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  Chapter One

  
  










“That is not a boat,” Dee Ann said.

She said it from the marina office doorway, which was itself unusual — Dee Ann conducted most of her observations from behind the sliding window rather than in person, and coming to the doorway meant the situation had crossed some threshold of significance that the window no longer adequately addressed. She had her coffee and her clipboard and she was looking north along the commercial dock toward the vessel that had been attempting to dock at the commercial slip for the past eleven minutes.

Gumbo was on the stern of the Severance Package with the composition book open on the table and a Yuengling at seven-fifty in the morning, which was a philosophical position he’d arrived at after fourteen months in Cedar Key and was no longer interested in defending. He looked where Dee Ann was looking.

The vessel coming into the commercial slip was turquoise and coral — not the weather-faded turquoise and coral of a boat that had started some other color and given up, but an intentional, branded, graphic-design-approved turquoise and coral that caught the morning light the way something catches light when it has been specifically engineered to catch light. It had a sun deck the size of a tennis court, a DJ booth on the bow that was currently unmanned but visibly capable, and along its port side, in letters four feet tall that Gumbo could read from slip 12 without his reading glasses, the words PARTY BARGE.

Below that, in slightly smaller letters: 2.4M SUBSCRIBERS.

Below that, in letters that required mild squinting: a social media handle he did not recognize.

“It’s a content production vessel,” Gumbo said.

Dee Ann looked at him.

“I read an article,” he said.

“You read an article,” she said.

“In the Tampa Bay Times. Two weeks ago.” He picked up the Yuengling. “They cruise the coast. Port to port. Make videos.”

“Videos of what.”

“The coast. Parties. Contests. Local color.” He paused. “People watch them on the internet.”

Dee Ann looked back at the vessel. It had covered approximately forty additional feet in the time they’d been discussing it and was now close enough that they could see the crew on deck — a production team in matching turquoise shirts moving with the focused choreography of people who had done this docking sequence at enough ports that it was becoming automatic.

“How many people,” Dee Ann said.

“Two point four million subscribers,” Gumbo said. “Give or take.”

Dee Ann looked at the vessel. She looked at the commercial slip, which was rated for vessels up to 120 feet. She looked at the vessel again.

“It’s not going to fit,” she said. She went back inside and picked up the dock phone.




It fit, barely, in the way that things fit when the person managing the situation has thirty years of marina experience and a specific voice she uses when she needs a captain to understand that she is not making a suggestion. Dee Ann got on the radio at seven-fifty-four and by eight-oh-seven the Party Barge was in the commercial slip with its bow extending eight feet past the dock’s end and a stern line run to a cleat Gumbo could see from his own stern and a very large turquoise and coral boat sitting in Cedar Key City Marina like something that had been set down by someone who had been somewhere else and made a wrong turn.

Gumbo opened the composition book to a fresh page.

He wrote the date at the top. Below that: Party Barge — 142 ft., converted offshore supply vessel, turquoise/coral livery, commercial slip, arrived 0807. He paused. 2.4 million YouTube subscribers. Party Barge LLC, WaveRight Media platform. He looked at the vessel. What does it cost to operate a 142-foot vessel?

He worked the arithmetic in his head the way he’d worked supplier cost structures for twenty-eight years in Columbus — not the specific numbers, which he didn’t have, but the shape of them. A converted offshore supply vessel of that size, diesel engines, running at cruising speed of twelve to fifteen knots: call it thirty gallons per hour minimum, probably forty. At current fuel prices, a full day’s running was a significant number. Add crew of twenty, camera equipment, post-production staff, the travel logistics of moving a 142-foot vessel from port to port — the overhead on this operation ran to something substantial before a single video was made.

He looked at 2.4 million subscribers.

The monetization math on 2.4 million YouTube subscribers, with the engagement metrics a party content channel would generate, at standard CPM rates — he did it in his head, then revised it upward for sponsorship revenue, then revised it upward again for brand partnerships and merchandise and platform licensing deals with a network behind it.

The numbers balanced. Barely, but they balanced.

He wrote: Revenue barely covers cost at this scale. The margin is thin. Thin margin means pressure. Pressure means the content has to perform, continuously, at volume. That’s a specific kind of stress on a specific kind of operation.

He capped the pen and looked at the vessel.

The production crew in turquoise shirts was deploying a gangway with the efficiency of a team that had done this before. Two cameras were already running on deck — handheld, shoulder-mount, the professional grade. A third camera on a stabilized gimbal was sweeping the marina approach, getting the establishing footage that would become the first thirty seconds of whatever video this stop produced.

One of the cameras was pointed at Gumbo.

He did not wave.




By nine o’clock, Cedar Key City Marina had approximately two hundred and forty people on it or adjacent to it, which was a number the marina had not accommodated simultaneously in Gumbo’s experience and which Dee Ann was managing from the office doorway with the clipboard and the specific expression she reserved for situations that required her full attention and disappointed her by existing.

They had come from SR-24, from the waterfront parking, from the island’s interior streets — residents and day visitors and a contingent of people who had driven specifically from the mainland because the Party Barge’s location was posted in real time on its social channels and its audience had a demonstrated willingness to show up wherever it went.

Gumbo watched this from the stern with the composition book and a second Yuengling.

The Party Barge’s gangway was now in place and a controlled flow of approved visitors was coming aboard — not the crowd on the dock, but a selected group of perhaps thirty people who had some credential or connection or had won some social media contest that entitled them to board access. A camera documented each boarding.

Two people came down the gangway onto the dock and moved toward the marina’s general area with the professional confidence of people accustomed to arriving and being interesting.

Gumbo looked at them.

The man was tall — six-two, maybe six-three — with a tan that spoke of deliberate maintenance rather than outdoor work, and the teeth visible even at forty yards of someone whose dental investment was a business expense. He had a wireless microphone on a lanyard and the kinetic energy of a person who ran at a social frequency higher than most people’s comfortable range. He was already talking to someone, to everyone, to the camera tracking him from the deck above — his hands moving, his smile expanding and contracting at a rate that communicated enthusiasm while concealing the effort behind it.

The woman beside him moved differently. Where the man expanded into every available space, she contracted into precision — reading the dock, the marina, the crowd, the light on the water, the camera angles, all of it processed in the peripheral awareness of someone who ran a real-time inventory of every room she entered. She was thirty or thirty-one, with dark hair pulled back in a way that was practical rather than styled, and when her eyes moved across the marina and landed briefly on Gumbo on the Severance Package’s stern, the assessment took about two seconds and was complete and he had the impression she’d filed him under something specific.

He wrote in the composition book: Brad Colter (host, male) — professional warmth, high volume, works the crowd. Jana Voss (host, female) — reads the room first, adjusts second. Different speeds.




It was Gary Timms who told him about the bikini contest.

Gary called at ten-fifteen, which was early for Gary to be at the bar but not early for Gary to be at the bar preparing for a day that was going to require preparation. He said: “The Party Barge people are doing a coconut oil suntan bikini contest on the dock at four this afternoon and they want a local judge and someone gave them your name.”

“Who gave them my name,” Gumbo said.

“I may have mentioned you,” Gary said.

“Why.”

“Because the person asking me for local judge recommendations was a very pleasant woman from the production team and I thought it would be entertaining,” Gary said. “And because your name came to mind and I said it before I considered the consequences, which is a thing that happens.”

“Tell them no,” Gumbo said.

“They called Dee Ann,” Gary said.

A pause.

“They called Dee Ann to confirm you,” Gumbo said.

“Dee Ann told them you were a licensed private investigator, which they interpreted as a law enforcement credential, and apparently a law enforcement credential gives the contest a useful legal authority optic for their content.” Another pause. “Dee Ann seemed to find this outcome acceptable.”

“Dee Ann doesn’t find anything acceptable or not acceptable,” Gumbo said. “She processes the situation.”

“She told them your slip number,” Gary said.

Gumbo looked at slip 12, from which the Party Barge was visible at the commercial dock, enormous and turquoise and coral and currently deploying what appeared to be a secondary sun deck extension off the port side.

“I’ll think about it,” he said.

“The woman from the production team is walking down your dock right now,” Gary said.

He was right. A woman in a Party Barge turquoise shirt was coming along the finger pier toward slip 12 with the direct approach of someone who had made this walk at multiple ports and had developed a method.

Gumbo put the phone in his shirt pocket. The shirt was the orange one with the white flowers — the collar open, the fabric already pulling at the humidity, the pelican on the left breast pocket that he’d noticed when he bought it and that had not affected the purchase decision either way.

The woman stopped at the end of the finger pier.

“Mr. Malone?” She had a production tablet in one hand and the efficient affect of someone managing twenty things and currently attending to this one. “I’m Sasha, location coordinator for Party Barge. Gary Timms suggested—”

“I know what Gary suggested,” Gumbo said.

“We do a regional judge segment at every port. Local flavor, authentic voice—”

“I heard the pitch,” Gumbo said. “No.”

Sasha made a note on the tablet. She had the expression of someone for whom no was a data point rather than a conclusion. “Jana would like to speak with you if you have a few minutes,” she said. “She’s at the forward deck.”

“Jana can speak with me here,” Gumbo said.

Sasha made another note. She walked back up the finger pier.

Three minutes later, Jana Voss came down the finger pier alone, without the camera that had been tracking her earlier, without the production tablet, without any of the apparatus of the Party Barge operation. She stopped at the end of the pier and looked at the Severance Package and at Gumbo on its stern with the composition book and the Yuengling and the pelican shirt.

“Your friend Gary is extremely enthusiastic about this idea,” she said.

“Gary’s idea of entertainment and mine don’t always overlap,” Gumbo said.

“Fair.” She looked at the marina. Not the performance of looking — actually looking, the inventory she’d run on the dock running again here, the real assessment of a specific place. “This is a genuinely good marina,” she said. “Not a production marina. A real one.”

“It’s been a real one for a long time,” Gumbo said.

“You can tell.” She paused. “The woman in the office.”

“Dee Ann.”

“She told our dockmaster that our port side line needed to be repositioned by eighteen inches or we’d be pulling stress on the cleat fitting during the afternoon tide shift.” She paused. “She was right. Our dockmaster didn’t know that yet.”

“Dee Ann knows this marina,” Gumbo said.

“She’s been running it through two ownership changes and one bankruptcy,” Jana said.

He looked at her.

“I do my research on every port,” she said. “It’s not all coconut oil and DJ sets. Some of it is actually paying attention to where you are.” She looked at the composition book on the table. “You were writing something when I came down the dock.”

“I write things down,” he said.

“What things.”

“Things that need to be written down.” He closed the composition book. “You want me to judge your bikini contest.”

“I want a local judge who isn’t going to play to the camera,” she said. “Brad plays to the camera. Our three regulars play to the camera. Everyone on this vessel plays to the camera constantly. It’s professionally required and personally exhausting.” She paused. “Gary Timms says you’re a PI who used to run procurement for a paper company in Ohio and you moved here and got a PI license from the internet for eighty-nine dollars.”

“It’s a real license,” Gumbo said. “The lamination is a humidity problem.”

She looked at him with the expression she’d had in the two-second assessment on the dock — complete and filed.

“Will you do it,” she said. Not the pitch. The direct question.

He looked at the Party Barge. At the 142 feet of it occupying the commercial slip. At the secondary sun deck extension going up on the port side. At the two cameras still running on the main deck and the crowd on the waterfront that had grown past two hundred and fifty and was now absorbing people from the SR-24 parking area at a steady rate.

He thought about what it cost to run this operation and what it generated and how thin that margin was and what thin margins did to the people managing them.

“Four o’clock,” he said.

“Four o’clock,” she confirmed. She walked back up the finger pier with the same direct efficiency she’d come down it with, and Gumbo watched her go and then looked at the composition book and opened it.

He wrote: Jana Voss — researched the port in advance. Knew Dee Ann’s history. Came down the pier alone without a camera. Asked a direct question and waited for a direct answer. He paused. The gap between what she presents on camera and what she presents in person is worth noting.

He wrote: 4 p.m. Bikini contest. God help me.

He dated the line.

He did not sign it yet because the day was just beginning and the 142 feet of Party Barge at the commercial slip had the look of something that was going to generate several more pages before it was done.

He picked up the Yuengling and looked at the marina filling up with people who had driven here specifically to stand near a boat they’d seen on the internet, and he thought about the gap between what something costs and what someone says it costs, and he thought that two point four million subscribers was a very large number to carry on a very thin margin, and that people carrying heavy things on thin margins made decisions under pressure that people without that pressure did not make.

He did not know yet what decisions had been made.

He knew the shape was there.

That was where it always started.
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“Fourteen dollars,” Dee Ann said.

Brad Colter looked at the Cuban sandwich in his hand and then at the number on the receipt and then at Dee Ann behind the window with the expression of a man who has been handed a price he didn’t expect in a setting he’d assessed as casual.

“For a sandwich,” he said.

“For that sandwich,” Dee Ann said. “Which is a pressed Cuban on bread I get from a bakery in Crystal River every Tuesday and Thursday, with ham and pork and Swiss and pickles and mustard and the correct ratio of all five.” She paused. “If you want a different sandwich there’s a gas station on SR-24.”

Brad looked at the camera over his left shoulder — a reflex, the checking of the frame, the confirmation that this moment was being captured. The camera was a shoulder-mount operated by Deck, who had the camera on Dee Ann’s window with the instinct of someone who understood that the window was the shot.

“Fourteen dollars,” Brad said again, this time to the camera, with the performance inflection that turned a price into content.

“Fourteen dollars,” Dee Ann confirmed, without inflection of any kind.

She had been behind this window for long enough that she no longer found the variety of human responses to her prices interesting. She found them consistent. People either paid or they discussed. The ones who discussed always paid eventually, because the gas station on SR-24 was not actually a reasonable alternative and everyone understood this once they thought about it for a moment.

Brad paid with a card.

He took a bite of the sandwich.

His expression did something genuine — the performance face dropping for about two seconds while the actual sandwich registered, and what replaced it was the expression of a man who had eaten a lot of food in a lot of ports for the camera and had just encountered something that required no performance because the food was doing its own work.

“That’s — " he started. He stopped. He looked at the sandwich. “Dee Ann.”

“Yes,” she said.

“This is an exceptional sandwich.”

“I know,” she said, and closed the window.




Gumbo watched this from the bench outside the bait shop where he’d stationed himself with the composition book at ten-thirty, because the bench had a good sight line to the window and to the dock and to the general deployment of the Party Barge operation, and because watching how an operation deployed in a new environment told you things about the operation that its promotional materials did not.

The camera crew was six people — Deck on the primary shoulder-mount, a second operator on a stabilized gimbal running wide establishing shots, a third handling audio with a boom pole, and three more managing the secondary cameras that fed the boat’s live social stream. They moved with the practiced choreography of a crew that had filmed in enough compressed environments to have developed spatial awareness about each other — nobody in nobody’s shot, the angles distributed without discussion, the whole thing running on a shared understanding built over whatever period they’d been doing this together.

That period, Gumbo estimated, was significant. You didn’t move like that in six months. You moved like that in two years minimum, probably three.

He wrote: Camera crew — high cohesion, movement pattern suggests 2-3 years together as a unit. This is not a pickup crew. These people know each other. He paused. Deck (primary camera) — makes compositional decisions independently. He chose to hold on Dee Ann’s window rather than follow Brad’s movement. That’s an editorial instinct, not just a technical function.

Brad had moved on from the bait shop window and was now working the waterfront with the specific energy of a man conducting an ongoing relationship with the camera that required continuous feeding. He was interviewing a retired couple from Gainesville who had driven three hours to be here and were performing their own excitement for him while being filmed performing their excitement, which was a loop Gumbo found interesting to observe from the outside. The retired couple thought they were meeting Brad. They were also generating content. Whether they understood they were generating content while they were generating it was a question the composition book did not have room for.

Jana was elsewhere.

He spotted her at the far end of the commercial dock, past the Party Barge, where the dock met the marina’s working area — the fuel tanks, the pump-out station, the equipment shed that Dee Ann kept locked and organized and had opinions about anyone accessing without authorization. Jana was talking to the marina’s dock hand, a young man named Curtis who had worked the morning shift for two years and who was showing her something about the dock’s cleat configuration with the attention of someone who had been asked a genuine question and was providing a genuine answer.

She had a notebook.

Not a phone, not a tablet — a small spiral notebook, pocket-size, the kind available at any drug store, and she was writing in it while Curtis talked.

Gumbo noted this.

A host who took notes in a notebook rather than pulling out a phone was either performing authenticity or practicing it, and the distance between those two things was the interesting question.




The Island Room at noon was running a modified service because Renata had made a decision at eight-thirty in the morning, when the crowd on the waterfront reached a density that changed the character of the street outside, about what the Island Room was and was not going to be today.

What it was not going to be: a Party Barge overflow destination. The tables stayed at their regular configuration. The reservation list stayed as it was. The walk-in capacity stayed at its normal level, which was limited by the number of tables rather than by any policy Renata had to state explicitly, because Renata’s approach to most problems was to manage them through structure rather than confrontation.

What it was going to be: exactly what it always was.

Gumbo came through the back at twelve-fifteen and found Renata at the prep table with the invoice binder and Marco at the stove running the lunch service with the economical competence that characterized everything Marco did.

“The sandwich,” Gumbo said.

“I heard,” Renata said, without looking up from the invoice.

“Fourteen dollars,” Gumbo said.

“Dee Ann charges what the sandwich is worth,” Renata said. “I’ve told her she could charge sixteen and nobody would argue.”

“She charges fourteen because fourteen is what it’s worth,” Gumbo said. “Sixteen would be what she could get away with. She doesn’t do what she can get away with.”

Renata looked up from the invoice. She had the gold earrings and the kitchen coat and the look she used when a thing someone had said was more precise than she’d expected. “That’s correct,” she said, and went back to the invoice.

Marco put a bowl on the pass-through shelf. The saffron broth — the permanent menu item, the gold of it catching the kitchen light. He went back to the stove without comment.

Gumbo sat on the stool at the pass-through and pulled the bowl in front of him.

“The hosts,” Renata said. “Have you met them.”

“Jana came to the boat this morning,” he said. “I’m judging their bikini contest at four.”

The invoice binder came down two inches. Renata looked at him over the top of it. “You’re judging a bikini contest.”

“Jana asked directly,” he said. “Without the camera.”

“Jana asked you directly without the camera,” Renata said, “and you said yes.”

“I said four o’clock,” he said. “Which is the same thing.”

Renata looked at the invoice binder. She looked back at Gumbo. “What does Gary think.”

“Gary thinks it’s entertaining,” Gumbo said. “Gary nominated me.”

“Gary,” Renata said, with the tone of a woman who has known Gary Timms long enough to find him both reliable and occasionally a source of situations she could have done without. She went back to the invoice. “The man. Brad.”

“What about him.”

“He came in this morning. Before the lunch service, around eleven.” She turned a page. “He asked for a table, we were full, he said he was Brad from the Party Barge.” She paused. “I told him the wait time was forty-five minutes, same as everyone.”

“He waited?”

“He did not,” she said. “He asked if there was any way to, and I’m quoting, expedite the experience.” She paused. “I told him the saffron broth was worth forty-five minutes and he was welcome to wait or to come back for dinner with a reservation.” She closed the invoice binder. “He left.”

“He’ll be back for dinner,” Gumbo said.

“He made a reservation for seven,” Renata confirmed. “Party of six.” She picked up the binder again. “I gave him the round table in the corner.”

“Not the window table.”

“The window table is reserved for people who have been coming here for more than one day,” she said. “Brad has been in Cedar Key since eight this morning. He gets the corner.”




The afternoon assembled itself around the Party Barge’s schedule, which the production team had distributed to the waterfront businesses as a printed one-page document titled Party Barge — Cedar Key Stop — Content Timeline, which Dee Ann had received, read in its entirety, filed in a folder marked Vessels — Visiting, and not distributed to Gumbo, who found a copy taped to the marina bulletin board.

The timeline was specific: a morning waterfront exploration segment from nine to noon, a local business feature from noon to two, a crew lunch break from two to three-thirty, the coconut oil suntan bikini contest from four to six, a sunset deck party from six to eight, and a live dinner stream from eight to ten covering a local restaurant.

The local restaurant was the Island Room.

Gumbo took the timeline off the bulletin board and went to find Renata.

She was not surprised. “I know,” she said. “Corey Fenn called at ten this morning. He offered to feature the Island Room in the dinner stream for what he described as a promotional partnership.”

“What did you tell him.”

“I told him the Island Room was a restaurant, not a content platform, and that he was welcome to have dinner here but that cameras were not part of the dining experience I provide.” She looked at the timeline in Gumbo’s hand. “He was very pleasant about it. He said he understood completely and would discuss alternative arrangements with the team.”

“Meaning they’ll film from outside through the window,” Gumbo said.

“I expect so,” Renata said. “Which I can’t prevent. The sidewalk is public.” She paused. “Marco has been informed. He’s not concerned.” She looked at the kitchen. “Marco is not concerned about most things.”

Marco was reducing something in a pan. He didn’t look up.




The bikini contest at four was exactly what Gumbo had agreed to and slightly more than he’d prepared for.

The Party Barge’s main sun deck had been configured for it — a runway of sorts along the port side, sponsor banners in tasteful turquoise and coral for the sunscreen brand underwriting the segment, a judges’ table at the stern with three chairs occupied by the Party Barge’s regular judges and one chair, at the end, that was Gumbo’s.

The regular judges were: Kaz, a recurring guest from Miami who appeared to have a fitness platform of his own; Sunny, a lifestyle influencer from Tampa with the kind of curated casual aesthetic that required significant effort to maintain; and Milo, the Party Barge’s DJ, who wore his headphones around his neck even when there was no music playing, which was either habit or identity and at this point had become indistinguishable.

Gumbo sat in the fourth chair in the orange pelican shirt with the composition book on his knee, because he brought the composition book to everything.

Brad was hosting the contest from the runway position, microphone in hand, camera tracking him. Jana stood at the production table off to the side with a headset on, managing the technical side of the live stream — she was looking at a monitor showing the current viewer count, which Gumbo could see from his chair was climbing through forty thousand and had not yet stopped climbing.

Six contestants. The judging criteria, as Brad explained to the camera and the forty thousand viewers and the crowd on the dock below who were watching on their phones because the dock didn’t have a direct view of the sun deck, were: presentation, confidence, and — Brad made this sound as if it were both official and spontaneous — the authentic Florida spirit.

Gumbo wrote authentic Florida spirit in the composition book and did not assign it a point value.

He evaluated the six contestants with the same methodical attention he brought to supplier proposals — reading each one against the stated criteria, noting the deviations, identifying the genuine from the performed. Five of the six were performing at various levels of accomplished. The sixth — Trixie Lowell from Ocala, 27, with the direct gaze of someone who had decided to simply be present rather than project anything — was not performing at all. She walked the runway the way Dee Ann stood at the marina office window: entirely herself, no modification for the audience, no calculation of effect.

Gumbo scored her first. The regular judges, reading the crowd’s energy, scored her second behind Sunny from Tampa, whose performance was technically better and personally absent.

The tiebreaker went to Brad, who read the room and read the camera and chose Trixie, because Brad understood that genuine beats performed when the camera has seen enough performed to know the difference.

Trixie Lowell accepted the result with the same directness she’d brought to the runway. She shook Gumbo’s hand after. Her grip was firm and her eyes were already assessing something past his shoulder — the production table, where Corey Fenn had appeared and was talking to one of the camera operators with the compressed energy Gumbo had noted at the commercial dock. Something about Corey’s posture had changed from the morning — tighter, less fluid, the energy of a man managing something that had recently become more complicated.

He wrote: Trixie Lowell — Ocala. Winner. Genuine rather than performed. Assessed Corey Fenn the moment she was off the runway. He paused. Corey Fenn’s posture changed between morning and four p.m. Something happened during the crew break.




What had happened during the crew break Gumbo found out from Gary Timms at six-fifteen, when the sunset deck party was running at volume on the Party Barge and the Pelican’s Perch had more people in it than Gary had managed since a Gasparilla weekend in 2019 and possibly before.

Gary poured without being asked and leaned across the bar.

“Brad and Jana had a meeting in the production office at three o’clock,” Gary said. “Closed door, forty minutes. Corey Fenn came out of it first and he had the face of a man who’d been told something he already knew and was not happy to have confirmed.”

“How do you know this,” Gumbo said.

“One of the audio crew came in here at three-fifty and ordered a beer and said he couldn’t go back to the production office yet because the atmosphere was — his word — nuclear.” Gary wiped the bar. “He didn’t elaborate. He drank his beer and went back.”

“Nuclear,” Gumbo said.

“Nuclear,” Gary confirmed. “For a boat that makes party videos, the production office atmosphere is apparently not always a party.”

Gumbo wrote: 3 p.m. crew break. Brad-Jana meeting, closed door, 40 minutes. Corey exits first, unhappy. Audio crew describes atmosphere as nuclear. Timeline: this happens after the Party Barge’s printed schedule shows a ‘crew lunch break’ from two to three-thirty.

He looked at what he’d written.

Then he wrote: Brad’s contract with WaveRight is up in thirty days. He’s been talking to another platform. This meeting is not about content planning.

He dated the line, capped the pen, and looked at the Pelican’s Perch running at capacity around him — thirty people where there were usually ten, the bar doing the kind of business it did once every few years, Gary moving with the focused efficiency of a man who had kept this bar for fifteen years precisely because he was ready for every version of it.

The Party Barge’s deck party was audible from the waterfront. Bass frequencies at a register that communicated celebration without specifying what was being celebrated. Forty thousand online viewers, maybe more by now, watching Cedar Key from the sun deck of a 142-foot vessel that cost more to run each day than most of the island’s annual commercial revenue.

Gumbo finished the Yuengling.

He thought about what a thirty-day contract window did to a man like Brad, who had built an operation worth monitoring at scale, and what it did to the people around him who had built their own arrangements on the assumption that Brad’s arrangement would continue, and how thin margins responded to the pressure of an uncertain continuation.

He thought about the word nuclear.

He thought about Corey Fenn’s posture at four o’clock, tighter than it had been at nine.

He thought about Jana Voss at the production table watching the viewer count climb while whatever had happened in that closed room at three o’clock was still happening in the space between her and Brad every time they appeared in the same frame.

He went back to the Severance Package.

He sat at the stern table with the composition book in the evening light and wrote the full day’s account — the docking, Dee Ann and the sandwich, Jana at the finger pier, Renata and the corner table, the bikini contest, Trixie Lowell’s direct gaze, the nuclear atmosphere, the contract window.

He wrote: The Party Barge is a business. Businesses under pressure make decisions. The pressure here is specific and has a thirty-day clock.

He dated the bottom of the page and signed it.

From the commercial dock, the bass frequencies continued their celebration of whatever was being celebrated, and the evening came down over Cedar Key the way it always came down — the light going off the water in stages, the barrier keys going dark, the gulf going its deep summer blue — and somewhere on the sun deck of the Party Barge, Brad and Jana were on camera being exactly what their two point four million subscribers expected them to be.

The composition book said something different was happening underneath that.

It usually did.








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  







“You’re on in four minutes,” Sasha said.

She said it to Gumbo while simultaneously looking at her tablet, her earpiece, the sun deck’s northwest corner where a lighting technician was repositioning a reflector, and the stairs leading down to the main deck where two contestants had just arrived and needed to be directed to the staging area. Sasha had the specific multitasking quality of someone whose job required her to be in six places simultaneously and who had found a way to occupy all six at once through the dedicated use of peripheral attention and a production tablet that she held the way other people held their phones — constantly, reflexively, as if it were a prosthetic rather than a tool.

“I know,” Gumbo said.

He was in the judges’ chair at the end of the table with the composition book closed on the arm of the chair and the orange pelican shirt already pulling at the shoulders from the afternoon heat and the specific humidity that came off the gulf when the wind died after three. The chair was a directors’ chair, canvas back and seat, the kind that folded for transport and had the Party Barge logo embroidered on the back in turquoise thread. His name was on a placard at the table edge in the same turquoise: GUMBO MALONE — LOCAL AUTHORITY. He had not been consulted about the placard or about the designation Local Authority, which he found both imprecise and not entirely wrong.

Kaz to his left was checking his phone with the focused inattention of someone performing readiness. Sunny to Kaz’s left had produced a small mirror from somewhere and was conducting a final assessment. Milo, anchoring the far end, had his headphones on despite the music not having started, which was consistent with everything Gumbo had observed about Milo in the past six hours.

“Two minutes,” Sasha said.


From the judges’ table the sun deck’s configuration was visible in its full operational logic: the runway along the port rail, the sponsor banners at measured intervals, the cameras at three positions — primary fixed at the judges’ table end, secondary tracking along the runway’s length, tertiary elevated on a camera crane that gave the overhead angle Brad liked for the contest’s promotional clips. Below, on the dock, the crowd had compressed to the maximum density the dock’s safety rating permitted, which Dee Ann had communicated to the Party Barge’s location coordinator that morning in writing, including the specific load rating, which the coordinator had appreciated in the way people appreciate information they did not know they needed.

Gumbo looked at the crowd.

He estimated two hundred and sixty people on the dock, another hundred on the waterfront above it, a constellation of phones held at the same upward angle. The live stream counter on the monitor at the production table showed sixty-two thousand viewers. That number was moving upward at a rate that suggested the contest’s announcement had pushed through to audiences who didn’t regularly watch the Party Barge.

He wrote in the composition book, which he’d opened again despite being told he was on in four minutes: 62,000 live viewers. Contest not yet started. View count accelerating — external push, probably a cross-post from a platform partner or a notification trigger. He paused. At standard CPM the live ad revenue on 62k concurrent viewers runs to a specific number per minute. Multiply by the two-hour contest window. He did it in his head. The sponsor brand pays separately on top of that. The coconut oil brand’s logo is on every banner. Brand integration rate for this exposure level is not a small number.

He looked at the banner nearest the judges’ table. The sunscreen logo in tasteful white on turquoise. A QR code at the bottom of the banner for direct purchase.

He wrote: The contest generates revenue four ways simultaneously: live ad revenue, sponsor brand fee, affiliate QR code conversions, and the clip library value of the footage for future use. A two-hour event with 60k+ concurrent viewers is a significant revenue event. This is not a party. This is a revenue extraction mechanism dressed as a party.

He capped the pen.

“One minute,” Sasha said.


Brad came up the stairs to the sun deck at the forty-five-second mark with the timing of a performer who had internalized the production schedule to the point where he no longer needed to be told. He had a
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