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The Cookie Jar Collector


[image: ]




"Hello, I'd like to see Jack Markland," said Ryan. He smiled at the receptionist, who was a handsome man of Indian descent, with a thin, shrill voice that made him seem less handsome once you heard it.

"Do you have an appointment?" asked the annoying assistant. "Mr. Markland is a very busy man. He is a tycoon of industry. He oversees companies—companies in the plural. He doesn't just take meetings with anyone. He's very busy."

"Oh, I understand, I really do. I think he'll want to take this meeting," Ryan said. He glanced at the door into Mr. Markland's office, but it was a heavy door latched shut, perhaps even locked. There was no way in without permission. Ryan had rather hoped to just barge in, but that was clearly not going to happen.

The waiting area looked like a ski lodge, paneled with rich wood, photos of snow-covered mountains framed and dappling the walls giving the whole area a chill, like just being reminded of a chalet was enough to make Ryan shiver. Or maybe it was the overly air-conditioned air. The only part of the office that looked like what it was—an ordinary office on the forty-sixth floor of a skyscraper in Manhattan—was the cheap off-blue carpet, which looked like it had been a luxurious azure at one point years ago.

"Hmm-hmm." The assistant smiled politely. "What can I tell him this is concerning?"

"Cookie storage."

"Cookie storage?" He had been holding onto a telephone, but he put it down when he heard Ryan say cookie storage. He smiled again. "I see. So you, uh... represent... a warehouse? Or-"

"No, sorry, this is about the storage of a small number of cookies, not, like, trucks worth," Ryan said.

"... Is that something Mr. Markland is interested in?"

"You'd have to ask him," Ryan said. "He's free to say no. I'll gladly go if he doesn't want to see me. Please just ask him."

The assistant looked at the phone as though deciding whether to ask Mr. Markland about this on the phone or to go in his office and ask in person. He went in. Ryan wasn't surprised. He'd learned a long time ago that it was better to ask for something preposterous in person in a situation like this. If he'd said he was here to discuss becoming the new supplier of steel cables or high-tech camera lenses for Mr. Markland's businesses, the assistant would never have let him in or even considered it. If you said something seemingly preposterous, the assistant wouldn't know if it was a real thing or not, if it was code or a reference to something above his pay grade. There were a lot of possibilities that simply didn't exist if you claimed you represented something mundane like a steel-supplier.

Ryan wasn't lying though. He really was here to speak to Mr. Markdale about cookie storage.

"Mr. Markdale will see you now," the assistant said, glaring at Ryan as he walked in. Ryan shut the door behind himself.

Mr. Markdale sat at his desk, head cocked to the side, eyebrows furrowed like he wasn't entirely happy with Ryan coming here. Ryan wasn't surprised about that either.

He was momentarily flummoxed because Mr. Markdale was handsome. That was also not a surprise—it was the entire reason Ryan was here—but it did throw him for a loop when he finally saw him in person. He was broad-shouldered and thick, black-haired but with a few silver roots as though he dyed it and needed to redye it soon. Ryan was fine with him like that, since he liked the older daddy-types, especially powerfully built daddies in fine Italian suits.

Billions of dollars to his name didn't hurt either.

"What can I do for you?" Mr. Markdale asked.

"I wanted to show you something and see what you thought-" Ryan busied himself with opening his briefcase. "Ah, there we go." He lifted up a beautiful ornate cookie jar and placed it in his lap. It was a panda bear, arms and legs wrapped around a bee whose body was the actual jar. Its insectoid eyes were the lid, giving it an sinister vibe that was counteracted by the jolly bear with its amygdaliformic eyes.

Up until this moment, Ryan had thought of the jar as just a tool to get what he wanted out of Mr. Markdale. It didn't even occur to him to wonder why a cookie jar might be important or valuable or that it might really have an artistic statement. Once he pulled it out of the briefcase, however, he briefly saw it in the same light that Mr. Markdale did, and it made him feel flush with fear, disgust, comfort, humor, hunger, warmth, cold, all at once.

He was almost reluctant to give it up.

Mr. Markdale's eyes opened wide. He gripped his desk tightly, then frowned and gritted his teeth. "First, I'd like to know why you came to see me about this."

"Because I know you want it. You probably recognized it right away, didn't you? It's a Caranzano. They call it L'Abbraccio Eterno-"

"L'Abbraccio Eterno." Mr. Markdale murmured with a much better Italian accent than Ryan. "You believe I have an interest in cookie jars?"

"Look, you don't have to hide it from me," Ryan said. "I know you went to Cookie-Con in 1991, and I have records from an insurance company showing you have a collection in your home-"

"How did you get that?" His silky voice turned stentorian, and his eyes narrowed to slits.

"None of your business," Ryan said.

"It is precisely my business. My insurance policies are literally an example of my business-"

"Relax, relax, I'm not going to blow your secret. It shouldn't matter to the Board of Directors anyway," Ryan said. "But we both know it does. They don't want a cookie-jar-collecting weirdo as CEO." He giggled and blushed. "You don't have any way to buy something this high-profile without them finding out."

Mr. Markdale's eyes narrowed to slits. "What do you want?"
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