah, new. Because let’s face it, it had been so long since yours truly had played this particular game, I’d almost forgotten the rules. If any new ones had been invented during my downtime, I was confident Martin would get me up to speed before this momentous night was through.

“Not to worry,” I assured him as I exited the car and reached into the backseat for Sexy Beast’s plush bucket bed, crammed with his toys, snacks, and supplies. The little dog, meanwhile, tested the limits of his leash, avidly exploring. “Once we get settled in, SB will conduct a swift but thorough reconnaissance and be snoring within seconds. It’s way past his usual bedtime.”

The padre appeared unconvinced. Moonlight glinted off his short, sandy hair as he retrieved my small duffel from the trunk, along with a knapsack I hadn’t noticed earlier. I could only conclude he kept a few overnight necessities packed in anticipation of last-minute sleepovers. I found that particular conclusion more than a little irksome, so I decided not to think about it.

We stood there staring at each other for long moments. The padre’s pale-blue gaze felt like a sensual caress as it traced my features, making me wonder how I appeared to him in the moonlight. ​He shouldered the straps of our bags and reached out to lightly stroke my strawberry-blonde hair, which fell in soft layers just past my shoulders.

He leaned down and lightly brushed his lips over mine, a teasing hint of what was to come. Dear Lord, this man could make even that seemingly innocuous gesture seem triple-X-rated. He placed a warm hand on my back and steered me toward the inn’s ​full-length, covered porch.

Reluctantly I halted in my tracks. “You know what? I’d better give this little troublemaker one last potty break. You go ahead and get us checked in. I’ll be around back.” I handed the bucket bed to Martin, checked the pockets of my suede jacket to make sure I had a plastic doggie-waste bag, and led Sexy Beast through the parking area and around the side of the big house. He marked a rosebush, a bird feeder, and a wooden fence post before we made it to the huge backyard.

​​​The Gabbling Goose, which occupied two acres of prime Crystal Harbor real estate, began life as a private home in the mid-seventeenth century. Remarkably, the property had remained in the same family during the ensuing centuries. The original structure had been left intact even as expansions and renovations turned it into the elegant establishment it was today. A couple named Shelley and Woody Bernstein had been the live-in managers of the B&B for about thirty-five years with minimal staff, though at this point they had to be well past retirement age.

As I rounded the house, I saw that a large wooden deck hugged the back of it. Porch lights revealed upholstered seating areas with umbrellas and a fire pit, a glass-topped dining table with a dozen chairs, a large gas grill, and an assortment of potted plants.

Beyond the deck, the manicured lawn lay in moonlit gloom, a landscape of shadows within shadows. The one exception was the free-form swimming pool some distance away, which glowed a shimmering blue-green, courtesy of underwater lights. The pool looked so inviting, I couldn’t resist ambling over to check it out. Naturally, Sexy Beast had to investigate every plant, rock... heck, every blade of grass, it seemed. I was happy to let him if the extra activity meant he’d sleep even more soundly.

A stone apron added to the pool’s rustic appeal, making me wish it would be warm enough the next day to take a dip. I’d packed a swimsuit, just in case, but the forecast was for a typical early-spring day in the Northeast: partly sunny and just a bit too cool for swimming. I walked along the edge of the pool, squinting through the gloom, and was happy to spy what appeared to be a freestanding hot tub tucked within a stone surround, located a short distance from the deep end. I smiled, picturing the padre and myself lounging in the steamy spa tomorrow morning, sipping restorative mimosas while water jets pummeled our happily sleep-deprived bods.

Sexy Beast seemed to have run out of gas or, um, something and was no longer marking this new territory of his. He was still sniffing like crazy, of course, but I mean, he’s a dog. When I came within a few yards of the hot tub, I realized that not only were the underwater jets and lights on, but it was occupied.

“Oh!” I said. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”

The man didn’t react, and I bit back a chuckle, realizing he’d fallen asleep in the warm, churning water. The ​empty martini glass on the tub’s rim might have had something to do with that. He sat facing me, comfortably slumped with his head tipped back.

As much as I hated to disturb this guy’s snooze, I felt I had no choice. I imagined him sliding down into the tub, and I mean, who knew how much he’d had to drink? Did anyone else even know he was out here?

“Excuse me?” I said. No response. I moved a little closer to the tub. “Sir!” I snapped, with crisp authority. “Hello!” Nada. “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” I griped.

Sexy Beast hung back, straining against the leash and doing some griping of his own. I didn’t have time for this. I had things to do. Important things.

I can hear you snickering. Let me assure you, if you’d ever laid eyes on Martin McAuliffe, you’d know just how important those particular things were.

SB’s muttering morphed into sharp barks, which increased in pitch and volume as I snatched him up and marched over to Sleeping Beauty. This close, the moonlight revealed him to be a fairly attractive man of medium build, probably in his mid-forties. His mouth sagged open, but he wasn’t snoring.

I reached for his shoulder, intending to shake him awake, but something made me withdraw my hand. Partly it was my dog’s behavior. Yes, SB was a nervous little dope at the best of times, but outright hysteria for no discernible reason? He wasn’t that far gone.

So partly it was Sexy Beast’s freak-out, and partly it was something on the cool breeze. Something my wimpy human nose finally registered. Something metallic and slightly sweet.

I got a firmer grip on my shrieking dog and gave Hot Tub Guy a closer inspection. He seemed to be peacefully napping, all right, but something about the tub itself looked wrong—the stone exterior, that is, under and behind his head. I peered around and saw that black paint had pooled on the coping and was dripping down the outside of the tub to puddle at its base.

Oh, look at you, so full of yourself. I know what you’re thinking. Jane, don’t you know blood appears black in moonlight? Well, sure, I’d heard that, too, but it’s one of those bizarre factoids you never expect to be able to either verify or disprove.

You will be happy to know I can now verify it, so you don’t have to. You’re welcome.

Actually, the primitive, reptilian part of my brain verified it a scant couple of seconds before the civilized, mimosa-sipping part caught up. That was all the time it took for reptilian Jane to stumble away from Dead Hot Tub Guy, trip over SB’s trailing leash, and execute a face-stinging belly flop in the deep end of the swimming pool.

You know what you don’t want to be wearing at a time like that? You don’t want to be wearing a heavy suede jacket. I struggled to tread water, whipping my head around, blinded by the wet hair plastered to my face. “Sexy Beast!” He’d sailed out of my arms as I fell, landing somewhere in the pool. “SB, where are you!”

My poor little dog had never learned to swim. Considering how much he detested baths and ran for cover at the first raindrop, I’d always figured it was a lost cause. And yeah, I know poodles have a long and noble history as water retrievers—well, the big standard poodles do, anyway. What can I tell you? There weren’t enough Vienna sausages in the world to convince my pampered pooch to get his dainty little paws wet.

“Sexy Beast! Where the hell are you?” Now who was hysterical? Imagine my relief when my panic-stricken cry was answered by a single imperious bark. I finally managed to push the hair out of my face and spied SB at last, halfway down the pool, his little body backlit by the underwater lights.

He was swimming directly toward me, flawlessly dog paddling as if he’d been doing it his whole life. He barked again, in that commanding tone that said: Stay where you are, Jane. I’m coming for you.

Good grief. Well, it would have been hard to argue that my tiny dog was the one who needed saving, considering all the flailing and sputtering I was doing. He reached me in record time, latched on to the collar of my jacket, and started tugging me toward the side of the pool.

“What’s all the hollering about?” It was the padre, ambling across the lawn toward us.

Oh good, I was afraid I wouldn’t completely humiliate myself tonight.

“What are you doing in the pool, Jane?” He reached the edge at the same time I did, and lifted Sexy Beast out. The little furball vigorously shook himself, a spectacular display that progressed from nose to tail—a miracle of physics.

“Sexy Beast fell in,” I said, as I made an ungainly attempt to heave myself onto the stone ledge. “What choice did I have? I had to, you know, go in after him.”

Martin wore a devilish smile. “What do you say, SB? Is that how it happened?”

“Shut up and help me.” I was making zero progress on my own.

He grabbed hold of my arms and started to lift me out. In an amused whisper, he said, “Don’t know whether you noticed, but there’s a guy asleep in the hot tub over there.”

“He’s not asleep, Padre. That man is deceased.”

“What?” Martin let go of me and sprinted over to the hot tub, while I tumbled back into the cold water. Sexy Beast muttered something in Poodle and jumped in after me.

I gave up on trying to haul myself out in my sodden clothes. Instead I pulled myself along the edge of the pool to the shallow end and its idiot-proof steps. And yes, Sexy Beast played lifeguard yet again, keeping a firm grip on my jacket collar the whole time. I watched enviously as he gave himself another thorough, highly efficient shake.

Shivering, trailing water in my wake, I joined the padre at the hot tub, where he’d already verified my diagnosis of Very Dead and was finishing up a call to 911.

“I’ll wait out here for the cops.” He was calm and in control, as if finding a corpse in a hot tub were an everyday occurrence. “You go inside and let Shelley and Woody know what happened. Our bags are still in the lobby. You can change into dry clothes. I have a feeling we’re going to be here awhile.”

But not in the way we’d planned. Dang it all!

“You saw the...?” I gestured vaguely toward the, ahem, black paint.

“I saw.” Martin sighed. “I know this guy, Jane.”

“You do?” I said, wide-eyed. “Who is he?”

“His name is Stu Ruskin. I was his bodyguard.”
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Practical Life Skills
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“THOSE TWO SEEM OKAY. Competent. Respectful.” Woody Bernstein set a platter of snacks on the coffee table in front of the love seat Martin and I shared in the front parlor of The Gabbling Goose. Cheese, crackers, salami, olives, and fruit.

My stomach whined in gratitude, reminding me how long it had been since I’d put anything in it. Sexy Beast, who’d curled up between the padre and me, was so exhausted by all the activity, not to mention his late-night lifeguard duty, that not even the smell of some of his favorite vittles was enough to interrupt his sound snooze.

“You mean the detectives?” I asked, as I plopped a slice of fragrant cheddar on a water cracker. “Howie and Cookie are more than okay. Not only are they swell people, but they happen to be very good at what they do. I’ve known Howie forever. Cookie Kaplan joined the force just six months ago, but already I like her a lot.”

“Woody,” Martin said, “you don’t have to wait on us. It’s after one a.m. The cops have already interviewed you. You look like you’re falling out. Go to bed.”

Woody and his wife, Shelley, who managed the B&B, were around eighty years old. Both wore eyeglasses and unobtrusive hearing aids. Woody was on the short side, stocky, with a white ponytail that only served to direct one’s gaze to the gleaming bald spot above it. Shelley, a ​light-skinned Black woman, had a couple of inches on her husband. Her white hair was worn short and natural. The vivid color-block cardigan she’d layered over her long purple dress appeared handmade, as did her large beaded earrings and necklace. Age did not appear to have hampered this lady’s sense of style.

Shelley placed a bottle of merlot and three wineglasses on the table. “They’re right, dear. If you don’t get enough sleep, you’ll be useless tomorrow and then it’ll all be on me.”

This mild guilt-tripping, which I suspect she’d been employing for the past half-century or so, had the desired effect. “Well, if you insist,” Woody said, stifling a yawn, “but you have to promise you’ll wake me if the detectives have more questions.”

“Fine, but they won’t. Go on now.” Shelley wagged her hand at her husband, who wished us a good night and disappeared up the nearby staircase.

“Since the cops seem to be done with us,” she said as she started pouring, “I hereby declare it to be wine o’clock.”

“You’re an angel,” I said, accepting a glass. “I don’t know when I’ve needed it more.”

Howie and Cookie had interviewed everyone on the property, starting with Martin and me before moving on to the Bernsteins and the guests who were staying at the Gabbling Goose: a young couple and a family of four. The detectives were conducting these meetings in the large enclosed porch on the other side of the house. Tyler Collingwood, who owned the B&B, had arrived a short while ago and was in with them now.

Within minutes of Martin’s 911 call, the property bristled with emergency vehicles and first responders of every description. I didn’t see them remove Stu Ruskin’s body from the hot tub, but I watched through the front window as the white medical examiner’s van pulled away.

The padre took a sip of wine. “Shelley, you must be as wiped out as Woody. I’ll make you the same promise you made him. We’ll come get you if you’re needed.”

“Oh, don’t worry about me.” Shelley settled in an antique-looking armchair with her wineglass. For that matter, all the furnishings and artwork in the elegant B&B appeared to be from a previous century. “I wouldn’t know what to do with more than four hours of sleep. I’m a night owl and an early bird.”

“You’ll have to teach me that trick,” I said. “I need my eight hours. Six, minimum.”

“Good to know.” Martin’s tone was maddeningly innocent, the fiend. Meanwhile my face heated like a skillet.

​Tyler Collingwood joined us in the parlor. The owner of The Gabbling Goose was a little under six feet tall, with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair, a firm jawline, and a confident bearing. Based on the way he filled out his gray silk shirt and close-fitting slacks, I assumed he was either a gym rat or spent every weekend competing in a triathlon. As he scanned the room, I had the impression his intense blue-gray gaze missed nothing.

In short, he was the kind of man it was impossible to ignore. Especially if you happened to be, you know, of the female persuasion. Some men just have that certain something, and he was one of them, despite the age difference. I’d just turned forty a few weeks earlier, and I estimated this man to be in his midfifties.

He extended his hand, and we came to our feet to shake it. “Ty Collingwood.” His voice was a rich baritone, because of course it was. “I wasn’t ignoring you earlier. The detectives grabbed me as soon as I got here.”

We introduced ourselves and Sexy Beast, who roused himself long enough to accept a few brisk pats.

“I would’ve been here sooner,” Ty said, “but I was at a jazz club in Southampton and my phone was silenced. I didn’t learn about Stu’s suicide until the show ended, and of course, the drive back took an hour and a half.”

“Did the cops say it was definitely suicide?” I asked. “I mean, it looks like that, but they wouldn’t tell me anything.” No surprise there. Howie Werker always played it close to the vest. I usually had better luck cajoling information out of Cookie Kaplan when her partner wasn’t around.

“Naturally, they wouldn’t commit themselves,” Ty said. “The investigation has to run its course and all that, but it’s clear they think he killed himself.”

“That’s the sense I got, too,” I said.

“Which means,” Martin said, “they must’ve found the gun.”

Ty nodded. “I overheard a couple of cops talking about it. A Glock nine-mil with a suppressor. It was at the bottom of the hot tub.”

“Suppressor?” Shelley asked.

“Silencer,” Martin said.

Speaking of silence, an awkward one ensued as the four of us contemplated the specific sequence of events that had caused that Glock to end up in that location. I shuddered as I pictured Stu Ruskin placing the barrel of the gun in his mouth.

Ty broke the spell. “I hope this tragic incident didn’t completely ruin your stay with us.”

“Oh, were not staying here,” I said. “Well, we were planning to, but...”

“That’s understandable,” Ty said. “Let me offer you a couple of free nights to make up for the inconvenience.”

“I already gave them a voucher,” Shelley said. “Our other guests, too.”

“As always, you’re on top of everything.” He gave her a warm smile. “What would I do without you and Woody?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said, “hire someone younger and sexier?”

“Do they make them sexier than you two?”

“Good point.” She rose. “Are you hungry? I can fix you a plate.”

“I’m fine, I ate at the club. And anyway, it’s late, Shelley. You should be in bed.”

“We tried that,” Martin said.

“Oh yeah,” Ty said. “Ms. ‘I only need five hours sleep.’”

“Four.” Shelley gave him a knowing look. “Does this club you were at serve my apple crisp? Warm, with vanilla ice cream?”

She’d said the magic words. His eyes widened. “You made apple crisp?”

She turned to us. “There’s plenty. Can I interest you? It’s my specialty.”

“She’s not lying.” Ty stabbed a finger toward his manager. “Shelley Bernstein makes the best apple crisp on the planet.”

“Sounds amazing, but we’re still working our way through all this.” I indicated the snack platter. In truth, I was hoping for a few minutes alone with the padre, something we hadn’t had since he’d made that 911 call.

“We’ll take a rain check,” Martin said.

Ty and Shelley passed through the adjoining drawing room and into the kitchen while we resumed our seats. I took a healthy swallow of wine.

“He called him ‘Stu,’” Martin said. “Did you notice? Like he knew him.”

“I noticed. I also noticed that you told me you’re Stu Ruskin’s bodyguard.”

“Was,” he said. “I was Stu’s bodyguard. Part-time for five and a half months, until this past December.”

I shook my head, struggling to process this new information. “You’re a bartender, Padre.”

“Yeah, so?” He shrugged. “There’s more to my life than Murray’s Pub. The job doesn’t claim all my time.”

I was well aware there was more to Martin's life than tending bar. During the past year, he and I had shared some intense, even life-threatening experiences, which naturally had brought us closer together. I felt a gut-deep connection with this man that both thrilled and frightened me.

The fact is, I still knew precious little about his background and in particular how he’d come by some of his more, shall we say, practical life skills. Such as picking locks, disabling security systems, cracking safes... you know, basic handyman stuff like that.

He was also skilled at evading my subtle and not-so-subtle attempts to pin him down. Was he a cat burglar? Con man? Bank robber? Something worse? And if so, were we talking past tense? I thought I could live with past tense. Maybe.

It depended on a number of factors. Such as whether he’d ever done time. More important, in my book at least, was the question of whether he’d ever hurt anyone during the course of his, um, activities. That was the make-it-or-break-it question that kept me awake at night. I still didn’t know what I would do if I learned the answer was yes.

Oh hell, I knew what I would do. Or more to the point, what I wouldn’t do. I wouldn’t open my heart to someone like that. And for sure I wouldn’t make sexy-time dates with someone like that.

“How long have you done that?” I asked. “You know, worked as a bodyguard.”

He was busy poking around in the snack platter for the ideal slice of salami to crown the gob of brie he’d smeared on a slice of baguette. “Oh, about twenty years. No, I guess it’s been a little longer than that.”

“So here’s the big question,” I said.

“Why didn’t we go to the Hilton?” He shoved the loaded cracker into his mouth and followed it with the last of his wine.

“That certainly would’ve saved us all this drama,” I said, “but the question that occurred to me is this. Why would a person who’s contemplating suicide hire a bodyguard? It would seem to be counterproductive and at the very least a waste of money.”

“That’s my Jane, ever practical. You want some of these grapes before I polish them off?”

“They’re all yours. Answer the question.”

“I’m as baffled as you are,” he said. “I told Howie and Cookie about my time working for Stu, and brought up the obvious inconsistency. I mean, I assume that when someone commits suicide, they’ve spent some time thinking about it. It’s not usually a last-minute decision. But what do I know? I’m no shrink. Plus, it’s been five months since I stopped working for him. A lot can happen in five months.”

“So, what did they say?” I asked.

“Cookie asked me if Stu ever seemed depressed or suicidal. I said no. Then Howie said people change their minds, and anyway it’s too early to say for sure it was suicide.”

“But they’re definitely leaning in that direction.” I poured us each a little more wine. “It’s obvious that’s what they’re thinking.”

“Agreed.”

“Maybe Stu did change his mind,” I said. “Maybe it’s why he fired you.”

Martin glowered at me. “Cookie said the same thing. Why does everyone assume he fired me? I’m a skilled, experienced bodyguard. I’ve never lost a client yet.”

“Sorry, I just... Why did Stu hire you in the first place? Why did he need protection?”

“The cops asked me that, too. Stu claimed someone tried to off him.” Martin paused to let that sink in. “Yeah, I know, but it wouldn’t be the first time a client convinced himself that someone was gunning for him.”

“Meanwhile it’s all in his imagination,” I said. “But in Stu’s case... What exactly happened back then? I mean, what made him think someone was trying to kill him?”

“He refused to say. Which is less than helpful when you’re trying to keep your client alive. And if he knew who the supposed assassin was, he was keeping it to himself.”

“Well, let me ask you this, then. During the time you were working for him, did you ever feel his life was in danger?”

The padre shook his head. “I never saw any evidence of it. But I wasn’t with him twenty-four seven. Generally he called me in when he had some public event, when he felt particularly exposed.”

“Do you know whether Stu replaced you after you quit?” I asked.

“No idea. I certainly wasn’t about to recommend the gig to anyone.”

“Why not?”

“Because it wasn’t just that Stu was withholding important facts,” he said, “facts any bodyguard would need to do his job. The guy also turned out to be crooked. The pay was good, but I’m not that desperate for work.”

I managed to control my expression. Martin quit a lucrative side gig because the client was crooked? I liked the sound of that. It went against a lot of what I knew, or thought I knew, about the padre. I hoped I wasn’t simply grasping at straws.

“Crooked in what way?” I asked.

He offered a wry smile. “You ready for this? He stole a recipe.”

“The monster.”

“The thing is,” he said, “this was no ordinary recipe. You ever heard of a cookie called the Dreamboat?”

“No. Should I have?”

“You probably know it as the ​MegaMunchGigantiKookie,” he said. “It hit the store shelves a couple of months ago. You must’ve seen the commercials, all the media coverage.”

I made a face. “You mean that ginormous, overstuffed, candy-studded monstrosity that weighs more than my head? I’ve never had the pleasure. I look at that thing and all I see is a week’s worth of sugar and fat.”

“Since when do you have a problem with sugar and fat?” The padre was well aware of my fondness for junk food.

“There’s junk food and then there’s Junk, Padre. With a capital J. Your basic, run-of-the-mill junk food tastes good and offers a naughty thrill. Maybe even a few vitamins along with the grease and high-fructose corn syrup. Yum.”

“And the capital-J Junk?” he asked.

“Food only in the loosest sense of the word. I once checked out the ingredients list for that MegaMunchGigantiKookie. And I’m not even talking about the hard-to-pronounce ones. Did you know there’s an entire brownie inside every one of those things? And a caramel center inside of that? Oh, plus beer extract and bits of beef jerky for flavor, because what cookie would be complete without beer and jerky? I bet it doesn’t even taste that good.”

“It tastes awesome,” Martin said. “Though I must admit, the original was far superior to the mass-produced knockoff.”

“Original?”

“The Dreamboat. It was created in this small bakery in lower Manhattan, The Cranky Crumb, owned by a guy called Henry Noyer. Lives right here in Crystal Harbor, as a matter of fact. He started selling the things about a year ago and they became an instant sensation. Word spread, the Dreamboat became incredibly popular, the bakery had lines around the block. People would queue up an hour before the place opened. Henry had to limit customers to one apiece.”

“I take it Stu stole the recipe?” I said.

“Yep. And sold it to Conti-Meeker.”

“Wait. Conti-Meeker Pharmaceuticals?” I shook my head, certain I must’ve heard wrong. “The huge multinational drug company? They’re not in the cookie business.”

“They are now. The powers that be renamed it the Conti-Meeker Group with an eye toward branching out into other products, starting with foods. Once they got ahold of the recipe for the Dreamboat, they fast-tracked production and started cranking them out under the name MegaMunchGigantiKookie.”

“How convenient,” I said. “So now, after you’ve choked down a couple of those fat-and-sugar bombs, the same company will sell you your cholesterol medication, your blood pressure drug, and your insulin. Is this a great country or what?”

Sexy Beast blinked, opened his jaws on a giant yawn, and sniffed the air with interest. I offered him a small piece of cheddar, which he scarfed down before turning a few tight circles and resuming his beauty sleep.

“So how did Stu get ahold of Henry’s recipe?” I asked.

“That’s the thing. Technically, it wasn’t Henry’s recipe. His wife is the one who came up with it. Well, Georgia Chen is his ex-wife now, but they were still married when The Cranky Crumb started selling the Dreamboat.”

“Was she his partner in the business?” I asked.

“Astute question. No. Henry owned the bakery before they got married, and he remained the sole owner during and after their marriage.”

“So legally Georgia was considered, what, an employee? I think I read somewhere that if an employee creates a product or invention or whatever, it becomes the property of the employer.”

“That’s often the case,” he said, “because companies make their workers sign contracts to that effect. And Henry was no exception. His business might’ve been small potatoes, but he was determined to protect it, which meant safeguarding his trade secrets.”

“Including the recipe for an insanely popular cookie.”

Martin nodded. “So yeah, the contracts his workers signed said that The Cranky Crumb owned any recipes they came up with while working for him. Plus there were the usual nondisclosure and confidentiality agreements. And he kept the recipe in a secure vault, which only he had access to, via a fingerprint scanner.”

“Didn’t he keep a copy on his computer?” I asked.

“Nope, just paper. Real old-school. I think he was afraid his computer would get hacked. Also, instead of giving his cooks access to the secret recipe, he would mix up the dry ingredients himself and store the mixture in premeasured bags. The baking instructions would say to mix the contents of a bag with the wet ingredients or whatever. With all that security, Henry figured his recipe was safe.”

“I’m waiting for the part that goes something like, ‘The thing he didn’t count on...’”

“The thing he didn’t count on,” Martin said, “was his wife, Georgia, who he was madly in love with, and who he would never even dream of asking to sign a contract—”

“Uh-oh,” I said.

“—falling in love with another man and divorcing Henry.”

“That still doesn’t explain how Stu ended up with the— Oh, wait.” 

Martin smiled, watching my expression morph from confused to aha! “I doubt Stu ever really cared for Georgia,” he said. “To him, she was a means to an end.”

“So you think Stu wrecked their marriage just to get his hands on this valuable recipe?” I asked.

“I know he did. And so does Georgia.”

“So you know her.”

“I know her.” He didn’t look at me as he said this. Hmm...

“Tell me about her,” I said.

“What’s to tell? Georgia’s no doormat. The instant she realized what Stu had done, she dumped him.”

That wasn’t the information I was looking for. Was Georgia beautiful? Alluring?

Did she and Martin have a fulfilling relationship? If so, was it over?

“So then,” I said, “she wasn’t in on Stu’s scheme? To sell the secret recipe?”

“If she’s to be believed, Stu swiped it from her. His sole reason for busting up her marriage and getting close to her was to gain access to it. He was a grifter playing a long con, and Georgia was his mark.”

“Did you consider she might be lying about her involvement?” I said. “That she hated her ex enough to sell the

































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
(P%neHBurford

gS/IMMERI






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
d

RADICAL m)nu
P RESS





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





