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            Prologue

         
         
            Another Typical Day in Paradise

         

         A large, clear plastic ball rolled across the Atlantic Ocean off Miami Beach.

         
         It approached a yacht. A hatch on the side of the ball opened. A head popped out. “Which way to Bermuda?” Three deep-sea sports
            fishermen pointed. “Thank you.” The hatch closed. The ball resumed rolling.
         

         
         Back ashore, a whiskered man dove onto the sidewalk next to U.S. Highway 1, capturing another iguana under his T-shirt. The
            reptile was hog-tied with rubber bands and hung from the handlebars of a Schwinn bicycle, joining five other similarly dangling
            reptiles all wondering how life had come to this.
         

         
         High above the road, workers on a scaffold updated the jackpot on a billboard for the Florida lottery. Motorists stopped texting
            to slam their brakes as a Marilyn Monroe drag queen ran into the street, chased through traffic by a JFK impersonator. There
            were fistfights, fender benders, free clinics, firecrackers that people thought were gunfire, and gunfire that people thought
            was firecrackers.
         

         
         A man with no known address was thrown out of a Chinese restaurant after trying to sell iguanas to the kitchen staff during
            the lunch buffet special. He was soon arrested in the parking lot but escaped during an increasingly bitter jurisdictional
            feud between Animal Control and the health department. A bullet-riddled body lay unnoticed behind a Dumpster as a nearby SWAT
            team surrounded a group of small boys lighting fireworks.
         

         
         The sun climbed toward noon. Heat waves rose from the pavement. People slowed down. A bicycle rolled quietly past Caribbean
            trawlers docked along the banks of the Miami River. Six swaying iguanas looked up from the handlebars at a dilapidated office
            building and an unimpressed man in a fedora staring back at them from a second-story window.
         

         
         The man in the window removed the hat and wiped his brow as the cyclist pedaled out of sight. Then he returned to his chair
            and the conversation with himself: “The name’s Mahoney, and if I had a dime for every shanghaied lizard on this river, I could
            buy the B&O Railroad and not have to pass Go. But they don’t pay for that kind of information in these parts, and until they
            do, I use up oxygen with my feet propped on a desk that has coffee stains older than all the cops in this town, and most of
            the hookers. The chipped gold letters on the window of my office door say I’m a ‘private investigator,’ but from this side of the glass, I’m a ‘rotagitsevni etavirp.’ Been called worse. As long as the money’s green, except that’s not a popular shade in this economy. Is business slow? My
            bartender stopped letting me hock cuff links for Cutty Sark, the bookies treat me like an IRS agent at a dice game, and the
            client chair on the other side of my desk has been empty so long it’s starting to have that new-car smell. Guess it’s just
            that time of year again in Miami. Summer, that is, when the road tar outside is hotter than a stolen pinkie ring at a mob
            wedding. Most people can’t take this heat . . .”
         

         
         Rapid footsteps came pounding up the hallway. The door flew open. A Marilyn Monroe drag queen burst in and locked the door
            behind her. “I can’t live like this anymore! You have to help me!”
         

         
         Mahoney replaced the fedora on his head. “Then again, some like it hot.”

         
          

         It remained quiet and still outside a private detective’s office on the Miami River. Suddenly, from high in the sky, the thunderous
            whapping of a Coast Guard helicopter that had just rescued someone drifting out to sea in a human-sized hamster ball. It continued
            north toward its air station in Opa-locka, flying over the horse track and a desolate, industrial stretch of Hialeah.
         

         
         Down below sat a small, squat concrete pillbox of a building. Used to be the office of a high-mileage used-car lot. Now a
            lawyer’s shingle hung over the door. Inside, two people sat on opposite sides of a desk. One wore a tailored French suit.
            The other, shorts, flip-flops, T-shirt. They stared at the ceiling, waited for the helicopter racket to fade. Then:
         

         
         “Okay, I got you off on a technicality this time, but you need to be more careful.”

         
         The client didn’t speak.

         
         “I can’t legally tell you to break the law,” continued the attorney, kicking off his flip-flops. “But hypothetically, if someone absolutely
            had to transport weed for personal use, they should get a rental car and pull the most tightly packed buds from their stash.
            Now this is the most important part: no baggie. That’s where they get fingerprints. And since you can’t get prints off individual
            buds, just stick them here and there in various spots in the trunk. Even if the cops find your stuff, what can they do? Arrest
            you because the rental company didn’t thoroughly vacuum after the previous customer?”
         

         
         The man in the French suit slowly began to nod with understanding. “Cool.” He stood up, revealing the extent of an athletic
            frame that made him one of the most popular players for the Miami      . He pulled a platinum money clip from his pocket and
            peeled off C-notes.
         

         
         “But you already paid me.”

         
         “This is a tip.” He formed a wad just north of two G’s and passed the currency across the desk, then gave the lawyer an interlocking-thumb,
            freak-power handshake.
         

         
         The player left. His lawyer remained behind the desk, counting the cash and sticking it in a bottom drawer before lighting
            an incense stick. Ziggy. Ziggy Blade, attorney to the . . . well, it was different every day, about to become even more so.
            The entire office was one room, divided in half by a curtain of hanging beads. The walls were covered with taped-up posters:
            the Constitution, Vietnam napalm plumes, Frank Zappa in concert.
         

         
         Ziggy had just fired up a joint when the front door opened. He quickly stubbed it out, swatting the incriminating smoke away
            from his face as the beads parted and someone walked in. Then someone else. And another. And another. So on, until there was
            no breathing room. Serious mouths, briefcases, guns, dreadlocks.
         

         
         Ziggy sat with wide, stoned eyes. His T-shirt said: Everyone Remain Calm. Let the P.E. Teacher Handle It. The leader of the group gave a slight nod, which was all the communication needed for the others to set their briefcases
            on the desk and open them in succession.
         

         
         Ziggy had never seen so much cash, even on TV. He looked up with even bigger eyes. “You sure you have the right lawyer?”

         
         The leader nodded. “You come highly recommended.”

         
          

         Outside the concrete-block law office in Hialeah, a bicycle rolled by with dangling iguanas. It continued on and approached
            one of Florida’s most popular supermarkets, like Publix, except not Publix.
         

         
         A dozen cars circled the parking lot for elusive spots. Crammed shopping carts crossed the crosswalks. Inside the automatic
            doors, all the checkout lines were full, even the registers at the customer-service counter, which were usually shortest of
            all and the last refuge of the one-item shopper. Except now they were the longest lines in sight because . . .
         

         
         Bright lights flooded the front of the store. A TV correspondent cheerfully raised a microphone. “This is Bianca Blanco reporting live for Action Eye Live Eyewitness Five at Five from one of Florida’s most popular supermarkets, where the short lines at the customer-service counter are now preposterously
               long due to an outbreak of lottery fever, and since we’ve gone three weeks without a winner, the jackpot has rolled over to
               a whopping record that is being updated by the hour . . . Excuse me, sir, why are you willing to wait so long to buy lottery
               tickets?”
         

         
         “It gives my life meaning . . .”

         
         Behind the counter, employees worked frantically to dispense tickets and process the occasional grocery purchase. The staff
            all had little green plastic name tags. Two of them: Serge and Coleman.
         

         
         Another customer stepped up to the counter. “Six quick-picks, please.”

         
         “Jesus, don’t buy lottery tickets,” said Serge. “The store won’t tell you this because they’re in on it, but the whole thing
            is a fool’s bet. It’s a tax on people who are bad at arithmetic.”
         

         
         “What the hell’s going on here? Just give me the tickets!”

         
         “Buy food instead,” said Serge. “That’s a sure thing.”

         
         “I am buying food.” The man set an item on the counter.
         

         
         Serge gasped. “Not that!”

         
         “I’m buying chips.”

         
         “But you’re buying the twelve-pack of small individual bags! It’s the worst possible cost-per-ounce scenario! Work the numbers,
            man!”
         

         
         “I can afford it.”

         
         “That’s not the point!” said Serge. “Think of all the extra Fritos!”

         
         “Do I need to get the manager?”

         
         Serge sighed and hit buttons. “It’s your road to ruin.”

         
         The customer snatched tickets and chips. “Wacko . . .”

         
         At the next register, an employee popped a can of soda.

         
         “Six quick-picks, please.”

         
         “Sure thing.” The worker lowered the can and furtively manipulated something in his other hand. Then he chugged while pressing
            buttons on the lottery console.
         

         
         “Are you drinking?” asked the customer.

         
         “What?”

         
         “I just saw you pour a miniature bottle of vodka into that can of Sprite.”

         
         Coleman stared a moment. “No, I didn’t.”

         
         “Whatever. Just give me my tickets.”

         
         “Here you go.”

         
         “Hold on.” The customer looked at his stubs. “These are Fantasy Five. I wanted Lotto. Where’s your supervisor?”

         
         “Wait! It’s cool! It’s cool!” Coleman quickly pressed more buttons, canceling the previous sale and spitting out correct tickets.
            “There you go. Have a nice day.”
         

         
         The customer gave him a cold stare before leaving.

         
         Coleman took a deep breath, followed by an extra-long chug. “The pressure . . .”

         
         Back at the other register, the line was really starting to stack up.

         
         “No, listen to me!” said Serge, raising his voice. “All of you, listen to me! There are more than twenty million permutations!
            Do the math! The government is taking all of you for a ride—”
         

         
         Serge felt a tap on his shoulder and turned around. “Yeah?”

         
         An assistant manager stood dumbstruck. “What do you think you’re doing?”

         
         “What’s it look like? Teaching home economics.”

         
         The supervisor opened his mouth to say something, but stopped and sniffed the air. “Do I smell alcohol?”

         
         “I don’t drink,” said Serge.

         
         The lines of irate customers pointed in unison at the other register.

         
         Coleman punched buttons in frustration. “Darn, wrong tickets again . . .”

         
          

         Two men wandered away from the grocery store with holes in their shirts where their name tags had been torn off.

         
         “I can’t believe they fired us,” said Coleman. “I was starting to get pretty good at that.”

         
         “Doesn’t matter,” said Serge. “We were going to quit tomorrow anyway.”

         
         “But we just started working there Monday.”

         
         “That’s right. We reached our time limit.” Serge pulled a lottery ticket from his pocket and gently caressed the image of
            a loggerhead turtle. “It’s the key to our new lifestyle choice, moving on to a new town every week and getting another job,
            just like all the classic American TV road shows: Route 66, The Fugitive, Branded, Kung Fu, and the all-but-overlooked Sea Hunt, starring Lloyd Bridges. None of them ever stayed more than a week.”
         

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “The next episode had to air. Even rebels must answer to the prime-time network schedule.”

         
         “Serge, why do you have a lottery ticket?”

         
         “Not just any ticket.” He raised it over his head in triumph. “This is a special-edition Guy Harvey marine-life scratch-off.”

         
         “But you told all those people back there that the lottery was stupid.”

         
         “Only if you play,” said Serge. “This is going right in my collection. That way I’ve already won.”

         
         Coleman reached. “Can I scratch it off?”

         
         Serge clutched it to his chest. “And ruin a mint-condition Florida souvenir?”

         
         Coleman shrugged and pulled another miniature bottle from his pocket. “Serge, there’s a dude riding by with a bunch of iguanas
            hanging from rubber bands on his handlebars.”
         

         
         “Florida happens.”

         
         The pair strolled down the sidewalk as a commercial truck pulled up to the curb. A work crew got out to update the jackpot
            total on another lottery billboard. The first began climbing the ladder. “Hey, Stan, check this out.”
         

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “I’m not sure.”

         
         Passing motorists had been staring curiously at the unusual sign all morning, but they just assumed it was one of those 3-D
            gimmick billboards, this one sending a message like You’ll really regret not buying lottery tickets.

         
         The first worker slowly climbed a few more rungs. “What the— . . . Oh my God!”

         
         He practically jumped off the ladder. The whole crew sprinted back to their truck and got on the radio.

         
         High above the road stood the familiar flamingo logo with a tropical splash of colors that promoted wealth without work. In
            front of the sign was a man wearing a short-sleeve clerk shirt with a clip-on tie. Clasped to his breast pocket: a photo ID
            badge from the state department of lottery. He gently swung in the breeze from the noose around his neck.
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            One Month Earlier

         

         Yellow wildflowers and cattle fences ran along the side of the country highway traveling from the middle of nowhere to the
            outskirts of nowhere else. It was in the soggy armpit of the state that gently bends the peninsula west up into the Panhandle.
         

         
         Here and there, separated by long stretches of trees and moss, were signs of the hand of man. A corrugated aluminum building
            advertising well drilling, a defunct campground on the Suwanee, an unexpected scuba shop for visitors to a local spring. It
            was that weird swath of backwoods, off-the-radar counties that featured wanton barrenness anchored by a monstrous granite
            courthouse circa 1909 that could accommodate the entire population.
         

         
         Then, occasionally, a modest main street of sorts. Meme’s Diner; the Boon Docks restaurant with cattle skull on the roof;
            Tumbleweed’s Smoke House with no explanation for the apostrophe; a pizza place boasting the “best service in town” with no
            explanation for the quote marks; Mayo Good Home Cookin Café; Daddy’s Place Bar-B-Q with a mural of Malcolm X, Elijah Muhammad
            and Louis Farrakhan, peacefully existing next to a mechanic’s garage with no customers and large, motionless white men in
            overalls leaning back in the humid shade as if they’d been asked to pose for Life magazine in 1965.
         

         
         A vintage sports car zoomed across the Aucilla River, down into the elbow of the Panhandle between Goose Creek Bay and Hog
            Island Sound. Coleman sat up after firing a fattie. “I know I ask this question a lot, but this time I really mean it: Where
            in the heck are we going?”
         

         
         Serge made a skidding right at a wooded fork. “To possibly the most isolated oasis of funk in all the state—and the first
            stop on my Route 66 tour of Florida.”
         

         
         “What’s its name?”

         
         “Sopchoppy.”

         
         “You mean like that biker at the No Name Pub?”

         
         “It’s Creek Indian for ‘long and twisted.’”

         
         Coleman took a deep hit. “Works for me.”

         
         “The place is so remote and tiny, yet has all kinds of bonus features as both the self-proclaimed ‘music capital of North
            Florida’ and ‘earthworm-harvesting capital’ of the whole state. That is a bold range of culture.”
         

         
         “Worms and tunes.” Coleman popped a Bud. “Dig it.”

         
         Serge turned onto Rose Street. “There’s the town’s recording studio, converted from a clapboard rooming house, and over here
            on Yellow Jacket Avenue is the historic old high school gymnasium, which hosts monthly performances of the Sopchoppy Opry.”
         

         
         “That’s a high school gymnasium?” said Coleman. “Looks like the Alamo.”
         

         
         “Good analogy,” said Serge. “It alone is worth the visit: hands down the state’s coolest gymnasium, or anything in the scientific
            family of gymnasiums. Constructed in 1939 by the Works Progress Administration, it’s a Spanish-mission-style fortress of cemented-together
            limestones. Not bricks, the actual stones, forming an arched facade where the basketball hoops are mounted inside.” Serge
            grabbed a lockpick set and a ball from the backseat. “I must shoot a basket.”
         

         
         Coleman sipped his beer in the convertible and listened to quietness. Serge ran back out.

         
         “That was fast.”

         
         Serge vaulted over the driver’s door. “Strike that from the list.” He drove off, making a series of turns with his eyes in
            the sky. “The cool thing about small towns like this is you can navigate with just the water tower.”
         

         
         “I see it. And there’s an old train depot . . .”

         
         “. . . Now a museum.” Serge pulled up to the curb in the busiest section of town, a total of three buildings long. Sopchoppy
            Grocery was made of red bricks with a tin awning and a sign that hung over the sidewalk with 1950s artwork of a pile of vegetables
            next to a slice of raw meat. Smaller signs in the windows advertised Coca-Cola and Cracker Jack, then homemade notices for
            septic repair, a lost dog, canoe rentals, a carpet service called Dirt Doctors, and an announcement that “local squash” was
            now in stock.
         

         
         “You need food?” asked Coleman.

         
         “No, a job.” Serge hopped out. “Our Route 66 pilgrimage requires that we secure new employment each week in a different town. That’s why I picked Sopchoppy for episode
            one. We can’t miss!”
         

         
         “But how can you be so sure the grocery store will hire us?”

         
         “They won’t,” said Serge. “We’re starting our own business.”

         
         “What kind of business?”

         
         Serge pointed at another sign in the window that said $2.50 a Cup next to a crayon drawing of a smiling earthworm. “Each year, people from all over descend on the tiny hamlet for the annual
            worm-grunting festival.”
         

         
         “Grunting?”

         
         “It’s what they call their patented technique for harvesting worms.” Serge entered the store and walked past a produce case
            with an eclectic decorative display on top of antique cash registers, lanterns and tennis rackets. “It seems hard to believe
            now, but back in the day this was a gold-rush town of pioneers supplying the region with earthworms and making fortunes, until
            people started calculating fortunes differently.”
         

         
         “Far out.”

         
         At the other end of the vegetable case was a dignified woman in a straw hat trying to reach a zucchini decision.

         
         “Excuse me,” said Serge. “I know this place has seen better times, but thankfully all hardship is in the rearview mirror now
            that we’ve arrived. The new Route 66, episode one.”
         

         
         “Do I know you?”

         
         “Not yet, but soon everyone in town will. Extreme worm-grunting.”

         
         “Oh, the worm festival,” she said with a laugh. “You just missed the last one by a week. The kids loved it.”

         
         “I’m sure the little tykes were joyfully spitting up ice cream and cotton candy all the way home,” said Serge. “But we’re
            deadly serious. I believe I can trust you: There could soon be an employment boom around here, except we only have a week.
            Shooting schedule for the next episode. Sorry, but the suits make the rules.”
         

         
         “What are you talking about?” The female customer was possibly late thirties. Appeared slightly older from the light sun wrinkles
            of an outdoor life, and acted younger because of the experience.
         

         
         Serge glanced around for eavesdroppers, then leaned closer. “I can get you in on the ground floor. Just point us toward the
            worm fields, and the highway will soon be so full of semi trucks that they’ll have to reinforce the bridges.”
         

         
         “Do you actually know anything about worm-grunting?”

         
         “Everything,” said Serge. “Do I look like some kind of amateur? You fashion a foot-and-a-half wooden stake made of persimmon or oak that’s
            called a ‘stob’ and pound it into nutrient-rich soil. Next you take an equal length of metal known as a ‘rooping iron’ that’s
            often a leaf spring salvaged from the suspension of an abandoned truck. Then you rub the iron over the top of the stob to
            mimic the frequency of the earthworm’s mortal nemesis, digging moles. Consequently, your quarry flees to the surface, and
            before you know it”—he snapped his fingers—“you’re tits-high in earthworms. Lower property taxes for everyone!”
         

         
         The woman stared a moment. “Where’d you learn all that?”

         
         “Books, Internet.”

         
         “But have you actually done it?”

         
         “Knowledge trumps experience,” said Serge. “Einstein never built an A-bomb, but ask a certain country how that turned out.”

         
         “No, I mean it’s a dead art,” said the woman. “Only a few old-timers out in the forest still practice it. Really hard work
            for horrible pay, maybe twenty bucks a pail if you’re lucky. And I mean big pails.”
         

         
         “Never thought of pails!” said Serge. “See? I knew you’d be helpful . . . Coleman, make a note. Pails, ten. Make it an even
            dozen.” He turned back to the woman. “Any other wisdom you can impart? You mentioned a forest?”
         

         
         “The Apalachicola, but . . . don’t take this wrong . . .” She eyed Serge up and down. “. . . You look a bit too city for this
            line of work. I’m not joking about how hard it is.”
         

         
         Serge gleamed a brilliant smile. “My fingernails may look spotless, but don’t underestimate my laser focus and impish tenacity . . .
            Coleman! To the Apalachicola!”
         

         
         The woman selected a vegetable.

         
         Coleman was already in the passenger seat chugging a fresh quart. Serge stood outside the driver’s door with an ancient Gulf
            Oil road map. “This place called Tate’s Hell looks inviting . . .”
         

         
         The door of the grocery store opened. “Let me give you some directions. It’s easy to get lost out there in the woods if you’re
            not from these parts.”
         

         
         Serge turned and recalibrated his initial impression. The woman’s subdued beauty was more apparent in natural light. High
            cheekbones, the hair a bit wild and more strawberry, almost no makeup. And he hadn’t noticed the hiking boots before. Definitely
            a nature mama. But the main thing: green eyes, pure jade. She walked around the car and grabbed the edge of his map.
         

         
         “The problem is a lot of these back roads dead-end up at the Ochlockonee River.” She leaned closer to Serge and tapped a spot
            on the Liberty County line. “But this one bridge west of Smith Creek . . .”
         

         
         “And that’s where the worms are?”

         
         “You’re on your own there, but it’s where I’d start.”

         
         It was the slightest of brushes. The side of his arm and the side of hers. Was it on purpose? Either way, electricity clearly
            jumped.
         

         
         She moved her finger along the map, leaning even closer until their shoulders were in full contact. Okay, now that definitely
            was on purpose. Then sense of smell came into sexual play. Scientists don’t precisely know why, but humans are individually
            hardwired to be aroused by certain specific scents. She removed her straw hat, and the aroma of her hair reminded Serge of
            those little hazelnut coffee creamers from 7-Eleven. He got a woody.
         

         
         “Wait,” she said. “It’ll be much easier if I just show you myself.”

         
         “You want to come with us?”

         
         “Sure, I hike out there all the time. That is, when I’m not riding horses.”

         
         Serge mentally dialed up that last image. Heart be still. He opened the driver’s door and slipped on polarized sunglasses.
            “Climb on in. It’s only a two-seater, so I hope you don’t mind Coleman’s lap.”
         

         
         “Heck, no!”

         
         “Coleman, I wasn’t talking to you.”

         
         They all wedged inside. “Wow,” said the woman. “What a cool car!”

         
         “Genuine 1964 Corvette Stingray, just like Martin Milner drove in the third season of Route 66. I have the whole series on DVD. They kept changing car models each year without explanation and it briefly caused me to
            retain water . . . Where are my manners? I’m Serge.” He extended a hand.
         

         
         “Lou Ellen, nice to meet.” She ran her hands over the white leather interior. “Where’d you find such an old model in this
            condition?”
         

         
         “Actually it’s not mine.” Serge pulled away from the curb. “The owner is just letting me use it temporarily.”

         
         “For how long?”

         
         “Until he gets home from vacation and calls the police.”

         
         Laughter.

         
         “What’s so funny?”

         
         “You have a great sense of humor . . . Hey, have you seen our historic gymnasium?”

         
         “It rocked my world.” Serge suddenly cut the wheel. “But I’d like to see it again.”

         
         Lou Ellen braced for balance as the Corvette fishtailed its way over to the limestone landmark, until it almost crashed into
            it.
         

         
         Serge jumped out. “Let’s go!”

         
         Coleman opened his door.

         
         “Not you,” said Serge, extending a hand to help Lou Ellen out of the car.

         
         She started up the steps. “But I think it’s locked.”

         
         “I have a key.”

         
         They went inside.

         
         Coleman settled back with a new bottle of malt liquor. He stared without intent at a spot in the air a foot in front of his
            face. His brain was a test pattern.
         

         
         Meanwhile, at center court in the middle of the gym’s hardwood floor . . .

         
         “Oh God! Yes! Yes! Yes! Faster! Yes! . . . What are you thinking about?”

         
         “Stobs, rooping irons, pails, the old Sopchoppy lumber mills, turpentiners, cut-rail fences, indigenous blue iris and black
            willows used for gunpowder, Corvettes through the ages, the Route 66 theme song, 7-Eleven . . . I’m there!”
         

         
         “Don’t stop! . . .”

         
         Coleman upended the brown glass bottle as the gymnasium’s door crashed open.

         
         Serge sprinted down the steps and leaped into the driver’s seat.

         
         Coleman belched. “What’s going on?”

         
         “We have to get the hell out of here!”

         
         Serge threw the Stingray in gear as a disheveled woman staggered out in a daze and pulled up a bra strap. “Wait! Why are you
            leaving?”
         

         
         “To protect you,” Serge yelled as he hit the gas. “There are a lot of serial killers running around. Luckily it was just me
            this time, but you need to be more careful.”
         

         
         
            Meanwhile . . .

         

         The afternoon sun had sizzled away the remnants of the regularly scheduled rain shower, leaving greater Miami in a mild steam
            bath. The bustling downtown business district, from Biscayne to Flagler and Brickell, didn’t have time to regard another TV
            news crew as out of the ordinary. The sidewalks were thick with street crazies talking to themselves, and executives with
            Bluetooths talking to themselves.
         

         
         A baby-faced reporter with a microphone stood in front of a steep stone building. A cameraman in earphones gave him the thumbs-up.

         
         “Good afternoon. This is Reevis Tome coming to you live for FCN outside the Miami-Dade courthouse, where a half-dozen elected
            officials have been indicted in a broadening kickback scandal involving no-bid contracts awarded to top campaign contributors.
            As first reported here on this network, our public records search unraveled a barely concealed trail of bribery and graft
            leading all the way to the mayor’s office, which has thus far refused comment . . .”
         

         
         The TV station cut to archive footage of a man with a coat over his head ducking into a black sedan. “Get away from me! . . .”

         
         Then back to the reporter. “. . . We’ll have more for you as the story develops. This is Reevis Tome for FCN in Miami . . .”

         
         FCN. That would be Florida Cable News.

         
         Reevis Tome. That would be a twenty-seven-year-old, fiercely ethical reporter who appeared to be maybe all of nineteen. Another
            dying breed: the traditionally trained journalist who purely wanted to cover serious news the old way. No blogs or tweets,
            and definitely no Facebook posts about the newest adorable zoo baby or “six surprising beauty finds at Costco.” And because
            he didn’t care about money, they didn’t pay him much. One of his Datsun’s back windows was a trash bag. He only had to shave
            Monday and Thursday.
         

         
         Reevis never imagined he’d end up on TV. In fact, he abhorred the notion. It was the ink-stained world of newspapers or nothing.
            Or so he thought. Then came a sea change in the industry near the turn of the millennium. The Internet had dwindled readership
            to the point that vulture capitalists could acquire most papers for less than the cost of the land under the buildings. Among
            the hardest hit was the Journal, which covered the Gold Coast counties of Palm Beach, Broward and Miami-Dade. Layoffs, salary cuts, unpaid furloughs, slashed
            health coverage. The paper began requiring all reporters to carry cell phones that took pictures, then disbanded the photo
            department. They eliminated the weekend cop reporter. They eliminated Palm Beach County.
         

         
         The staff didn’t think it could get worse.

         
         Reevis came to work one day, and they had eliminated news.

         
         Too expensive, they said. We’ll just use stories from the wire services. Reevis was yanked off the city hall beat to cover
            civic luncheons where newspaper publishers received plaques.
         

         
         Then they sold the land under the building.

         
         Enter Florida Cable News. Shoestring low-budget operation. So low, in fact, that they could scarcely compete with the well-established
            networks and their soup-to-nuts team coverage of the most sensational stories. FCN was forced to subsist on the leftover material
            that was beneath the dignity of the big outfits. Reevis was assigned to cover actual news.
         

         
         A TV cameraman snapped his fingers in front of Reevis’s face. “You okay?”

         
         Reevis blinked and returned to the present. “Just another flashback.”

         
         The cameraman was named Rock. Rock Blister. He muscularly trotted back to the satellite van as if the weighty camera and battery
            belt were helium balloons. “We’re rolling!”
         

         
         Reevis jumped in the passenger side a half second after the vehicle had started to move. He grabbed a clipboard off the dash
            and scanned a grid of time blocks. “Where to now?”
         

         
         “Convenience store on Biscayne,” said Rock, his short sleeves rolled all the way up to reveal tattoos of the Chinese symbols
            for love and hate. Except the tattoo artist had been coming off a mule-kick hangover, and the designs ended up saying love and storage unit. “The lottery jackpot rolled over again for the third time and crowds are out the door.”
         

         
         “Wonderful,” intoned Reevis. “I have to act cheerful again interviewing poor people tragically wasting their money.”

         
         The van arrived at an ethnic bodega on the edge of Miami Gardens. A line of farmworkers ran along the front of the store,
            giving off a pesticide funk and waiting for air-conditioning. Inside, two automated machines burped out losing tickets at
            a stunning rate.
         

         
         A camera light came on. Reevis raised his microphone and faked a smile. “Sir, why are you buying lottery tickets today?”

         
         “So I can afford a divorce.”

         
         Reevis moved along the line to collect more insight: “I saw it in a dream,” “I’ll give it to the church,” “I play my grandchildren’s
            birthdays,” “I’m wearing my lucky copper bracelet,” “These are my husband’s ashes” . . .
         

         
         Rock turned off his camera. An Asian couple behind the counter covered their mouths with the giggles. The journalists headed
            back to the van. The clipboard’s next time block: a water-main break under a high school. Reevis’s cell phone rang.
         

         
         “Hello? . . . Sure thing, right after we get back from the flooded cafeteria . . . Well, if it’s that important.” He hung
            up.
         

         
         “What’s going on?” asked Rock.

         
         “Looks like the home of the Fighting Stone Crabs won’t be seen tonight.”

         
         “We’re going back to the office?”

         
         Reevis checked his phone for texts. “Apparently it’s something that won’t wait.”

         
         “Can I ask you a question?” said Rock. “That couple at the counter in the convenience store . . .”

         
         “What about them?”

         
         “Why are Chinese people always laughing at me?”

         
         The satellite truck pulled into a parking garage at the headquarters of Florida Cable News, located in beautiful downtown
            Coconut Creek. Reevis and Rock crossed the newsroom and stuck their heads in the office of the assignment editor.
         

         
         “You wanted to see us?”

         
         “Come inside and close the door.”

         
         They weren’t alone.

         
         “Who are these guys?” asked Reevis.

         
         “We’ll get to that,” said Shug. “We’re doing a major lineup overhaul, and I wanted to tell you first before the rumor mill
            gathered steam. You know how journalists can get.”
         

         
         “Right,” said Reevis. “We’re supposed to be aggressively curious about everything except malfeasance in our own company.”

         
         “And sarcastic,” said Shug. But he was old school, too, and liked that about Reevis.

         
         “What kind of overhaul?” asked the young reporter.

         
         “Nothing to worry about.” Shug leaned back in the leather chair and folded his arms. “Remember when CNN was all news, all
            the time?”
         

         
         “Sure. They cast the mold.”

         
         “Then ratings began to slip, so they began filling prime time with reality shows. People working weird jobs, celebrity psychiatrists,
            Anthony Bourdain drunk in the Alps.”
         

         
         “I’m familiar,” said Reevis.

         
         “It’s these crazy times,” said Shug. “We’re forced to evolve or perish.”

         
         “But what’s all this got to do with me?”

         
         From the side of the room: “We believe you have what it takes.”

         
         Reevis turned. “Who are you?”

         
         A British man in a blue blazer and ascot stepped forward. “Nigel Welks.”

         
         The assignment editor cleared his throat. “Reevis, this is a production company that just flew in from Los Angeles. They’re
            here to develop your new show.”
         

         
         “L.A.?” asked the reporter.

         
         Shug’s chair swiveled. “We’re not remotely equipped to develop the type of shows we need to stay competitive, so corporate
            brought in some outside help.”
         

         
         Reevis’s eyes moved back and forth. “Exactly what kind of show are we talking about?”

         
         Nigel placed his palms together in front of his chest and smiled proudly. “This show will have all the elements: journalistic
            dilemmas, violent confrontation, betrayal, sex . . .”
         

         
         “Sex?” said Reevis.

         
         “Are you allergic to latex?” asked Nigel.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Never mind. Just keep doing what you do best and we’ll keep the cameras rolling.”

         
         “This is starting to sound like a reality show,” said the reporter.

         
         “Oh, no, no, no, no, no,” said Nigel. “And we would know the difference. We specialize in reality shows. You’ve probably seen
            our latest project, Full Boil, about these gourmet chefs who get into adventures.”
         

         
         “What kind?”

         
         “They solve crimes,” said Nigel. “Then there’s Deadliest Dig, a true-life look at the outrageously harrowing world of worm-grunters in the Apalachicola Forest.”
         

         
         “What are worm-grunters?”

         
         “They trudge miles across the muck to catch earthworms for fishing-bait stores.”

         
         “Doesn’t sound dangerous.”

         
         “They also solve crime.”

         
         Reevis hung his head. “Shug, I really appreciate the opportunity you gave me to do serious reporting again, but isn’t there
            anything you can do?”
         

         
         “Just hear them out,” said the supervisor.

         
         Nigel undid one of his blazer’s brass buttons. “I completely understand your skepticism, so I saved the best for last. We
            already have a full lineup of shows where people solve crime, like the ones I already mentioned, plus Seminole blackjack dealers,
            retired circus people, glassblowers who don’t trust outsiders, Jell-O shot waitresses, the Wives of Jiffy Lube . . .”
         

         
         “Where is this going?” asked Reevis.

         
         “Don’t you see? That’s the beauty of it. That’s the whole genius!” said Nigel. “These other people didn’t know anything about
            detective work before we came along. But you actually have extensive experience investigating crime for a living. It’s so
            crazy it just might work!”
         

         
         “Okay,” Reevis said with a sigh. “How is this show supposed to start?”

         
         “You were fired from your last newspaper job, right?”

         
         “What’s that got to do with anything?”

         
         Nigel held his hands apart like brackets, framing Reevis’s face. “A disgraced reporter fights to clear his name in Florida’s
            sun-scorched mean streets.”
         

         
         “But that’s not what happened.”

         
         “How about unfairly disgraced?” said Nigel. “There, we’re all on the same page. Kumbaya.”
         

         
         “Shug,” said Reevis. “Some of the most important reporting isn’t glamorous or made for TV. This community has already lost
            most of its journalistic oversight of public institutions—”
         

         
         Shug held up a hand. “I’ve looked into this thoroughly. You won’t be asked to do anything unethical or change the least little
            thing about your personal style . . .”
         

         
         Nigel nodded. “Your honesty will fool a lot of people.”

         
         “. . . And if you want to spend hours searching through court files, I’ll back you up. The only difference is that they’re
            going to film the whole behind-the-scenes reporting process.”
         

         
         “But they’re bound to get in the way.”

         
         “A small price,” said Shug. “You know how we’re always talking about the decline of our profession? This is your big opportunity
            to let the public see under the hood and understand the importance of what they stand to lose.”
         

         
         “You really want me to do this?”

         
         “And the timing’s right,” said Shug. “We’re getting this production team for a bargain.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         Nigel squinted at the reporter. “I’ll put my cards on the table. We’ve been getting increasing blowback lately about how real
            our shows are.”
         

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “The Gourmet Channel is about to cancel Full Boil,” said Nigel. “Hey, they said they were chefs. And the minute we found out, we bought them cookbooks. We did the right thing. But no, the network kept
            fixating on such a small piece of finger that it will hardly be missed. We’re suing the carving-saw company.”
         

         
         Reevis was rubbing numbness out of his hands. “Where do I come in?”

         
         “You provide credibility,” said Nigel. “The critics can vet you ten ways to Sunday, and you’ll come up a bona fide investigative
            reporter. In fact, we’ve already had some of our best investigators dig deep into your past. Glassblowers.”
         

         
         “Excuse me,” said Rock. “Do I need to make any special preparations for filming?”

         
         “There’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just say it.” Nigel jerked a thumb toward the door. “You’re out. We have our own
            cameraman.”
         

         
         “But I always work with Reevis.”

         
         “Nothing personal,” said the producer. “You don’t have the proper training.”

         
         “I have years of training,” said Rock.

         
         “Ever run?”

         
         “What?”

         
         Nigel turned and placed a hand on the shoulder of a narrow-eyed man standing behind him. “This is Günter Klieglyte, the eminent
            Bavarian videographer, world-renowned for his signature technique.”
         

         
         “Which is?”

         
         “He’s perfected the art of running with the camera to make it jiggle,” said Nigel. “Creates a sense of peril. We do it whenever
            we can.”
         

         
         “What if there isn’t peril?” said Rock.

         
         “Especially when there isn’t peril,” said Nigel. “That’s when it’s needed most.”
         

         
         “But I’m in great shape,” said Rock. “I’ve run with a camera many times.”

         
         “Unfortunately, we’ve gone over hours of your footage. You never run when you don’t need to.” Nigel turned to Reevis. “Doughnuts
            tomorrow at eight. Do you carry a weapon?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Sopchoppy

         

         Serge nervously glanced over his shoulder as the sports car swerved away from the gymnasium and raced west out of town. Coleman
            twisted the end of a joint in his mouth. “What happened back there?”
         

         
         “A close call. I had sex.”

         
         “But that’s a good thing.”

         
         “It’s a split decision this time,” said Serge. “In most episodes of Route 66, besides getting a job in a new town, at least one of the guys bangs a local gal. It was required, whether they wanted to
            or not. Of course with TV standards back in the black-and-white days, they could only allude to it, but if you were paying
            attention, it was always there: a wholesome independent woman who isn’t leery of the newcomers like other folk. And if she
            was a widow, then you definitely knew it was going down.”
         

         
         “You made me watch all your DVDs,” said Coleman. “I never picked up on that.”

         
         “Because they were having sex during the commercials,” said Serge. “If you’ve got a work ethic, that’s more than enough time.”

         
         “You said it was a split decision?”

         
         “That’s right,” said Serge. “Having sex with her was my obligation to the fidelity of the TV series. On the other hand, we’re
            out to revolutionize worm-grunting, and intercourse always blunts your edge in a drive to the championship. Remember in Raging Bull how Robert De Niro shunned sex and put ice in his underpants before a prizefight? A few orgasms probably won’t cost me many
            pails of worms, but why roll the dice?”
         

         
         “So when you told her about all the serial killers running around?”

         
         “Trying to let her down easy,” said Serge. “During a breakup, you can hem and haw about ‘No, it’s not you; it’s me,’ but that
            can drag on for weeks. Jump right to ‘serial killers’ and it’s a clean break.”
         

         
         “I admire you,” said Coleman. “I could never ditch a woman that hot.”

         
         “The breakup was best for everyone,” said Serge. “Otherwise, instead of becoming worm-grunting kings, you end up in a Pottery
            Barn picking out boysenberry candles.”
         

         
         “What a nightmare.”

         
         “Those places give me the willies,” said Serge. “They exclusively sell shit that I didn’t even know was happening. Decorative
            boxes and bowls and baskets full of fragrant twigs and painted wood shavings, and about half the stuff is used to hide the
            tissues, which is why a runny nose is sheer panic in a woman’s pad. ‘Dear Jesus, in which one of these fucking things is the
            Kleenex? Maybe inside this seashell-encrusted octagon. No, that’s the monogrammed note cards. What about this faux-driftwood
            container? No, that’s like a thousand Q-tips, which is a separate mystery. Wait, it’s obvious, the antique shabby-chic metal
            tissue box. Crap, just jewelry’ . . . Until she finally catches you hiding behind a wicker birdcage full of natural sponges,
            which triggers another of her trick questions: ‘Are you back there blowing your nose in one of my monogrammed note cards?’”
         

         
         “Why not just blow your nose with toilet paper?” asked Coleman.

         
         “Why not just drink out of the toilet,” said Serge. “See, you have to understand how they think: Everything a man does in a bathroom is wrong,
            so putting toilet paper on your face probably doesn’t top their Internet-profile list of turn-ons. I’ll take my chances with
            note cards.”
         

         
         “That’s why they’re always knocking on bathroom doors and asking, ‘What are you doing in there?’”

         
         “In your case, it’s a valid question,” said Serge. “You chart whole new realms of forbidden territory that can piss a woman
            off.”
         

         
         “I’m just doing my thing in there, like when I was at your apartment when you were married,” said Coleman. “Suddenly all this
            screaming.”
         

         
         “Coleman, even I’m dumbfounded by the unfettered spectrum of forensic fluid that you bring into play.”

         
         “It is what it is.”

         
         “You existentialist, you.”

         
         Coleman pointed toward the side of the road. “Weren’t you looking for a hardware store?”

         
         “Hardware stores are the opposite of Pottery Barns. If the two ever collided in deep space, they would explode like matter
            and anti-matter.” He pulled into a dirt parking lot and chugged the rest of his coffee. “You always know where you stand in
            a Home Depot.”
         

         
         “They should call it the No-Bullshit Depot,” said Coleman.

         
         “You just might be onto something.”

         
         The pair went inside the cramped quarters of a family business that hadn’t been inventoried since Eisenhower. Iron chains
            of various link sizes hung behind the counter. A skeletal man rested against a galvanized bin of roofing nails. “Can I help
            you fellas?”
         

         
         “You already have,” said Serge.

         
         “No bullshit,” said Coleman.

         
         “A rope is a rope,” said Serge. “Not something you glue in circles to make a magazine organizer. That’s why I had to ditch
            her after the sex. No time for candles. Do you see where I’m going?”
         

         
         “Not really.”

         
         “Worm-grunting! We need the works.”

         
         Ten minutes later, the old man rang them up. “Here are your stakes and irons and a dozen pails. Anything else?”

         
         “Yes,” said Serge. “My underpants. Do they sell ice nearby?”

         
         An hour later, a silver Corvette sat on an anonymous shoulder of an unimproved road winding through the Apalachicola National
            Forest.
         

         
         One of Florida’s most diverse landscapes: hardwood hammocks, sandhills, bogs, prairies, savannahs and swamps. Bears, bats,
            box turtles, indigo snakes, red woodpeckers. The green, moisture-rich canopies of the lowlands seem almost luminescent, and
            the yellow fields of carnivorous pitcher plants digest insects and snails. In the dry season, freaky formations of cypress
            rise atop exposed bases of wooden legs like the walking trees in Lord of the Rings.
         

         
         A long pole rested across Serge’s shoulders, several shiny new pails on each end. He trudged on through layers of muck, decaying
            leaves and water beetles.
         

         
         Some distance behind, labored breathing. “How many miles have we walked now?”

         
         “Two hundred yards. Catch up!”

         
         Pails crashed to the ground. Then a human thud. “I can’t go any farther.”

         
         “Dammit.” Serge dropped his own gear and helped Coleman to his feet. “This is our first day. You can’t quit now! Have some
            ice.”
         

         
         “I’m not quitting,” said Coleman. “I just want to try for worms here.”

         
         “But the mother lode is deep in no-man’s-land!” Serge pointed onward like a conquistador. “There’s no way we’ll succeed unless
            we outlast the competition with a days-long death march into untapped terrain. We must fight the exhaustion and cramping of
            extremities, never giving in, drawing upon reserves of mental steel!”
         

         
         “You go on,” said Coleman. “I’ll wait here.”

         
         “Fine, but I’m not splitting the fortune.”

         
         Coleman watched his buddy fiercely charge into the wildness. Fifty yards later, Serge set his pails down again. “That’s enough
            marching for today.” He hammered a piece of wood into the ground.
         

         
         A strange vibrating sound greeted Coleman as he moseyed over. “Whatcha doin’?”

         
         “Sliding the rooping iron over the top of my stake.” Serge handed him a hammer. “Pound your own in. But not too close to mine,
            or we’ll duplicate effort and cut into the vast quantities of worms that will soon leap into the air. I just hope the prices
            don’t plummet when we flood the market.”
         

         
         After several rest breaks, Coleman finished getting a stob in place and rubbed his iron strip across the top. “How long is
            this supposed to take?”
         

         
         Serge wickedly worked his stake like a fiddle player. “From what I’ve read, the results should be instantaneous and devastating.”

         
         Coleman rubbed at a less robust pace. “Serge, why does this forest look so weird?”

         
         Rub, rub, rub. “Because you’re used to dense forests, but the trees are spread out in this one, making room for a naturally occurring compost
            heap that harbors all the other cool stuff like newts and scorpions.”
         

         
         “Scorpions!”

         
         “It’s a big forest . . . You’ve stopped rooping.”

         
         “Sorry.” Rub, rub, rub.

         
         An hour later, they both stopped.

         
         “Where are all the worms?” asked Coleman. “I just see ants.”

         
         Serge scratched his head with the iron. “Something’s definitely wrong. Did I skip a step?”

         
         Coleman began crawling. “What’s that thing?”

         
         “Where?” Serge turned. “Sweet victory! It’s an earthworm!”

         
         Coleman crawled faster. “It’s mine!”

         
         “It’s mine!” Serge scrambled on his knees. “It was closer to my stake!”

         
         “It was closer to mine!”

         
         They both dove face-first in the dirt.

         
         “Give him to me!”

         
         “You give him!”

         
         “Let go of my hair!”

         
         “Let go of my finger!”

         
         Then a period of non-verbal yelping and growling.

         
         It stopped. Serge stared solemnly at his hand before looking up. “You broke him.”

         
         Coleman stared, too. “Fuck it. I’m putting my half in my bucket.”

         
         They sneered at each other and resumed rubbing their respective stakes with the silence of smoldering animosity.

         
         Afternoon passed. The sun drew down, sending long shadows across the forest floor.

         
         A rustling sound. Coleman perked up in alarm. “What was that?”

         
         From behind a cluster of cabbage palms, two other men appeared with overflowing pails that drooped their shoulders. Rubber
            boots, Levi’s, bare chests with a sheen of perspiration and stuck-on dirt. Both had untrimmed beards, but only one wore a
            baseball cap for transmission parts.
         

         
         They were personable types. “Ya fellas gruntin’?”

         
         “Yes we are!” Serge beamed. 

         
         “Sure got a lotta pails.” The one with the ball cap looked inside to see half a worm.

         
         Serge rubbed with all his might. “They call me Clapton of the Rooping Iron.”

         
         “Well, ya fellas have a good one.” They trudged off.

         
         Coleman stared at the worm piece in the bottom of his bucket. “How the heck did those guys fill all their pails?”

         
         “I’ve got an idea.” Serge gathered up his implements. “Come on!”

         
         
            South Florida

         

         Phones rang, copies spit out of the copy machine, people waited in a waiting room. Some had small dogs or sandwiches in their
            laps.
         

         
         A receptionist looked up as another customer came in from the street. “She’s waiting for you. Last door.”

         
         At the end of the short hall was a tight office with two things on the wall: a photo of a little girl with a firefighter,
            and a diploma. The diploma featured eagles that didn’t take any shit.
         

         
         In the middle of the room was a secondhand desk from a repossessed furniture outlet. Behind it sat a young woman in a frugal
            pantsuit. She looked at her watch: 12:04.
         

         
         The door flew open. A livid man in a tennis shirt unleashed the dogs of profanity. The B- and C-words were the apparent theme. Then he flung a certified check at the desk. It skimmed off the edge and fell to the floor.
            “You’re all alike!”
         

         
         She picked it up casually, like she had dropped her keys. “Oh, one more thing.” She reached in the top drawer. “I have something
            for you . . .”
         

         
         When people think of a law firm, they often imagine a tall building with coveted corner offices, dozens of young attorneys
            dreaming of “making partner,” and a big imposing name like Shapiro, Heathcoate-Mendacious and Blatt.
         

         
         But much more common are the modest, elbow-grease firms like this one.

         
         The Miami Women’s Legal Aid Clinic.

         
         Yes, many of their clients were women, but more pertinent, all the attorneys were. It wasn’t about women’s lib, although the
            office definitely had a liberating current of women solely working together without all the BS frat-boy behavior. When the
            front doors were locked at the end of the day and the staff worked deep into the night on legal drafts and motions to quash,
            it was all family talk and laughter, popcorn and yogurt, T-shirts and sweatpants, almost like a sorority dorm, but without
            all the BS sorority-girl behavior. Everyone immediately made partner upon joining the firm.
         

         
         For example, take the woman who just picked a certified check up off the floor. Brook Campanella. She founded the clinic a
            year back with another young lawyer named Lopez, who had gotten her degree at night school while working in a battered-women’s
            shelter.
         

         
         At the time, Brook was front-page news. She first made headlines as a rookie lawyer for taking on a too-big-to-fail bank in
            a no-win case . . . and winning. So she was promptly scooped up by one of the most prestigious firms in Fort Lauderdale and
            immediately assigned second chair in a high-profile class-action mortgage case—mainly because the jury consultant said her
            cute, freckled face and unassuming petiteness would play well in court. She didn’t need glasses but was required to wear ones
            with plain glass after the consultant put her before focus groups.
         

         
         Then a funny thing happened on the way to the verdict. Circumstances elevated her to lead attorney in the case, and she won
            again. What’s more, in doing so, she uncovered massive collusion at her own firm. It was an extremely complicated legal matter
            that would take an entire book to explain, but one well worth buying and reading. Bottom line: A lot of people with silk handkerchiefs
            in their suit pockets went to prison, and television crews filmed the firm’s name being taken down from the building. Brook
            was in demand again.
         

         
         But by now, she’d had it with the kind of gilded-edge legal work handed down from skyscrapers.

         
         She met Jacklyn Lopez at a self-defense class. Lopez was the instructor, holding up a pair of bright red training pads that
            Brook punched with unbridled ferocity and lean results. They got to talking. Turned out Lopez also had a law degree. Then
            they got to driving.
         

         
         “What about that place?” asked Brook. “There’s a rent sign.”

         
         Jacklyn shook her head. “Attached to a gyro shop. Once the smell gets in your clothes . . .”

         
         They turned the corner and wandered into Little Haiti. Block after block of available office space. “Is that guy carrying
            a chicken?” The pair navigated back to Biscayne and headed north.
         

         
         More discussion as they drove slow, and honking traffic whipped around them. At each red light, people on curbs peddled roses,
            bottled water, redemption. “Pull over,” said Brook.
         

         
         They ended up in the part of town called Aventura. A dubious area with a transitional economy. It could go either way. But
            the neighborhood possessed the one bellwether sign that financial analysts always respect.
         

         
         They just opened a Chipotle.

         
         Brook and Jacklyn stood in the parking lot of an older two-story building. It wasn’t originally designed as a strip mall,
            but guess what? On the bottom floor resided a nail salon and a beauty salon with just enough overlapping service on the menu
            that it had become the source of brooding tension between a group of Koreans and another group of Koreans.
         

         
         Between the two businesses was a narrow door with a glass window leading to a
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