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      This book is dedicated with much appreciation to all those fans who have told me over these past twenty-five years how much you appreciate my unique—okay, weird—sense of humor. You know who you are. You are teachers, pilots, therapists, ministers, housewives, Norwegian sailors, college students, nurses, mostly women but plenty of men, too, from all countries and walks of life. I have been particularly touched by those of you who say my books have helped you through some life struggles and by those readers who are nobly serving in harm’s way in the military.

      

      When I first started writing romance, I had no idea that humor could touch readers so strongly. I thought only books with serious messages helped people. The most extreme example I can offer is the precious fan of mine who died of cancer and asked to have one of my Viking books placed in her coffin (probably the tongue-in-cheek The Very Virile Viking). At her viewing, she wanted people to look down at her, see the book, and then smile. Yep, humor to the end. But I am equally touched by the working mothers who need a little humor at the end of the day.

      

      Let’s face it, in these often depressing post-9/11, pandemic times, humor can make anyone’s life better.
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        Her chips were definitely down...

      

      

      The scent of salt water always made her sick.

      Which was really unfortunate for Veronica Jinkowsky because not only was she being sucked into a venture that would place her on the high seas, but here she stood on the boardwalk in freakin’ Atlantic City, the saltwater taffy capital of the world. On a sucky day scale of one to ten, she figured she was hitting about fifteen. And her day was not yet over.

      The rhythmic click of her high-heeled Christian Louboutin peep-toe summer pumps on the boardwalk planks resonated through her body up to her head, which not surprisingly throbbed with a killer headache. Swinging through the back, beachside door into the Tropicana casino, she blinked against the assault of cigarette smoke, raucous music, flashing lights, and the ching-ching-ching of the slots. It was nine p.m., and the gamblers were out in full force. In the midst of all this “splendor,” she stood out like a sore thumb in her cream silk designer suit.

      Well, maybe not.

      Distracted, Veronica bumped into a short, elderly woman with red curly hair carrying a purse the size of Idaho. The jolt forced the woman against a slot machine which began to make loud noises, “Wheel...of...Fortune. Wheel...of...Fortune...”

      Yikes!

      At first, Veronica was alarmed. The woman had to be at least seventy years old...or more. That’s all Veronica needed. To knock off, or knock down, some old lady in a casino.

      But the old lady righted herself and asked in a heavy Southern accent, “You got any idea where the Chippendudes is dancin’?” She was so short she had to crane her neck to peer up at Veronica.

      Huh? Ohmigod, she must think I work here.

      But then the old lady asked, “Are you a hooker?”

      “I beg your pardon!” That question was so outrageous that Veronica forgot to be offended. “Why would you ask such an absurd question?”

      “You doan look like the other folks here. No offense. Some of my best friends is hookers down on Bourbon Street. Well, okay, one of them was...back in 1952. Marie Boudreaux, bless her heart. Lost her beau in the war and fell to pieces for a spell. Anyways, you look like yer high class, and I heard they has lotsa hookers here in Atlantic City, and I figgered you mus’ be one them call gals or sumpin’. You know, high-priced ladies of the night. Ain’t you ever seen that Elizabeth Taylor movie, Butterfield 8?”

      Veronica clicked her jaw shut. She hadn’t realized she’d been gaping. Me? A hooker? Is she blind, as well as batty? Veronica refused to answer such a ridiculous question. “Back to your question...your other question. I’ve never heard of Chippendudes. Do you mean Chippendales?”

      The woman furrowed her already wrinkled brow. In fact, she had so many wrinkles she could probably screw a hat on.

      Ha, ha, ha! This is just swell. Now, I’m making jokes with myself. Deep end, here I come.

      “No. They’s definitely dudes, not dales.”

      Veronica had to smile, despite her foul mood. “Are you looking for male strippers?”

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk! Do I look lak I could do anything with a nekkid boy toy?”

      Not in a million years was Veronica going to answer that question.

      “Now, Richard Simmons, thass another story. Hubba-hubba, that boy is ten kinds of sexy! Betcha he’s got a real nice hiney. Betcha it’s an onion butt. My niece Charmaine says an onion butt is when a butt is so nice it brings tears to yer eyes. Oh, I know some folks claim Richard is gay, but I doan believe it. And other folks claim he’s gone wonky, seeing as how he hasn’t been about much in public lately, but I doan believe that, either. He’s jist shy.”

      Good grief!

      “Nope. I come all the way from Looz-ee-anna to rescue my nephew. He jist grad-je-ated from college and got hisself a summer job flashing his bee-hind in front of a bunch of horny wimmen. Talk about!”

      Oh, boy! Leave it to me to find myself a loony bird after only five minutes in a casino. Why me? “Sorry. I don’t know where there are any male strip shows. You might try asking at the front desk.”

      The old lady resembled a combination of Estelle Getty from “The Golden Girls” and the grandmother on that old TV show “The Beverly Hillbillies,” except for the red hair, which was probably a wig. “The rascal’s prob’ly hidin’ from me. That Tee-John allus was slicker ᾽n hog spit. But I’ll find him, guar-an-teed.”

      “I’ve got to be going.” Veronica backed away. But her innate sense of kindness wouldn’t let her abandon the woman, if she was lost or stranded here. “Are you here alone?” Please, God, don’t let her be here alone. I can’t solve my own problems, let alone someone else’s.

      “I came with Henri Pinot. He said he’d be back quicker ᾽n a gator kin blink. That means in a minute. Henri’s my third cousin. A widower. But his dead wife Margie talks to ᾽im all the time. Margie was a voodoo priestess. Henri went to the restroom. Between you and me, he has a little prostrate trouble.”

      Way more information than I need. Time to make a getaway.

      “Uh, nice meeting you. Good luck.”

      Grandma Clampett had already turned around and was putting a quarter in the machine.

      Veronica inched away. She felt a little guilty, leaving the aged damsel in distress, but Veronica was a woman on a mission herself. And she damn well wanted to get it over with as soon as possible.

      Wending her way through the casino, past a city of slot machines, roulette, craps, and blackjack tables, she finally arrived at the poker room in the center of the hotel. A banner above the poker room proclaimed, “U.S. Poker Championship.” Another sign read, “No Limit Texas Hold ᾽em...$1 million Grand Prize.”

      TV camera crews were there filming, and somewhere in the background, probably in some anteroom, she heard that catchy country song by the duo, Big and Rich. The rowdy tune was the lead-in to some of ESPN’s poker programs. Something about a guy who walks into the room, passing out hundred-dollar bills, buying the whole room a double round of Crown, and “it kills and it chills...”

      She shook her head with disgust, definitely chilled. Inside the room, spectators were cordoned off by velvet ropes from the finalists’ table about fifteen feet away where six players were still in the game with piles of chips in front of each of them. The tour director was calling out the action: “Sabato bets...” “Molene raises...” “Here comes the river...”

      She didn’t recognize the middle-aged guy in the cowboy hat or the young Japanese fellow, but she did know some of the others. Grace O’Brien was a cynical ex-nun. Correction...a cynical ex-nun with a sense of humor. The first time Veronica had met her, four years ago, Grace had cracked a joke. “What do you call a one-legged nun? Hopalong Chastity.” Veronica had been to Grace’s Cape May cottage several times and liked Grace a lot.

      Mark Molene was a Denver oncologist who’d given up his high-stress medical practice a couple years back. Mark was dark and a little scary, giving new meaning to the word unsociable.

      And Angel Sabato. She had to smile, seeing the guy with the long ponytail who was famous for his collection of Harleys...and Harley groupies. She recalled a harrowing trip she’d taken with him one time down the Garden State Parkway. Angel, not surprisingly, had posed for Playgirl last year under the suggestive heading, “His Poker is Hot.” She wouldn’t admit it to just anyone, but Veronica had checked the issue out...only because she’d wanted to see if he really did have piercings in his penis, as had been rumored. He did. And, yep, it was hot.

      Then, there was the last player. You could say that she was acquainted with him. Well acquainted. It was her ex-husband, Jake Jenson.

      Actually, he was her fourth ex-husband.

      Okay, he was her only ex-husband. They had married and divorced four times, each of the marriages ending in a Mexican standoff of one kind or another, and Jake ultimately leaving.

      Trying to have a sense of humor about their repeated weddings—it was either laugh, or cry—she and Jake had given names to their four marriages.

      First was the Sappy Marriage, where they had been so much in love it practically leaked from their pores. They’d foolishly thought love conquered all. That one had involved a church service and a lavish reception, despite her grandmother’s disapproval of Jake. The marriage had lasted a record two years.

      Next had come the Cowboy Marriage. Hey, what woman could resist a guy in Las Vegas wearing cowboy boots, a cowboy hat and the sexiest grin this side of the Texas Panhandle? All she knew was that she’d somehow landed in the honeymoon suite at Caesar’s with Jake, him wearing nothing but cowboy boots and an open snap-button shirt, and her wearing nothing. Lordy, Lordy! She got shivers just thinking about that one. Too bad it had ended one year later.

      Third came the Tequila Marriage. Think Mexico and a gallon of tequila. Enough said! One year for that mistake.

      Fourth was the Insanity Marriage. They had actually gone into that one with their eyes wide open. No heated rush! No booze. Just a pathetic hope that they could make it work. That marriage went out with a roar in a pitiful three months.

      Thus, four marriages and divorces.

      It was embarrassing, really. She was a corporate lawyer...albeit a burned-out, bored one. Presumably intelligent. She was sensible to the max. Even so, she didn’t have the sense to stop marrying and divorcing the same guy over and over.

      She continued to watch Jake as he played.

      Some people thought he looked like a leaner, younger Kevin Costner back in his Bull Durham days. She thought he looked better. The years gave her cellulite. The years gave Jake charisma. Her heart skipped a beat and hammered against her chest walls, turning her breathless. That’s the reaction she always had on first seeing her sinfully handsome ex. You’d think the hair-trigger attraction would have faded in the two years since she’d seen him last.

      Not that any of that mattered.

      Veronica shook her head to clear it of the unwelcome temptation.

      He was thirty-five years old, and yet he wore a baseball cap over his short dark brown hair and sported day-old whiskers. He wore his lucky gray T-shirt with the logo “Up that!” She’d bought it for him sometime during the Tequila Marriage. Dark sunglasses covered what she knew were compelling, sometimes aged whiskey, sometimes warm caramel eyes.

      “How much are each of those chips worth?” she asked the elderly gentlemen next to her.

      “This is the Cadillac of poker tournaments; so, let me see. The orange ones, one thousand each. Gray ones, five thousand each. Buy-in fee was ten thousand dollars.”

      “Holy moly!” Stacked in front of Jake stood about...she did a rough mental calculation...four hundred thousand dollars. He sure had come up in the world...if gambling one’s life away could be considered an achievement. There was an old Armenian saying, “What the wind brings, the wind blows away.” She and Jake had been in more windstorms than she could count.

      She must have spoken louder than she’d thought because Jake’s head shot up. He lowered his sunglasses down his nose and peered over them to get a better view of her. He had his boozy eyes on tonight, a rich dark bourbon hue, which showed momentary surprise. Then a slow grin crept across his lips, just before he slid the glasses back up and resumed his blank expression.

      Instantly, he morphed into his Zen mode, something he’d perfected over the years. Focus, focus, focus...that’s what was needed to be a winning poker player in the Bible According to Jake. He gave away no “tells” once he was in that mind mode...not a blink, grimace, or gesture, nothing to indicate whether he held a winning or losing hand.

      Everyone seemed tense at the table. She knew from living with Jake that in no-limit Texas hold-em, fortunes could change from hand to hand. Some pros refused to enter this kind of game because of the heart-stopping swings.

      The spectators could see cards being dealt, but not which cards. The flop cards were already on the table and then, with a flip of the turn card, five piles of chips were pushed to the center of the table. With the final river cards, more bets were made and then the hand ended with one player folding, the Japanese guy. Amidst the hooting and laughter and loud conversations, the players stood and stretched. Apparently, a break was being called.

      Jake put his baseball cap on the table, covering his stash, and immediately made his way toward her, which she’d expected. He knew she wouldn’t step foot into a casino, or come searching for him after all this time, unless it was important. People kept patting him on the back or shaking his hand, but he merely nodded at them and continued on his way. Even the ESPN reporter was waved off.

      When he got to her, he took her elbow and steered her down a side corridor labeled “Employees Only.” Not a word did he utter. But then she was a bit speechless herself.

      He stopped and stuck one hand into his jeans pocket, something he did reflexively when he was nervous. No one but she knew that he was probably fingering the silver worry beads she’d bought him during their Sappy Marriage. Or was it the Cowboy one? Taking off his sunglasses, he leaned his left shoulder against the wall.

      “Hey, Ronnie,” he greeted her in that low, husky voice that made her melt. Made her melt at one time, she amended.

      “Jake,” she said back, matching his huskiness.

      It was a familiar greeting routine they had played often in the past.To her surprise, he didn’t appear pleased. “What’s up?” he asked with equal measures of irritation and concern.

      She leaned her right shoulder against the wall, facing him. Forget old feelings of tenderness...or lust. She was angry once again. “My grandfather,” she snapped.

      He arched both eyebrows. “Frank?”

      “Yeah, Frank.” Veronica had called her grandfather Frank from the time she was only a few years old. Grandpa or Gramps were too soft for the man, even then.

      “What’s the old geezer done now? Did he find any more gold toilets?”

      Her grandfather owned a treasure-hunting company, Jinx, Inc., a play on his last name, Jinkowsky. A treasure detective, that’s what he called himself. Sort of like Clive Cussler’s Dirk Pitt, she supposed. Sometimes his projects involved deep-sea expeditions, sometimes archaeological digs, and sometimes just tracking down some mysterious, missing objects. While he supposedly had a great reputation among salvagers and treasure hunters for having made some important discoveries, he was known to take on infamous cases, as well. Last year, he recovered a solid gold toilet once owned by Mussolini. Some Italian prince paid a million dollars for the stupid thing. The story made all the newspapers. Frank had been quoted as saying something about even Mussolini needing a crapper and other unsavory observations. Her Boston family was not amused.

      Veronica refused to play teasing games with Jake, though. This was business. Serious business. “He signed Jinx, Inc. over to me.”

      Jake’s mouth literally dropped open before he clicked it shut. “You’re kidding!” She sure had his attention now.

      “But not only the treasure-hunting company. He’s given me his boat, “Sweet Jinx,” the Barnegat warehouse, his Long Beach Island house, and a bunch of his personal belongings. Without my permission, by the way.”

      Veronica had become increasingly dissatisfied with her job as a corporate lawyer this past year. But that didn’t mean she wanted, or would ever, become a treasure hunter, for heaven’s sake. That would be like a Wall Street CEO deciding to become a hula dancer. No, it was the field of corporate law that no longer appealed to her...not the law itself.

      Jake was clearly startled by her news, but he remained silent, waiting for her to explain. Talking to Jake was like a game of cards. She never knew what he was thinking, unless he wanted her to.

      Jake laughed then. “You? Running a treasure-hunting company? Last time I talked to Frank, he said he was planning a venture that involved deep-sea wreck diving. Hell’s bells, Ronnie, you get seasick in the bathtub.” He was still laughing.

      “It’s not funny. I have a job in Boston. A steady job,” she added for his benefit. “I have no time for this nonsense.”

      Jake didn’t rise to her bait, especially the steady job jab. He’d heard it enough in the past. “So? Decline all the...gifts.”

      “I can’t. His attorney says the trust he’s set up is ironclad. I just came from Harley Winston’s office in Asbury Park.” Harley was her grandfather’s longtime golfing pal...and lawyer.

      Jake’s eyes swept over her. “So that’s why you’re all dolled up.”

      She felt herself blush, though why she hadn’t a clue. Jake had said and done much more to make her blush over the years. “I went to a charity event of my grandmother’s back in Boston before I headed down the shore to meet with the lawyer.”

      He nodded, his face suddenly grim. Jake didn’t like her grandmother any more than her grandfather did.

      If he only knew how her grandmother had flipped when Veronica had told her where she was going tonight!

      “Can Frank do that...give you something you don’t want? Isn’t it illegal or something? Oh. Forget I said that.”

      They both knew her grandfather was up close and personal with all the politicians in New Jersey. Criminals, too, for that matter. Sometimes they were one and the same. He could probably do just about anything without being arrested.

      “You’re a lawyer. Take him to court.”

      “A corporate lawyer. This is a civil case.”

      “If he’s given it to you, then sell it. No big deal!”

      “Ha! You would not believe the conditions he’s set up for me to liquidate anything. I’d be spending the next few years in court. Besides that,  I’m not sure what Frank’s financial situation is. I might be liable for his debts, as well.”

      “And no one in your grandmother’s law firm could handle this pro bono?”

      She shook her head. “An entirely different field of law.” Not that she would involve her grandmother in her ex-husband’s shenanigans, more to protect her grandfather than dear ol’ gran.

      “Frank always was a cagey one.” He said “cagey” as if it were a compliment. Jake frowned then. “Why would Frank do this? Turn over his precious company to someone who knows diddly squat about treasure hunting...and has no interest in learning?”

      Veronica winced at his last remark. Jake had always pushed her to get closer to her eccentric grandfather, who had often been downright cruel to her. Frank had assumed she was as judgmental as her grandmother Lydia who had divorced him more than fifty years ago. “I don’t know why,” she replied finally.

      He waited for her to say more. When she didn’t, he said, “I’ll bite, babe. Why not just ask him?”

      “I intend to. In fact, I’ve already spoken to my own lawyer back in Boston...a civil attorney. He suggested I talk to Frank before I do anything.” She put a hand to her forehead and sighed.

      “Headache?”

      She nodded, waiting for him to say something sarcastic, like, “What? Your halo on too tight?” It wouldn’t be the first time.

      He said nothing, though, just continued to worry the beads in his pocket, watching her.

      “So, Ronnie, you came to me first, before confronting Frank. Why?” Slowly, his eyes went wide with disbelief, coming to his own mistaken conclusion. “Un-be-friggin-liev-able! Don’t tell me you missed me.”

      That was a low blow. She would always miss him, and he knew it.

      Instead of appearing pleased at the prospect, Jake shifted from foot to foot with discomfort. By the movement of his fingers in the jeans pocket, he was worrying those beads like crazy.

      “Why? Did you miss me?” She regretted the words the second they left her mouth. “Never mind.”

      But it was too late. Some words couldn’t be taken back.

      Whatever discomfort he’d been experiencing melted away, and sparks sizzled in the air. The sexual attraction between the two of them had always been spectacular. It was probably why she’d given in to him when she was a freshman and he was a senior at Boston U. It was probably why they kept marrying, repeatedly. But then, good sex didn’t necessarily mean good marriage, they’d learned the hard way. Even love didn’t guarantee a good marriage, as had so sadly been drummed into them four bloody times.

      He put a hand over his mouth and rubbed it back and forth, watching her intently. But he didn’t answer. He didn’t have to.

      “I’m not here because of...us.” To her chagrin, her face heated. She was a corporate lawyer, who had no trouble at all talking with high-powered clients and judges, but now she was floundering for words like a teenager in heat.

      “Obviously! The last time we were together, you told me to hit the road and stay out of your life forever.”

      “Of course I told you that. You were already halfway out the door. Running away. Like you always do.”

      “Sure I ran. You provoked me into leaving every single damn time.”

      “You avoid arguments.”

      “You love arguments.”

      “Maybe if you stuck around one of those times, you might have discovered how untrue that is.”

      “I stuck plenty.” Jake’s jaw tightened as he visibly suppressed his temper. Apparently, their last parting still rankled with him. Finally, he ran his fingers through his hair and said, “I didn’t run. You pushed me out.”

      “Oh, Jake. That was two years ago.”

      “Uh-oh!” Jake stiffened at the softness of her voice, and fear flashed across his face for a brief moment.

      Good heavens! Does he think I want to hook up with him again? And why would that scare him? Well, okay, that would scare me, too. Like a bad B movie. Return of the Living Idiots. “Don’t uh-oh me. I haven’t changed my mind. I am not interested in you...that way. I came to you because Frank’s lawyer gave me some interesting information. It appears you are a major investor in Jinx, Inc.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Since you invested in Frank’s company, you must have known what he was up to...regarding me.”

      “No, I didn’t know Frank was handing the company over to you.”

      “It’s a corporation, isn’t it? Jinx, Inc. He can’t make that big of a decision without consulting his shareholders.”

      Jake laughed. “The Inc. to Frank means signed in ink. It’s not legally a corporation.”

      “Why did you just happen to dump that much money in his lap? Why not invest in something else, like, oh, let’s say, real estate?” It was a question she shouldn’t have asked. Jake was a rounder, a person who plays poker for a living. Taking risks was in his genes. She, on the other hand, was what was known as a grinder, a person who played safe; it was not a compliment, in her case.

      Jake exhaled with exasperation at her persistent questions. “I like Frank. I had a stretch of good luck. Simple as that. And why the hell not?”

      “Good luck? Good luck?” She was practically shrieking. “Give me a break! A hundred thousand dollars is not just luck.”

      “Let’s not beat that dead horse again.” His jaw, under the day-old stubble, was stiff, and his eyes blazed. Her criticism of his gambling was a perpetual hot button...a dead horse, for sure.

      “Couldn’t you have bought a savings bond, or some blue-chip stock? I’ll bet you don’t even have an IRA yet.” Veronica grimaced mentally as she realized that she had fallen into the conservative lecturing mode that Jake used to tease her about. In fact, he had often joked that her idea of doubling her money was to fold the bills and put them back in her pocket. Still, she blathered on, “The investment to return ratio on blue chips has got to be better than treasure hunting, way better than poker chips, and almost risk-free in comparison.”

      He relaxed and smiled at her. When he smiled like that, his dimples emerged, and Jake’s dimples pretty much amounted to lethal weapons of the most erotic kind. “Cupcake, when did I ever play it safe?”

      And that is the crux of our problem. Always has been. Always will be. “I want you to pull your money out and talk some sense into my grandfather.”

      “Still afraid of the old man, are you?”

      “I’m not afraid...oh, all right...he does scare me a little. I never win an argument with him. And he has a way of making me feel like I’m a condescending clone of my grandmother.”

      He gave her a quick once-over which said he agreed with that opinion. Just because she didn’t wear miniskirts or plunging necklines or excessive make-up.

      The jerk!

      “What makes you think I could do any better with Frank?” Jake asked.

      “He likes you. He always did.”

      “He likes you, too, Ronnie. You never give him a chance.”

      The unspoken message was that she never gave Jake a chance, either...which was ridiculous. She’d given him four chances. She waited for him to say that he liked her, too, which would normally have been the case, but he didn’t. Something is going on here. Jake is not acting his usual self. “Let’s put the subject of my relationship with my grandfather in the dead horse category, too.” She and Jake had never agreed about Frank and probably never would.

      He glanced at his wristwatch. “Listen, I only have another half hour before they resume play. I need to go meditate for a few minutes. What do you want from me?”

      Ouch! Talk about blunt! There was a time when he would have had me in the sack by now, game or no game. “I told you, Jake. Go talk with Frank.”

      “You go talk to Frank.”

      Blunt again. “Come with me to Long Beach Island.” She slapped a palm over her mouth. She couldn’t believe she’d said that.

      “I can’t,” he said sadly. “Five minutes next to you and I’m already all twisted up inside. You make...oh, shit!”

      Veronica turned to see what had caused Jake to curse. A young woman was approaching. Like a slow-motion vignette, Veronica watched as the woman smiled at Jake, ignoring Veronica as she came up to them, then put her hand on Jake’s arm.

      In the old days, Veronica would have snarled at that hand on his arm. Now, she just snarled inwardly.

      The girl...woman...had to be no more than twenty...twenty-two, tops. Her wavy blonde hair was any woman’s dream...or man’s, for that matter. Her tall, perfect figure would put Barbie to shame. Is Jake her Ken? Definitely no cellulite there. She wore a black, fitted suit with a brass name tag. Probably a casino or hotel employee.

      “I just got off work, Sugar,” she cooed.

      Sugar? I think I’m going to be sick.

      “How are you doing in the tournament?”

      Veronica realized belatedly that she hadn’t even inquired how Jake was doing. Probably good since he was one of five finalists in a million-dollar tournament.

      “Great. We’re on break right now.” He didn’t sound great. The bimbo...it was unfair, but that’s how Veronica chose to label any of Jake’s women...tilted her head in confusion, first at Jake and then at her.

      He sighed deeply. Then, “Trish, this is my ex-wife, Veronica...Ronnie...Jinkowsky.” His eyes held Veronica’s for a long moment, as if he was sorry for something. Then, he put his arm over the shoulders of the bimbo and said, “This is Trish Dangel.” There was a long pause before he added, “My fiancée.”

      Someone said, “Congratulations.” It had to be Veronica, but she was oblivious, stunned. She couldn’t have hurt more if she’d been kicked in the stomach. It’s been lovely, but I think I’ll go scream now. Loud white noise roared in her head. She tried to think of something to say, but words failed her. Do not cry in front of him. Do...not...cry. Instead, she turned slowly and walked away from the two of them. Jake called after her to wait, but she didn’t...couldn’t...stop.

      Once she had gone some distance, nausea overcame her, and she rushed into the first ladies’ room she saw.

      The scent of industrial strength pine cleaner and a floral deodorizer assaulted her senses. Luckily, the restroom was empty. Apparently, Jake had moved on with his life. To give him credit, the man had never cheated on her when they’d been married. But in between...ha! All bets had been off then. On the other hand, he’d never married anyone else. And he’d never been engaged before, either, as far as she knew. It was unreasonable for her to be so stricken now. Their relationships had always been doomed.

      Still, Veronica’s heart hurt and literally felt as if it were breaking, despite the divorces, despite not having seen him for two years. She was reacting so strongly because his announcement had blindsided her, she concluded.

      Satisfied with that explanation, she walked woodenly into one of the stalls, locked the door, and leaned against the wall.

      I don’t care!

      I don’t care!

      I don’t care!

      Then she gave in to the sharp pain in her abdomen, clutched herself around her middle, crumpled to her knees and retched violently.
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        Desperate men do desperate things...

      

      

      Frank Jinkowsky lay in his big antique bed late that night with his longtime girlfriend Flora Clark...Flossie...nestled in his arms, her face on his chest. They were both naked. And both panting.

      He had no business shaking the sheets like this, being seventy-five years old, but then Flossie was a young chick...only fifty-five...and he never could resist her. Even now, with all those years under her belt, she was so sexy she could turn on a cadaver.

      And who was he kidding? He had every business getting it on. As long as he was able. Contrary to general opinion, there were probably a whole lot of senior citizens doing the same thing right now. Use it or lose it. Definitely.

      When he’d first hooked up with Flossie, he’d been fifty and she a mere thirty. A scandal! Especially to his ex-wife Lydia who had a permanent pole up her ass where he was concerned.

      Although he’d learned the hard way that matrimony wasn’t for him, he would have married Flossie long ago, for her sake. But she’d balked, having suffered a bad marriage herself. Now, after all these years, the idea of a document seemed downright silly.

      “Was that as good for you as it was for me?” he joked, giving her a squeeze.

      Flossie peered up at him, without raising her head, and smiled. “Not bad for an old codger...especially without Viagra.”

      He chuckled. He hadn’t needed those blue pills yet, but he’d use them in a heartbeat if he had to. Pride went out the window when it came to a man’s favorite body part.

      “My breasts are sagging,” Flossie said, out of the blue. Well, maybe not so out-of-the-blue since said breasts were practically in his face. “Do you think I should get a boob lift?”

      Now there is a loaded question if I ever heard one. Instead of answering, he leaned down and kissed her. He loved her, sagging breasts or not. “Don’t you dare.”

      She giggled.

      Seventy-five years old and I can still make a woman giggle. Am I good or what?

      “I know why you wanted to have sex tonight,” she said, pulling the sheet up over the two of them.

      Another loaded comment. But he was no dummy. He settled for a simple “Oh?” And made a big production of shoving the sheet back down. He liked to look at the two of them in bed, naked. He liked to carry the picture in his head during the next day, no matter where he was, like a special secret he had.

      “Yeah. You’re trying to divert my attention from that loco asinine stupid impossible harebrained scheme of yours. You’ve done some insane things in your day, but this time you’re going too far.”

      He laughed. “Why don’t you tell me what you really think?”

      She slapped him lightly on the shoulder.

      “Now, Floss, come on. You have to—”

      “I mean it, Frank. Nobody is going to believe you’re broke, especially not your granddaughter.”

      Frank wanted Ronnie to come work for him, and he knew she wouldn’t come unless he gave her a really good reason. So, he’d come up with the idea of pretending to be on the skids, financially, and needing a successful project and her help to get him out of trouble.

      Time was running out, and somehow, he had to correct the mistakes of the past couple of decades where his family was concerned...in this case, Ronnie, since she was the only family he had left. That’s why he’d invited Jake to invest in his company last year. That’s why he was turning his company over to his prissy granddaughter, whom he hoped to unpriss in the process. That’s why he had taken on the Pink Project for his old friend, Rosa Menotti.

      Yeah, it was a crazy idea, but he’d done crazier things in his life. “I can pull it off, honey.”

      “All she has to do is go up in the attic and see what you’ve stashed there.”

      “She is not going to go up to the attic,” he assured her. “Hell, I can barely get her to come into the house, even for a short visit.”

      “And whose fault is that? After thirty-two years, you should have fought harder with your ex-wife to see your granddaughter. The courts would have made Lydia let Joey and then later Ronnie come here more often.” Joey was Joseph Jinkowsky...Frank’s son and Ronnie’s father.

      “I know, I know. The first couple years I was just too boiling mad to do anything. After that, I admit it, I was having too much fun being a wild adventurer with no marriage ties. Then, when Ronnie’s mother died so young and Ronnie and Joey moved in with Lydia, it seemed an exercise in futility. They were totally under her thumb then. By the time Joey got killed by that drunk driver, Ronnie scarcely knew she had a grandfather worth knowing.” He kissed the top of her head. “Sorry for whining, sweetheart. You’ve heard all these complaints before.”

      “Lydia did paint a wicked picture of you from day one.”

      “I have my faults, but no one this side of Satan’s parlor has that many sins.”

      Flossie sighed and he could feel her breath against his chest hairs. “It’s your ridiculous pride. That’s what it is.”

      Maybe. But he was for damn sure swallowing his pride now.

      “You could tell Ronnie that you’re sorry, that you love her and want her to take over the company. Tell her that you want to retire, then the two of us can ride off into the sunset in our mini yacht.”

      “Last Fling” was a fifty-foot cabin cruiser he had hidden away in a Barnegat slip. It wasn’t a yacht, by any means, although it had all the luxuries of one while still small enough not to need a crew. Just the two of them. Flossie called it a mini yacht because of all the extras he’d added, like a jacuzzi and a restaurant-quality kitchen.

      “Yeah, right. And then she’ll just hop onto my lap and give me a grandpa hug,” he scoffed. “And don’t forget I want a great-grandchild in there, too. Ronnie and Jake belong together, and I’m gonna make sure it happens. This time, I plan to be around when a baby is born and growing up.”

      “You’re setting up bad karma with that poverty nonsense.”

      “Karma, smarma!”

      Flossie made a tsk-ing noise. “Well, don’t ask me to help. I won’t tell such a ludicrous lie.”

      “You don’t have to lie. Just don’t give me away.”

      Her silence was answer enough. He could trust Flossie.

      “I expect she’ll show up here tomorrow, madder’n a hen in heat. She met with Harley Winston earlier today.” Tossing in one last argument, he added, “It’s the only way. Ronnie will never agree to help me unless it’s something really drastic.”

      “Drastic is getting down on your knees and begging. Drastic is getting down on your knees and praying. Drastic is not you pretending to be almost in Chapter Eleven.” Flossie inhaled and exhaled with exasperation, then added softly, “I hope you won’t be hurt.”

      He kissed the top of her head again and prepared to fall asleep.

      How could I hurt more than I already do?
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        Welcome to the funny farm...

      

      

      It looked like a creepy haunted house.

      Veronica arrived at her grandfather’s oceanfront home at ten the next morning, after crossing the bridge from Manahawkin where she had spent the night in a motel. The turn-of-the-last-century mansion was located in Loveladies at the northern end of Long Beach Island, New Jersey...a strip of land bracketed by the ocean on one side and Barnegat Bay on the other. A half mile away, the historic Barnegat Lighthouse was clearly visible.

      The house, which sat on almost an acre of land, would probably bring a cool five million in today’s market, even though her grandfather had certainly let it go. Shutters dangled from some windows. Blinds were pulled down in others. The weathered wood shakes appeared really...weathered. The mansard roof probably leaked, if some of the loose tiles on the ground were any indication. And the sea grass in the front yard was so overgrown it was a thigh-high jungle.

      What happened in the past three years, since she’d been here last, to bring on such neglect? Her grandfather was a nutty old coot, but he cared about this family home...or at least he used to. She remembered something then. This was her family home now, if the lawyer was right. My God! I don’t have the kind of money to refurbish or keep up a place like this. The taxes alone would eat up a good portion of my annual salary.

      It was springtime, and, although it was balmy, the summer crowds had not yet flooded the town or beaches. Long Beach Island, like much of the Jersey shore, was loaded with commercial enterprises, but not so much here at the northern end. The stillness of the off-season atmosphere, highlighted by the crash of waves on the beach side, added to the eeriness of her grandfather’s dilapidated house.

      Even though she’d taken a Pepto Bismol tablet to settle her stomach, she held her breath to block out the scent of salt water while she knocked on the front door. She tried again. Still no answer. But Frank’s vintage black Mustang convertible and a late-model red pickup truck with the Jinx, Inc. logo were parked in the driveway; so, he must be around. Turning the doorknob, she realized the door was unlocked and stepped inside.

      “Anybody home?” she called out.

      Still no answer, but she thought she heard voices coming from the opposite side of the house, facing the beach. Walking down the corridor, she saw rooms covered with dust and sheeted furniture. Paintings were missing, showing lighter rectangular spaces against the faded wallpaper. There were no antiques, or that horrible Buddha with the foot-long penis that had given her nightmares when she was a child. In the library, she noticed that the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves were half-empty. Judging by the rest of the house, she assumed it was the collection of first editions that were gone. Even the stuffed animal heads mounted on the library paneling—the taxidermy nightmares bagged by some nitwit Jinkowsky on an African safari years ago—were gone...thank God for that.

      The Jinkowsky brothers—Frank’s grandfather and two great-uncles—had made their money producing kielbasa in the early 1900s, first from a butcher shop in Jersey City and eventually a Newark factory. The Kielbasa Kings, they’d been called. Those days were long gone. In fact, the year her grandfather had graduated from Princeton and married her grandmother, Lydia, and they’d both been about to enter Stanford Law School, the Jinkowsky company had been sold due to lack of interest by any of the grandchildren in entering the business.

      Frank had come into a small fortune, along with the Long Beach Island house. Instead of hotfooting it off to law school, a tradition in Lydia’s maternal family which he’d originally thought to follow along with his new wife, Frank decided to use his inheritance as seed money for a treasure-hunting company. That had been the beginning of the end for him and her grandmother, who’d felt betrayed by her husband’s change of career. The worst abomination, according to her grandmother, had been that Frank had gotten her pregnant before she left.

      Dreary would be the best word to describe the atmosphere in the house now. Or plundered. Had her grandfather needed to sell everything in order to raise cash? She could think of no other reason for the house’s condition.

      She continued down the hall to the great room, with its fireplace big enough to roast a boar. That room and the kitchen were clean, with nothing removed, as far as she remembered.

      She could see her grandfather out on the deck with Flossie, his live-in girlfriend. A wide expanse of beach extended from the deck to the ocean. There was a crisp scent of salt water in the air, which some people found pleasant...but not Veronica. The sound of waves crashing provided a musical counterpoint to the seagulls squawking loudly as they swooped down for food.

      Frank and Flossie sat next to each other at a round patio table with the center umbrella not yet unfurled. The table was extra-large, the kind that could seat six or eight people at a pop. Polka music played loudly on an old-fashioned tape deck; her grandfather did love a good accordion. Flossie, who was fifty-something, resembled an aging stripper, which she very well could have been, knowing Frank’s habits. Actually, she’d been a Las Vegas showgirl. She and Frank had been together about twenty-five years, which had been a scandal back then when he’d been fifty and her in her late twenties or so. Even though Veronica had only been seven at the time, she could still remember the uproar in her grandmother’s house. Lydia hated Flossie almost as much as she did Frank.

      To say that Flossie was well-endowed would be a colossal understatement...another reason for her thin-as-a-rail grandmother to hate her “replacement.” Flossie wore tight black jeans and a revealing red tank top edged with sequins. She also wore red high-heeled slides. The woman had more than twenty years on Veronica, but, despite the voluptuousness, or because of the voluptuousness, Flossie had a better figure. Her blonde hair, dyed of course, sported the biggest metal rollers Veronica had ever seen, possibly empty soup cans.

      Her grandfather was a big man, at least six-foot-three and burly, like the mountain men in old western movies. He was sitting at the circular table reading the morning newspaper, a burning cigar in one hand and a glass of some amber-colored beverage in front of him...probably bourbon. Booze in the morning? No wonder he has money problems. He wore denim shorts, full of holes, a faded, threadbare, once yellow T-shirt and his trademark suspenders—he had more suspenders than Larry King used to, he sometimes bragged. They were Mickey Mouse ones today. The canvas shoes on his feet had so many holes, they were more sole than anything else. He was usually rather vain about his appearance, but now he was unshaven, and his white hair stood out like, not the suave Larry King, but the unkempt Don King. His size had scared her a little when she was a child, but he’d always been a handsome man. Now he looked like a Nick Nolte mug shot after being picked up for a DUI.

      She could have sworn they’d noticed her approach, but maybe not because now Flossie was arguing with him about eating the breakfast she’d placed next to the drink.

      “I don’t want any of that frickin’ egg white slop, and I sure as hell don’t want unbuttered toast with bits of bark and seeds in it,” he said. Not bothering to peer up from the paper, he blew enough smoke up in the air to make Flossie choke.

      Waving her hand in front of her face like a fan, Flossie said, “It’s not egg slop, darling. It’s an omelet. A deluxe Divine Health Omelet with chives. And the twelve-grain ciabatta is better for you than plan ol’ white bread.”

      “That’s what those green things are? I thought they were mold. And since when do I need twelve grains of anything. Why not ten, or five, or none at all?”

      Flossie sighed deeply. “Come on, Frank. It’s good for your heart, and, besides, you’ll like it. This is the same breakfast that Bruce Vandemeer, that guy who invented paper clips or corkscrews or something, ate every day of his life, and he lived to be a hundred and one. I got the recipe from Vivian over at the Nail You manicure shop.”

      Veronica glanced at Flossie’s hands. Yep, she still sported those inch-long, sculptured nails, painted bright red today, matching her shirt.

      “Pfff! Who wants to live that long?”

      Flossie smacked him on the shoulder. “Eat the damn breakfast.”

      “How come you’re not eating this crap, too?”

      “I already had coffee. You know that’s all I usually have for breakfast.”

      “Hmpfh! I’ll wait till lunch when I can have grilled cheese on day-old bread, like always. None of that brown crap that tastes like cardboard, either. Anyways, honey, you know that we don’t need to be wastin’ money on designer bread.”

      Bread is expensive? He’s worried about spending a couple dollars more for whole-wheat bread? And he’s buying day-old bread. Oh. He really does have financial problems, then.

      He slammed the paper down, took a huge slug of bourbon and shook his head like a shaggy dog at its apparent potency.

      With a frown of disapproval, Flossie began to gather up the dishes, when she noticed Veronica for the first time, near the open French doors. “Ronnie!” Flossie exclaimed, giving Frank a strange, warning glower. Then she set the dishes down and came over to give her a hug. Veronica and Flossie were both about five-nine, but with the high heels, Flossie towered over her. And she wore so much Shalimar perfume that at least it wiped out the scent of salt water in Veronica’s nose.

      Flossie rolled her eyes meaningfully at Frank and then her. Except Veronica wasn’t sure what message she was being given.

      “Frank.” Veronica walked over and stared down at her grandfather. Should I hug him? No! He would probably shove me away. Just being near him made her stomach churn and made her want to bolt, but she had important business to discuss first.

      Frank frowned. “It’s about time you got here, girl.”

      “What do you mean? You never invited me.”

      “What? You need a hoity-toity engraved invitation to visit your grandfather?”

      Flossie harrumphed her opinion.

      Well, this is a pleasant start to our visit. Veronica sat down opposite him and let out a whoosh of frustration at the same old direction their conversation was heading. “Listen to me, old man, you are not going to lay a guilt trip on me. You are the one who threw me overboard into the bay when I was only five years old.”

      “That again! I was tryin’ to teach you how to swim, for Pete’s sake. You were babied too much by that Boston bunch. Besides, you had a life vest on. You were never in danger of drowning.”

      “How was I to know that?” she cried out. “You don’t teach children to swim by tossing them overboard.”

      “Oh, yeah? You learned to swim that day, didn’t you?”

      And hated the ocean and salt water, which she’d swallowed about a gallon of, ever since.

      “Then, there was the time you terrorized me by taking me on that roller-coaster in Asbury Park...the one that went out over the ocean.” She’d smelled the salt air that time, too.

      “It was fun,” he protested.

      “For you, maybe. Not for me. I was scared to death.”

      “Kids like to be scared on rides.”

      “Not this kid!”

      He shook his head, as if she were a freak.

      “Then, there was the water-skiing incident. And the deep-water fishing trip...for sharks, of all things.” No wonder I have an aversion to salt water. I don’t need a shrink to diagnose my Pavlovian association.

      Flossie made a clucking sound of disgust at their juvenile squabbling, then picked up the dishes again and walked toward the kitchen, tsk-tsk-tsking the whole way.

      “All that is beside the point. I’m here because of this.” She slammed some legal documents on the table. “What is this all about?”

      He didn’t even look at the papers. Instead, he spoke around the cigar in his mouth, “I’m taking care of business.”

      “Why me?”

      He shrugged. “You’re the only family I have.”

      “How about Flossie?”

      Flossie yelled from the kitchen, “I don’t want it.”

      “Floss wouldn’t know treasure from tulips.” Her grandfather downed the last of his liquor.

      “And I would?”

      “She thinks pink flamingoes are fine art.”

      “Do not!” Flossie yelled again.

      “Even if I wanted to, which I don’t, I wouldn’t have a clue how to run a treasure-hunting company.”

      “I’ll teach you.”

      I’d rather swim with sharks. “No, thanks.”
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