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  Chapter 1

  
  




Gumbo Malone was trying to figure out why his boat’s bilge pump sounded like it was gargling marbles when Cletus McCready showed up at his slip carrying a gallon jug of something that looked like it belonged in a chemistry lab rather than a marine repair kit.

“Got your message about the engine trouble,” Cletus said, stepping aboard without waiting for an invitation. He was about sixty, with the kind of permanent sunburn that suggested he’d given up on sunscreen sometime during the Reagan administration and arms that looked like they’d been assembled from spare tractor parts. “Heard you saying she’s been running rough.”

“Rough doesn’t cover it. Sounds like she’s trying to shake herself apart every time I hit the throttle.”

Cletus nodded with the sagely wisdom of someone who’d spent forty years listening to dying engines. “Probably carbon buildup. See it all the time with these older Mercs. Good news is, I got something that’ll fix her right up.”

He held up the jug like a preacher presenting holy water. The liquid inside was clear as vodka and just as suspicious.

“What is that?”

“My special engine cleaner. Family recipe, passed down from my granddaddy. Works better than anything you can buy at West Marine, and it’s all natural. Environmentally friendly too.”

“Natural how?”

“Made from corn, mostly. Some other stuff. Secret ingredients.” Cletus unscrewed the engine cowling with practiced efficiency and started pouring the mystery liquid into various engine components. “You just let this sit for about twenty minutes, then fire her up. She’ll run like she’s brand new.”

The smell hit Gumbo about three seconds after Cletus started pouring. It was sharp and clean with an underlying sweetness that tickled the back of his throat in a way that seemed very familiar.

“Cletus, that smells like—”

“Like quality, that’s what it smells like. Now you just let that percolate through the system while I check your fuel lines.”

Twenty minutes later, Cletus had Gumbo fire up the engine. The Mercury outboard coughed once, then roared to life with the kind of smooth, powerful purr that Gumbo hadn’t heard since the day he bought the boat five years ago.

“Well I’ll be damned,” Gumbo said, listening to the engine hum. “What’d you do to it?”

“Told you, special cleaner. Gets all that carbon and gunk out of the system, lets the engine breathe proper.” Cletus wiped his hands on a rag that looked like it had been white sometime during the Carter administration. “She’ll run smooth as silk now. Just remember to bring her in every six months for a maintenance treatment.”

“How much do I owe you?”

“Fifty for the service call, twenty for the cleaner. That’s seventy even.”

Gumbo paid him in cash, watching as Cletus packed up his tools with the methodical efficiency of a man who’d made the same movements ten thousand times. After the mechanic left, Gumbo went back to admiring his newly purring engine.

That’s when he noticed Cletus had left the jug of “special cleaner” sitting on the dock.

Gumbo picked it up, studying the clear liquid inside. The smell was even stronger now that the cap was off. He found a clean coffee cup in his galley, poured a small amount of the cleaner into it, and held it up to the light.

It looked exactly like moonshine.

He sniffed it. Smelled like moonshine.

Against his better judgment, he touched his tongue to it.

Tasted exactly like high-proof corn liquor with a faint chemical aftertaste.

“Well,” Gumbo said to no one in particular, “that explains why the engine sounds so happy.”

He spent the rest of the afternoon running diagnostic tests on his engine, which continued to perform like it had been possessed by the spirit of a NASCAR racer. The throttle response was crisp, the idle was smooth, and there was none of the hesitation or rough running that had plagued him for months.

Whatever Cletus was using as engine cleaner, it worked. The question was whether using what appeared to be moonshine as a marine maintenance product was legal, advisable, or completely insane.

Probably all three, Gumbo decided.

He was contemplating whether to call Cletus and ask about the recipe when his phone rang. Eddie Torrino’s name showed up on the screen.

“Gumbo, you busy?”

Eddie ran the marina where Gumbo kept his boat, a collection of docks and slips that catered mostly to local fishermen and the occasional tourist who didn’t know any better. He was a practical man who’d seen enough Florida weird to not be surprised by much, but there was something in his voice that suggested he’d hit a new threshold of confusion.

“Just finished getting my engine serviced. What’s up?”

“You know anything about boat owners getting drunk off engine fumes?”

“Come again?”

“I got three complaints today from wives saying their husbands came home from the marina acting tipsy. No beer cans, no liquor bottles, just happy guys who smell like mechanics and can’t quite walk straight.”

Gumbo looked at the jug of special engine cleaner sitting on his deck. “Eddie, these guys get their engines serviced by Cletus McCready?”

“How’d you know that?”

“Lucky guess. Give me an hour and I’ll come by your office. I think I might know what’s going on.”

After hanging up, Gumbo took another small taste of the engine cleaner, just to confirm his suspicions. The burn was immediate and potent, the kind of heat that came from alcohol content somewhere north of 150 proof. Cletus wasn’t just using moonshine as engine cleaner—he was using really good moonshine.

Which raised the question of where a boat mechanic in Cedar Key was getting access to premium corn liquor, and whether he knew what he was actually using on people’s engines.

Gumbo sealed the jug and set it aside for later analysis. His engine continued to purr like a contented cat, completely unaware that it had just been treated with what was probably enough alcohol to intoxicate a small party.

“Just another day in paradise,” Gumbo muttered, though even by Cedar Key standards, this was pushing the boundaries of normal.

His phone buzzed with a text from Meredith Patterson, one of his regular clients who lived in the waterfront neighborhood: “Engine running AMAZING after Cletus worked on it. Whatever he used, it’s magic. Also, why does my husband keep giggling when he checks the boat? Should I be worried?”

Gumbo typed back: “Probably not. Will explain later. In the meantime, maybe don’t let him operate the boat until tomorrow.”

He looked at his own engine, still humming away with mechanical contentment, and wondered how many other boat owners in Cedar Key were currently enjoying the unintended side effects of Cletus McCready’s family recipe engine treatment.

The answer, he suspected, was going to be both amusing and complicated in ways that only Florida could manage.

His engine gave a particularly satisfied purr, as if agreeing with him.

At least someone was happy about the situation.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Eddie Torrino’s office looked like a filing cabinet had exploded inside a bait shop, with maritime charts covering every wall and enough coffee-stained paperwork to qualify as a fire hazard. Eddie himself was sitting behind a desk that had probably been salvaged from a shipwreck, looking at a notebook full of complaints with the expression of a man who’d been trying to solve a math problem using only his forehead.

“It started about two weeks ago,” Eddie said, not bothering with pleasantries. “Mrs. Henderson came in asking why her husband was so cheerful all the time. Said he used to complain about everything—the boat, the weather, the price of fuel. Now he just smiles and hums sea shanties.”

“That doesn’t sound terrible.”

“It wouldn’t be, except he’s also been forgetting where he parked the boat. Twice he came home without it, said he must’ve left it somewhere but couldn’t quite remember where. She found it both times tied up at random docks around town.”

Gumbo pulled out the jug of Cletus’s engine cleaner and set it on Eddie’s desk. “You ever see Cletus using this stuff?”

Eddie picked up the jug, unscrewed the cap, and took a sniff. His eyebrows went up so far they nearly joined his hairline. “Is this what I think it is?”

“Depends on what you think it is. If you’re thinking moonshine, then yes.”

“Jesus. How long has Cletus been cleaning engines with moonshine?”

“Good question. How long has he been working around here?”

“About six months. Took over from old Walter Kowalski when he retired to Boca.” Eddie set the jug down like it might explode. “You’re telling me every boat Cletus has serviced is running on alcohol-based engine cleaner?”

“That’s my theory. And judging by the fumes, anyone working on or around those engines is getting a contact high.”

“That would explain Bob Martinez.”

“What about Bob Martinez?”

“Retired Coast Guard captain, very by-the-book guy. Last week I caught him on his yacht at two in the afternoon, singing ‘What Shall We Do with a Drunken Sailor’ at the top of his lungs. When I asked if he was okay, he said he’d never felt better in his life and offered to teach me the harmony parts.”

Gumbo made a note in the small waterproof notebook he’d started carrying after realizing that Florida weird required documentation. “How many boats has Cletus serviced?”

“Off the top of my head? Maybe forty or fifty. He’s good, fast, and cheap. Word got around.”

“And how many of those boat owners have been acting strange?”

Eddie consulted his notebook. “I got complaints or comments from maybe a dozen people. But that’s just the ones who said something. Could be more who are enjoying the side effects and keeping quiet about it.”

Before Gumbo could respond, the office door opened and Mrs. Delilah Henderson walked in wearing a tracksuit that could’ve been used as a warning beacon for low-flying aircraft. She was carrying a casserole dish and had the kind of determined expression that suggested she was on a mission from a higher power.

“Eddie, I brought you some tuna casserole. You look thin.” She set the dish on his desk, nearly knocking over the jug of moonshine. “Oh, hello, Gumbo. Solving mysteries?”

“Trying to. Mrs. Henderson, Eddie tells me your husband’s been acting unusual lately.”

“Unusual? Harold’s been downright delightful. For the first time in forty-three years of marriage, he’s stopped complaining about the water temperature, the fish not biting, and my driving. Yesterday he told me I looked pretty.” She paused. “I got suspicious immediately.”

“Has he been working on his boat?”

“Every day since Cletus fixed that terrible knocking sound in the engine. Harold says it runs like a dream now. He spends hours just sitting there with the engine running, ‘listening to it purr,’ he says.” She sniffed the air. “Is that alcohol I smell?”

“Engine cleaner,” Eddie said quickly.

“Smells like the bourbon my daddy used to make in the basement. Very distinctive scent.” Mrs. Henderson looked at the jug with interest. “Harold’s boat smells exactly like that now. I thought he’d taken up drinking, but he swears he hasn’t touched a drop.”

“He probably hasn’t,” Gumbo said. “At least not intentionally.”

“What do you mean?”

“Mrs. Henderson, when’s the last time you spent time around Harold’s boat while the engine was running?”

“Oh, I don’t go on the boat. I get seasick. But I visited him at the dock last Tuesday to bring him lunch.”

“How’d you feel afterward?”

She thought about it. “Well, now that you mention it, I did feel unusually relaxed. And I may have giggled at something that wasn’t particularly funny. Harold said I should come by more often because I seemed so happy.”

Eddie and Gumbo exchanged looks.

“Mrs. Henderson,” Gumbo said carefully, “I think your husband’s been getting secondhand drunk off his engine fumes.”

“That’s ridiculous. You can’t get drunk from engine fumes.”

“You can if the engine’s been cleaned with 180-proof moonshine.”

Mrs. Henderson stared at him, then at the jug, then back at him. “You’re serious.”

“Completely.”

“Well.” She sat down in Eddie’s spare chair without asking permission. “That explains why Harold wanted to buy an even bigger boat. Said we should get one with a cabin so we could spend more time ‘appreciating the craftsmanship.’”

Gumbo’s phone buzzed with another text, this one from Bob Martinez: “Engine still running perfect. Best maintenance decision I ever made. Thinking of hiring Cletus to service my whole fleet. Have three boats, all need work. Can you give me his number?”

“How many boats does Bob Martinez have?” Gumbo asked.

“Three,” Eddie said. “Classic yacht, fishing boat, and a little runabout for puttering around.”

“If Cletus services all three with his special cleaner, Bob’s going to be the happiest man in Florida.”

“He’s already pretty happy. Yesterday he invited me onto his yacht to admire the engine. Spent an hour explaining the virtues of proper maintenance while we both stood in the engine compartment with it running.” Eddie paused. “Come to think of it, I did feel pretty good afterward. Thought it was just the satisfaction of seeing a well-maintained boat.”

“Or the moonshine fumes.”

“Or the moonshine fumes,” Eddie agreed.

The office phone rang. Eddie answered it, listened for a moment, then held the receiver away from his ear as enthusiastic singing came through the speaker. He hung up.

“That was Tommy Rodriguez. Says he’s at the fuel dock singing with Harold Henderson and they wanted me to know the fuel prices are very reasonable and the weather is beautiful and life is good.”

“They’re both at the fuel dock?”

“Right next to each other, apparently. Both running their engines because they ‘sound so nice.’”

Gumbo stood up. “I think we should go check this out.”

The fuel dock was at the far end of the marina, a long wooden structure where boats could pull up to fill their tanks. It was usually quiet except during busy weekends, but today it sounded like someone was hosting an impromptu concert.

Harold Henderson and Tommy Rodriguez were standing on their respective boats, both with engines running, harmonizing on what sounded like a bastardized version of “Beyond the








































