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Rum Night, 1927


The night water lay flat as hammered tin between Boca Chica and the salt ponds east of town. A warm breeze lifted and fell, not enough to ruffle a shirt. Off the reef, a cutter’s searchlight walked a lazy arc and then went out. The men in the launch waited for the dark to settle again before the helmsman eased the throttle open with two fingers. 
“Despacio,” Tomás said. “Stay in the black.”
The boat was twenty-eight feet of work, a narrow wooden launch with a low freeboard and a Kermath gasoline engine most days bolted to sponges and net tubs. Tonight it carried crates. Twelve-bottle cases stamped with names a Conch could read even in the gloom. Matusalem. Bacardi. Two small kegs wedged aft in burlap. Everything lashed tight and tarped, the way fishermen lash ice when the sun tries to steal it.
They had left Cojímar at dusk with the engine half-choked to sound like a skiff, then slid across the Straits on a line the helmsman could have drawn with his eyes closed. The lights of the lighthouse at El Morro fell behind. Key West rose ahead as a smudge, then a necklace, then a dark shore dotted with lamps that never stayed lit long enough to be useful.
A boy held the stern line, not a boy by age but by wages. He had a gaff in one hand and a rosary in his pocket. On rum nights he counted knots in his head, not prayers. If the knots came out even with the pier, the rest of the night tended to behave.
“Low tide,” he said, peering at the mangroves. “It will scrape.”
“It is spring tide,” Tomás said. “We planned for that. Watch the cut.”
They came off open water into the lee of the island, where the smell of mangrove rot and kerosene gets into your shirt. A half-sunken skiff marked the turn. They passed it slow, then felt the engine note change as the prop found silt. The helmsman lifted his palm. A splash on the left. A mullet, not a man. They went on.
Key West did not have basements the way northern cities did. The coral rock and the water table saw to that. It did have cisterns, culverts, storm drains, and service corridors left over from men who built too close to the tide and then needed to move around without guests watching. In the years after the railroad came in 1912, when land got carved differently and money moved, someone had cut a short tunnel out of quarried coral between a shallow basin and the back of a hotel laundry to move coal and crates out of sight. That is what Tomás had been told. He did not care if it had once moved coal. Tonight it would move bottles.
They reached a stretch of mangrove that looked like any other stretch until the helmsman aimed the bow between two pale rocks that showed like knuckles. A narrow ditch opened. At high water, a man in a skiff could pass without standing. At spring low, a launch like theirs had to nose in and let men get wet. They did not complain. Complaining on rum nights had a way of bringing the wrong words to a man’s mouth.
“Lights out,” Tomás said, and the helmsman snuffed the lantern with two taps of the chimney and a patience learned from oil.
They slid until the chines kissed limestone. The last three yards, they moved by hand. The boy set the gaff under a mangrove root and levered. The boat drifted into a pocket the size of a good parlor. There were no houses yet on that side of the salt ponds, only scrub and the whisper of a train horn farther south where the Flagler line crossed a trestle toward the yard. The hotel sat two hundred steps away on higher ground. Behind it, a low corridor, just wide enough for two men to pass, ran under a boardwalk to a postern door with a iron latch.
Three men were waiting there, in shirts with sleeves rolled, caps pulled low. Conchs, born to the rock, descendants of wreckers who had once walked out on reefs with lanterns on poles. One of them, a square-shouldered man named Sawyer, looked at the sky for a long half-second, then into the mangroves, then at Tomás.
“You did not bring a wake,” he said.
“Not one that kept its shape,” Tomás said.
Sawyer grunted. “Good. We do not want to tempt the Coasties into being good at their jobs.”
In 1927 the Coast Guard had learned new habits. The government still called the ocean three miles, but for liquor they had treaties and excuses that let them push farther. Seventy-five-foot patrol boats, the six-bitters the men called them, ran from Miami to the Tortugas, and cutters slid along rum rows as if nothing on earth could hide. Shore men had taken to signals again. Clothes on a line. A lantern placed left, then right. Soft code put inside ordinary things. The island adjusted the way islands do.
They worked quick. No talk they did not need. Sawyer’s men rolled a narrow hand truck down the corridor, iron wheels ringing once on an uneven stone. They laid greased planks between the pocket and the first dry stones and lowered the first crate onto the nose of the truck like a man placing a sleeping child. Two men took the handles at chest height, one pushed from the back, and they were gone into the cool with the scrape of wood on wood the only sound.
The corridor rose, just enough to keep the tide behind the threshold. The coral walls sweated. Candle stubs in the niches threw small yellow. The floor bore grooves from decades of barrels and boxes dragged by people who were paid to be invisible. Tomás followed the first load halfway, then went back to the pocket and helped lift the next case.
“Brand,” the boy whispered, touching the stencil with two fingers.
“Do not read it,” Tomás said. “Carry it.”
They fell into a rhythm that made time disappear. Crate to hand truck to corridor. Back for the next. A keg rolled once against a plank and someone caught it before it knocked. A rat skittered, the size of a cat, and vanished under a board. A man cursed, then remembered himself and made the sound into a cough. They went on.
Halfway through the second stack, a sound threaded the warm air that did not belong to birds or men. Far out, a cutter’s horn, three quick blasts, not a warning, not a greeting. Then the dull chop of a small boat on plane somewhere south, the kind of sound a patrol launch makes when it comes up fast to see who forgot the rules.
Sawyer lifted a hand. Everyone stilled the way men do when the ocean is busy nearby. The sound rose, then slid away. He nodded once. Work resumed.
Inside the laundry, the door was not a door anyone could see from the lobby. It opened into a short hall behind a false wall where a rolling pin rack hid a steel latch. Two Black women worked irons on the other side, pressing sheets that would never be as clean as the people in the dining room told stories about later. One of them glanced up as the first crate came in and did not change her pace. Her grandmother had watched wreckers sell brass in daylight. Her daughter would watch patrolmen drink coffee on a bench and pretend not to see who sat down beside them. She pressed and folded and did not make a thing larger than it had to be.
“Watch that seam,” she said, without looking. “Floorboard catches.”
“We know it,” Sawyer said. “Thank you, Miss Lila.”
“Do not scuff the new paint on the rail,” she said. “The owner fusses.”
“We would not dream of it,” Sawyer said, which made two of the men smile for the first time all night.
By the third stack, sweat had soaked every shirt. A mosquito whined by a man’s ear and died between two fingers. The boy counted knots again. His numbers kept coming out right. He allowed himself one thought that was not about boards and weight and hands.
“What do they pay you in Havana,” he asked Tomás, so quiet the corridor might not hear it.
“Enough,” Tomás said. He let the word sit, then added, “Enough to do it once more.”
“You trust the men who take it from here,” the boy said.
“More than I trust the men in boats,” Tomás said. “Men on land have families close. Men on water think the water will forgive them.”
The last case rolled down to hands. The corridor smelled like limestone and molasses. Someone set a candle in a new niche where wax had not run before. Outside, the tide was already falling, exposing black mud and the roots of the mangroves like a book left open. The helmsman checked the engine with a palm. Still warm. Still ready.
Sawyer stacked the last crate behind a wall of flour sacks in a back pantry so that, if a dry agent walked in without an invitation, he would need to know which corner to push for the room to rearrange itself. He shut the postern and slid the latch with a touch that did not make sound. He took a folded paper from his cap and handed it to Tomás.
“Train timetables,” he said. “And a list of three names who pay on time. One in Tampa, one in Jacksonville, one across town.”
“I do not sell north of here,” Tomás said.
“These men buy here,” Sawyer said. “I do not ask where it goes after my steps end.”
Tomás slid the paper into an oilskin wallet. He listened again for a horn. He heard only the crickets and, farther, the scrape of a coupler in the yard and the small slap that says a fish has decided to be hungry.
“Go now,” Sawyer said. “The pocket will turn to mud in a quarter hour, and I do not wish to explain a launch left sitting on her chine when a man with a badge decides to enjoy a walk.”
The men reversed the planks and carried the hand truck back to its place in the corridor where iron wheels would not rust as fast. The boy wiped the nose of the truck with a rag and left a faint line of grease on the plank where the wheel had glided. He did not know why he did it. He liked the mark.
They floated the boat off by pushing on roots and rock with their heels and the gaff. The engine caught on the second pull and settled into a civilized thrum. They went out into the salt pond, then the channel, then water that reflected stars again instead of walls. The cutter’s light showed once more, searching another piece of night, and then the island slid between them and the law.
On the stern, the boy counted knots a last time and made them come out even. He looked back at the place where the mangroves closed like nothing was behind them, then ahead where the dark opened to the Straits. He thought of the corridor, of stone wet with a century of use, of a latch that could be reached in the dark by a hand that knew which edge to feel for. He thought of how islands keep secrets not because they love you, but because they profit until they do not.
On Front Street the next morning, men would drink coffee that had not been paid for yet and argue about the price of tobacco leaf. A Coast Guard man would lean on a post and pretend to be bored. A freight clerk would sign for flour, never knowing he had stood three feet from Havana.
The tunnel would dry in the day heat. A beetle would cross the floor and disappear into a crack too small for a man to notice. In the laundry, Miss Lila would press two pillowcases and then another and tell her niece to fetch more starch from the back. The girl would come back slower than she should and say she could hear the sea through the wall. Miss Lila would tell her it was only the cistern. She would be right and wrong in the same breath, which is how most truths are told in a town that learns to live with secrets.
That night, and the next week, and the one after, the corridor would wait. Rum would be a law, not a drink. Men would come and go. The rock would keep its cool. The island would remember the shape of footsteps. And someone, someday, would stand where the air moved along the base of a wall and wonder why.
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Chapter one
Duty Calls


Dawn seeped into Marathon like someone lifting a dimmer, slow and patient, the kind of light that made decks look honest. Jack's 46 foot Bertram Express, dubbed Code Freeze, rocked at her lines while Jack rinsed last night’s salt from the cockpit and coaxed the butane stove toward coffee that tasted faintly of aluminum and forgiveness. He thumbed the fanless ThinkPad awake in the nav cubby, ShoalRunner, the lowkey algo trading program Jack honed over the years, had skimmed $12.19 while Tokyo yawned, then shut it again, content with diesel money and quiet. Across the fairway a heron hunted with doctoral focus; farther down B-dock, someone’s wind chime tried to play jazz. The bilge was dry, the batteries tolerable, and the only urgent thing in the world was a no-see-um scouting party testing his ankles. He breathed mangrove and outboard, checked cleats by habit, and thought, not for the first time, that Marathon had a talent for making yesterday’s noise feel fifty miles away. 
The phone on the saloon shelf buzzed against a chartbook, screen flashing MOM in all caps, the way she’d insisted on entering her own contact years ago. Jack let it ring twice, considering the odds of a casual chat, then answered before guilt could tip the balance. “Jack,” Bunny Rourke began in the clipped warmth she reserved for teammates and children, “do you remember Barbie Mills? Doubles partner of mine at the club, the one with the reverse boast everyone hated?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “She and her family have moved to Key West. Her husband’s in the Coast Guard big deal in some special unit … special response…" "MSRT?" Jack Asked. "Maybe… but she’s building a squash center. You should go see her.”
Jack leaned back against the bulkhead, smiling to himself. “Mom, you realize you just crammed three years of context, two résumés, and a travel itinerary into one sentence, right? You’re doing that thing again.”
“What thing?” she said, innocent as a backhand lob.
“That thing where you start in the middle of a conversation I didn’t know we were having,” Jack said. “Like I should’ve been taking notes on your internal monologue since breakfast.”
Bunny sniffed. “If you’d listen more, you wouldn’t have to take notes.”
Jack laughed. “I’m not sure I could keep up; last time you went from telling me about the dog your friend’s neighbor rescued to the tax policy implications of container ships in under a minute.”
“That was a perfectly logical transition,” Bunny said. “You just had to be there.”
Jack sipped his coffee, settling in. “Alright, let’s back up. Who exactly are the Mills, and why am I suddenly on the guest list?”
“They’re not a ‘guest list’ kind of family, but she actually asked for you specifically.” Bunny said. “Barbie built her own company, environmental remediation, contaminated dirt and all that and did it from scratch. Made her own money, doesn’t owe anyone a dime.”
“And the husband” Jack asked.
“John Mills,” Bunny said, “but everyone calls him Swifty. They just moved to Key West for his new posting.”
Jack nodded slowly. “So, squash center?”
“For Vespa,” Bunny said. “Sixteen or seventeen, top-fifty junior player, and not shy about telling her parents she wasn’t giving up squash just because they moved to paradise.”
“And Barbie’s solution is to… build one from scratch?” Jack asked.
“She’s nothing if not decisive,” Bunny said, and Jack could hear the admiration in her voice.
Jack narrowed his eyes, suspicion creeping in. “Wait, why does this feel like more than a friendly suggestion?”
“Because it is,” Bunny said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “You’re meeting her this afternoon. One o’clock. She’s expecting you.”
Jack set his mug down. “You already set it up?”
“Of course I did,” Bunny replied, unfazed. “You’re thirty minutes from Key West, you’ve got that boat hermit complexion, and it’s high time you talked to someone who isn’t a pelican or a guy named Hap.”
Jack rubbed a hand over his face. “You ever consider asking first?”
“I considered it,” Bunny said. “And then I considered how much faster it would be to just call Barbie.”
Jack leaned back in the galley seat. “There’s just one problem with your plan: I don’t have a car.”
“That’s not a problem, it’s an opportunity,” Bunny said, like she’d been waiting for the opening. “You should get something fun. My friend Marjorie just bought the cutest little classic Ferrari, a 1967 GT something. Red, perfect chrome, seats like a fine Italian handbag. You’d look marvelous in it.”
Jack’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “A 1967 330 GTS? Mom, that’s about one-point-seven million dollars.”
Bunny made a small, dismissive sound. “I think she only paid one-point-five. I didn’t say you had to buy that exact one. But it wouldn’t hurt to look. You should have something with style, Jack. You’re in the Keys now.”
He rubbed his forehead. “For one-point-seven million, I could buy an island in the Keys.”
“And then how would you get to the grocery store?” Bunny shot back. “You need a car.”
"I can't even begin to tell you the levels of impracticality that suggestion holds."
“Nonsense,” Bunny said. “Marjorie drives hers to tennis twice a week. It’s very practical.”
Jack let the silence hang for a beat, hoping she’d hear how ridiculous it all sounded, but Bunny was immune to dead air; she filled it like grout. “Anyway,” she continued, “you can sort out transportation later. The point is, Barbie’s expecting you at one o’clock. She’s refurbishing some old conference center into a squash destination, and she could use a little guidance on the technical side. I told her you’re very clever with… whatever it is you do.”
Jack pinched the bridge of his nose. “You mean networking, wiring, that sort of thing?”
“Yes, exactly,” Bunny said. “All that clever business with cables and computers. I told her you’re very discreet and resourceful. And handy with tools.”
“That’s one way to put it,” Jack said.
“Well, it’s true,” Bunny replied, undeterred. “And besides, you two already have Philadelphia in common. She’ll like you.”
Jack glanced toward the companionway, as if the open water might offer an escape route. “So just to be clear, I’m driving, well, somehow getting, thirty miles to meet a woman I barely remember, at a construction site, because you told her I’m clever with cables?”
“Yes,” Bunny said, in the same tone she might use to confirm a dinner reservation. “And because you’re polite. And because it’s good for you to know people here besides whoever sells you bait and beer. I am texting you her address right now.” Jack's phone buzzed.
Jack exhaled through his nose, seeing no graceful way out. “Fine. I’ll figure something out.” He ended the call, drained the last of his coffee, and stepped out onto the dock where the sun was already burning the haze off the water. Hap was on B-dock, looping a line with the same lazy precision he used for everything that mattered. “I need the truck,” Jack said, walking over. Hap didn’t look up. “Keys are in it. Try not to make the clutch cry.”
Jack gave a two-finger salute and headed for the parking lot, but he didn’t go straight to the truck. Back aboard Code Freeze, he pulled a small canvas tool bag from under the nav station, network tester, crimper, a spool of Cat6, and a handful of zip ties rattled inside. Habit made him pause at the quarter berth, where a lockbox sat wedged behind a crate of spare filters. The Kel-Tec .380 was still inside, a gun he disliked shooting but valued for how little space it took up. He loaded a magazine, slipped the pistol into a worn pocket holster, and tucked it deep into the front pocket of his shorts. The tool bag went on the passenger seat of Hap’s Chevy, the vinyl already warm from the morning sun. He turned the key, the engine catching with its usual reluctant rumble. Thirty-five minutes to Key West if traffic behaved, forty-five if it didn’t, "Thirty minutes, in Bunny time," Jack thought. Plenty of time to wonder why he still prepared for social calls like they might turn into something else.
He eased the truck out of the lot and onto US-1, the tires humming against sun-bleached asphalt. Southbound traffic was light, an RV or two headed for the Seven Mile Bridge, a line of rental scooters wobbling toward Marathon. The water on either side shimmered in bands of turquoise and deep blue, broken by the occasional skiff cutting across the flats. Jack settled into the drive, window down just enough to let in the briny air, the smell of mangroves and hot metal mixing in the cab. Key West was still a good half-hour away, which meant plenty of time for his mind to drift; to Philly, to Bunny’s matchmaking, to why he couldn’t shake the reflex to keep one hand close to a gun he hoped he wouldn’t need.
The miles slipped by in long stretches of causeway and shadowed mangrove, each bridge offering a flash of open horizon before dropping him back into the green tunnel. He passed the familiar markers; bait shops with hand-painted signs, a stilt house half-swallowed by salt air, the roadside fruit stand where the key limes were always gone by noon. Traffic thickened near Big Coppitt, island pace giving way to the stop-and-go shuffle of tourists and delivery vans. Jack kept the window cracked, letting the salt and diesel roll through, and thought about what Bunny had said: She’ll like you. He wasn’t sure if that was a prediction, a warning, or both.
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Chapter two
The Southernmost Squash Center


Jack eased the old Chevy into the circular drive, the engine’s hum swallowed by still air. The house sat behind a wall of hibiscus and palm, four generous potted steps led to double doors set in soft Mediterranean stucco. Across the lawn, sunlight danced on a azure pool that shimmered like a mirage in the midday tropics. Beyond, a narrow seawall dipped beneath a canal whose dark water promised quiet tides and better secrets than Jack’s boat had encountered all summer. 
The front doors opened before Jack could knock, and a rush of cool air spilled out, carrying the scent of lemon polish and faint salt. Barbie Mills stood there; five feet of compact energy, her blonde hair twisted into a no-nonsense bun high on her head. She wore a sleeveless linen dress that managed to be both casual and expensive, and had the kind of presence that made you feel like you’d stepped into her rhythm the second you crossed the threshold. Her handshake was firm, her smile quick and appraising, like she was taking in more than she let on.
Inside, the house was all light and angles, sun pouring through broad windows, glinting off polished hardwood floors. The living room opened straight to the lanai, where the pool lay still as glass. Somewhere down the hall, a squash ball thudded rhythmically against a wall, followed by a burst of sharp laughter that could only belong to a teenager.
“Vespa’s home,” Barbie said, catching Jack’s glance toward the sound. “She’ll be thrilled to meet someone else who speaks Philly.”
Barbie stepped aside and motioned him in, bare feet making no sound on the hardwood. “Kitchen’s this way,” she said, like she was talking to an old neighbor instead of a guest she’d just met. The space was wide and bright, anchored by a massive island topped with veined marble. A pitcher of iced tea beaded sweat beside a stack of glasses, and through the sliding doors beyond, the canal shimmered in the sun.
She poured without asking and slid a glass toward him. “Bunny says you live on a boat,” she said, her voice carrying curiosity without judgment, more like she was picturing how she’d handle it herself. Barbie had the easy manner of someone who knew how to run crews and read contracts, but also the quiet pride of a woman who’d built a business from the ground up. Jack knew the type: pickup in the driveway, coveralls in the closet, but here she was, making sure her daughter got the kind of life she used to see only from across the fence.
Jack took a sip, the tea cold and strong, and set the glass down on a coaster that looked like it had been cut from a ship’s rope. “Bunny said you just moved down here,” he said.
Barbie leaned against the counter, arms crossed loosely. “Swifty got assigned to Key West Station. After twenty years of postings all over, we figured, why not a place where winter doesn’t mean scraping ice off the windshield?” She gave a small laugh. “Vespa wasn’t sold, though. Thought moving here meant giving up squash.”
Jack raised an eyebrow. “Guessing you had an answer for that.”
“The Southernmost Squash Center,” she said, her smile tilting toward mischief. “Bought the old conference center over on Roosevelt. We’re gutting it; eight glass-back courts, two doubles courts, a gym, pro shop, the works. And there’s a forty-room motel attached, so people can fly in for camps or tournaments and stay on-site. If she’s going to keep her ranking, she’ll need somewhere to train. Might as well make it the best court between here and Philly. The funny thing is, we already have a lot of locals asking about memberships; both experienced Ivy Leaguers looking to play again and people who’ve never even picked up a racquet, but like the idea of a place with a bar, a pool, and something to do after work.”
Jack gave her a flat look. “Not all squash players are Ivy Leaguers.”
Barbie laughed. “I knew that would get under your skin. Your mom told me you played for Trinity, pretty good program up there.”
“Yeah,” Jack said, brushing imaginary dust from his shoulders. “We won nationals my junior and senior year.”
The steady pop of a squash ball echoed from somewhere down the hall, sharp and rhythmic, like a metronome with attitude. Barbie glanced toward the sound and smiled.
“That’ll be Vespa,” she said. “She’s been down there all morning, breaking in the new racquets we brought from Philly.”
A moment later, a tall, athletic girl with sun-streaked hair and a grip bag slung over one shoulder appeared in the doorway. She wore a white tank top with a Philadelphia Cricket Club members logo embroidered on it, a white skirt, and court shoes that still looked showroom new.
“Vespa, this is Jack Rourke,” Barbie said. “He’s Bunny Rourke’s son.”
Vespa’s face lit up with a polite smile. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Rourke.”
“Jack’s fine,” he said, returning the smile.
“Mom says you’re a really good player,” Vespa added, her tone warm and genuinely curious, not competitive. “We don’t get many down here who’ve played at that level.”
Jack chuckled. “Your mom’s overselling it, but thanks. I see your still wearing PCC whites.”
"That's the only squash gear I have" she replied with a smile. "I have been wearing all whites for the last 10 years playing at Cricket."
"Well, rules are rules" he said with a knowing smile.
Jack nodded toward the grip bag. “So, how’s your game these days?”
“Pretty good,” Vespa said, shifting the bag higher on her shoulder. “I was ranked forty-eight in juniors before we moved. I’m hoping I can hold that or maybe climb a little once the courts open here.”
Barbie leaned in, pride written all over her face. “She’s being modest. She’s taken games off girls in the top twenty. We’ve been flying back to Philly for tournaments, keeping her sharp. We go to PCC for some practices, and since U.S. Squash is based there, she’s still got access to the right coaches and competition until the center opens.”
Vespa nodded. “It’s a lot of travel, but worth it. If squash stays in the Summer Games after L.A., I want to be ready to make a run at it.”
Jack raised his eyebrows. “Olympic dreams, huh? That’s a big goal.”
Vespa grinned. “Well, somebody’s got to do it.”
Jack smirked. “True. Might as well be someone who can already take games off the top twenty. Saves a lot of time.”
Vespa laughed, and Barbie gave Jack an approving look, like he’d just passed some unspoken first-meeting test.
The sound of a door closing somewhere deeper in the house cut through their conversation. Heavy steps followed, and a moment later a broad-shouldered man in a short-sleeve uniform shirt appeared in the doorway. His hair was clipped close, his face tanned from hours on the water.
“Speak of the devil,” Barbie said. “Jack, this is my husband, John ‘Swifty’ Mills. Swifty, Jack Rourke, Bunny’s son.”
Swifty’s handshake was firm, his gaze steady. “Good to meet you. I’d stay and talk, but it’s change-of-command week, and half my staff’s still figuring out where the coffee is.”
Barbie smiled knowingly. “Translation: the next time you see him, it’ll be in about three weeks.”
Swifty grinned at that, gave Jack a quick nod, and was gone again, the front door shutting behind him.
Barbie set her glass down and leaned her elbows on the counter. “So, now that you’ve met the whole family, I’ll tell you why I asked your mom to send you over.”
Jack gave a small smile. “Figured there was more to this than iced tea.”
“There is,” she said. “The squash center’s getting close to the point where we need the security and networking in place. Cameras, access control, point-of-sale, all that stuff. I know enough to hire a vendor, but not enough to know if they’re doing it right. Your mom said you used to be in software and could be trusted to keep me from buying a bunch of junk I’ll regret.”
Jack raised an eyebrow. “You want me to play tech translator.”
“Exactly,” Barbie said, smiling. “And make sure nobody sells me the tropical island version of snake oil.”
Jack nodded slowly. “Sure. I can take a look. You already have bids?”
Barbie shook her head. “Just a couple of sales guys circling, promising the moon and acting like I’m an idiot for asking basic questions.”
“That’s because if they answered straight, half their pitch would fall apart,” Jack said, a wry edge in his voice. “What’s your timeline?”
“Soon as possible. The electricians are pulling cable this week, so I’ve got a small window before everything gets sealed up and I’m stuck with whatever mess they leave me.”
Jack gave a short laugh. “Alright. I’ll swing by and see what you’ve got. If nothing else, we’ll make sure your cameras aren’t being routed through some guy’s garage in Miami.”
Barbie grinned. “That’s exactly the kind of thing I’m trying to avoid.”
The next afternoon, Jack eased Hap’s old C10 into the cracked parking lot of what was still very obviously a half-renovated conference center. The sign out front still read Key West Regency Inn, its letters sun-faded and a little crooked, though a fresh banner beneath announced Southernmost Squash Center — Coming Soon.
The air smelled faintly of cut wood and paint thinner. A dumpster sat off to one side, piled high with torn-out carpet, splintered wall studs, and the kind of floral-print furniture that hadn’t been stylish since the late eighties. Contractors in shorts and work boots moved between the main building and the attached motel wing, hauling tools and shouting over the buzz of a saw.
Jack killed the engine, stepped out into the heat, and took a slow look around. The bones were solid, and with the new glass front going in, he could already picture the space buzzing with players and the low thunk of a ball off
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