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November on the Treasure Coast arrived without announcing itself, the way November did in South Florida — not through any dramatic shift in temperature or light but through a series of small subtractions, the humidity dropping two percent, the sun’s angle changing just enough that afternoon shadows fell at a direction they hadn’t fallen in September, the water offshore going a shade darker, the tourist traffic thinning on A1A until you could walk into the bait shop without waiting for someone to finish a transaction that was taking longer than it should.

Mike ran at five forty-five because he’d started running a month ago, not through any plan but through the discovery that the metal detector had become inadequate to the morning, too slow and too deliberate, the careful sweep of it not burning through whatever the summer had deposited in his system the way the run did. He ran north from his house through the empty early dark, past the access ramp, past the stretch where the developer who’d tried to put condos on the dune had given up and left a cleared lot that the sea oats were reclaiming from the edges inward, past the point where A1A bent away from the coast and the shoulder narrowed and the sound of the ocean filled in the space where traffic usually ran.

Three miles out and three miles back. He wasn’t fast. He’d never been fast. Speed running was always about something other than speed, and he’d learned that in his twenties from a man who ran distances across terrain that had no interest in accommodating a runner, who said the only way to run was like you had somewhere specific to be and the distance between here and there was a problem you were solving one step at a time.

The burner phone lived in his jacket pocket because he’d decided, after three weeks of carrying it on his morning walks and forgetting it on the kitchen counter on the nights he didn’t, that the jacket pocket was the only system that worked consistently. The jacket was thin — too thin for a Florida November, technically, except that Florida November mornings hadn’t gotten the memo about what November was supposed to feel like — and the phone sat in the left pocket with the weight of something that had been waiting and had not yet decided when to stop waiting.

He was a mile and a half out, hitting the section of beach where the jetty’s rocks caught the early water and threw it sideways, when it buzzed.

Not a text. The buzz pattern of an actual call, which he’d been expecting in the same half-formed way you expected weather you’d seen building offshore for a week.

He stopped running. Not because he needed to stop running to answer it — he’d answered phones while doing more demanding things than jogging on flat sand — but because some calls needed you standing still when you took them.

He pulled it out, looked at the screen in the dark, the glow of it reading JENNY in the contact field the way it had read JENNY for four months while he waited for the contact to do something.

He answered.

“Mike.” Her voice came through clean, which was the first thing he noticed, not the sound of a call routed through marginal reception or a VOIP workaround but a clear, solid connection, the kind that meant wherever she was had adequate infrastructure. “Don’t say my name.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“I’ve got about four minutes and then I need to be somewhere without my phone.”

“Then don’t waste one of them on instructions.”

A brief exhale, the sound of someone who’d had four months to rehearse this and was discovering that the rehearsal hadn’t fully accounted for hearing his voice. “I have documentation. Thirty-two pages. I can’t send it through any channel I currently have access to without the wrong people knowing it moved. I need to hand it to a person physically, and I need the person to be you, and I need it to happen Thursday.”

“Where.”

“South shore of Lake Okeechobee. There’s a working marina called Green’s Fuel Dock, just past the canal bridge on State Road 78, east of Moore Haven. You’ll see a harbormaster’s office, aluminum roof, hand-painted sign that says DIESEL BAIT COLD DRINKS in that order. Ask for George. Tell him you’re picking up something for a woman who paid in cash.”

“You won’t be there.”

“I can’t be there Thursday. I’ll be there in six weeks, maybe less.” A pause that ran two seconds and held a great deal inside it, most of which she wasn’t saying. “The documentation covers money that moved before the federal freeze on Harmon’s accounts. I’ve been tracking it for four months. It went somewhere that matters.”

“Where.”

“George has one page. The rest is in the envelope he’s holding.” A sound on her end, ambient, outdoor, moving air and somewhere behind it a vehicle, maybe more than one. “Thursday, Mike. Before noon.”

“Jenny—”

“Six weeks,” she said. “Ask me then.”

The call ended. The screen went dark. He stood on the packed sand with the beach’s early light just beginning to suggest itself at the horizon, a thin gray brightening over the Atlantic that hadn’t committed to color yet, the water doing the thing it did before dawn, going very still, as though it was holding its breath before the day made its demands on it.

He put the phone in his pocket and stood there a full minute, which was long enough for the horizon to go from gray to the first faint color, a line of amber low over the water.

Then he ran back south, because the beach was still there and the three miles still needed running, and because doing nothing while your brain processed something was a habit he’d never been able to develop and at forty-eight had stopped trying.




Earl Tucker was at the fuel dock when Mike pulled in at eight, doing what Earl did most mornings before the charter boats came in — reading the weather on the water the way he’d been reading it for fifty years, not from any instrument but from the surface texture of the inlet, the way the current ran against the pilings, the behavior of the pelicans on the channel marker. Three of them this morning, which Earl had told Mike once meant the fish were running near the surface further south.

Mike had no particular reason to doubt pelican meteorology at this point in his life.

“You ran this morning,” Earl said, without turning around from the water.

“What makes you say that.”

“You show up without the detector, you been running.” Earl did turn then, holding a coffee that had been poured from the trailer pot, which at this hour was fresh enough to be worth the trip across the dock. “Saw you a couple weeks ago, running the beach. Didn’t say anything because you don’t like people noticing things about you.”

“I don’t mind people noticing things. I mind people narrating them.”

“Fair distinction.” Earl looked at Mike’s face with the unhurried attention of a man who’d watched enough weather to know when a front was moving in. “You need Thursday off.”

“How’d you—”

“You’ve got the look. Man who needs a few days has a look.”

Mike had spent twenty years in rooms where learning to control the look was a survival skill and had apparently, in the last three years, let the skill atrophy to the point where a marina owner on the Treasure Coast could read it off his face before he’d said a word. He wasn’t sure whether that represented personal growth or professional deterioration and had decided, somewhere around October, that it didn’t much matter which.

“Thursday and Friday,” Mike said. “Got something west of here. Lake Okeechobee area.”

“Don’t know what you’d want with the lake.” Earl drank his coffee, looked back at the inlet. “Big water and not much else out that way.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

“Woman or work.”

“Bit of both, if it goes the way I think.”

Earl nodded, one of his single nods that carried the weight of a longer response without the words required to get there. “Cody can cover the fuel dock. He finally learned the difference between three-eighths and God knows, which only took eight months.”

“That’s about right for Cody.”

“That’s about right for most things worth learning.” Earl handed Mike the coffee cup, which was a gesture of either generosity or practicality, Mike could never fully determine which, and went inside to start the day’s first log entry.




He drove out to Gus’s that evening because the call had been sitting in his head all day the way calls from Jenny Baker tended to sit in his head — not as something he could think his way through to a conclusion, but as something that required the particular non-thinking that happened when Gus’s bar occupied the foreground and the important things sorted themselves in the background without being pushed.

The bar held its usual Tuesday population, which was lighter than Friday but consistent in its composition — Bobby Meade from the dry cleaner three blocks over, who came in Tuesdays for the grouper if Gus’s cook had gotten any that day; the two retired guys from the development on the south end of the road who drank light beer and argued pleasantly about baseball with the seriousness of men who’d been having the same argument for thirty years and had no intention of resolving it; Dewey Pruitt on his usual stool, which on this particular Tuesday held not a scratch-off but a tablet displaying the Regional High football team’s most recent game statistics with the careful attention of a man preparing remarks.

Gus set a Modelo down when Mike came in, the lime gone from the neck, the small evolution of the last two months that neither of them had discussed.

“Lake Okeechobee,” Mike said, because Gus had a useful way of knowing things about Florida’s interior geography that came from having been born in Moore Haven, which was the thing about Gus that most of his regulars didn’t know and that Mike had found out by accident when Gus’s sister had called the bar’s landline during a Tuesday six months ago looking for her brother to tell him their mother’s birthday was coming.

“What about it.”

“You know that side of the state.”

“Grew up on it.” Gus ran his rag over the counter, the familiar circuit. “Different animal from the coast. People out there don’t have the tourist economy to sand the edges off. You get the raw version of Florida, which has its charms and its complications in roughly equal measure.” He looked at Mike. “Why.”

“Need to go Thursday. Picking something up.”

“From who.”

“Woman I used to work with.”

Gus absorbed this with the same equanimity he absorbed most information Mike volunteered, which wasn’t much. “Lake country west of Moore Haven’s all cattle and cane and bass fishing. Good fishing, if you like bass. People take it seriously. There’s a tournament circuit.” He considered. “Also big agriculture money going back to the sugar days, which tends to accumulate the kind of relationships that make things work the way they work rather than the way they’re supposed to work.”

“Big agriculture money that looks like local money.”

“All Florida money looks like local money if you give it enough time.” Gus moved down the bar to refresh Bobby Meade’s glass, came back. “Green’s Fuel Dock, if you’re going to the south shore. That’s the place to stop first. Man named George knows everything that’s happened on that water for forty years and will tell you none of it unless he decides you’re worth telling.”

Mike looked at Gus.

“George is my second cousin,” Gus said, without any particular tone attached to it, the way you stated a fact that had always been a fact and saw no reason to frame it as anything else. “Call ahead and tell him you know me. He’ll give you more than he’d give a stranger.”

“I already have a reason to call ahead.”

“Then you’ve got two.” Gus went to the register to take Bobby Meade’s money. “George’ll make you eat lunch before he tells you anything. Don’t fight it. He makes a good lunch.”




Dewey had waited with uncharacteristic patience for the Gus conversation to complete before he turned on his stool, which told Mike the patience had been deliberate and therefore that what Dewey had been waiting to say was something he’d been formulating for a while.

“Tyler threw for two-ninety-eight Friday,” Dewey said. “Two touchdowns, no picks, the second touchdown on a broken play where he ad-libbed the route call at the line and his receiver read it clean. You can’t teach that. That’s two years of practice chemistry and a quarterback who trusts himself.” He set the tablet down. “Playoffs start next week. First round’s home, second round’s away, state semis would be at a neutral site.” He said it with the contained satisfaction of a man describing a thing he’d watched develop from the raw material stage.

“Cooper texted me about the two-ninety-eight,” Mike said.

“Cooper’s got good judgment for a county detective.” Dewey picked up his beer. “Ray was in the stands.”

“I know.”

“Ray’s in the stands every game now. Third row, center section. Same spot.” Dewey drank. “Bobby Davis told me Ray came into the barbershop last week for a haircut. First time in the shop in six months. Bobby said he looked like a man who’d put a bag down he’d been carrying for so long he’d forgotten he was carrying it.”

“That’s a good description.”

“Bobby’s got a gift for description. Forty years cutting hair, you hear a lot of people describe their own lives, you pick up the language.” Dewey set the bottle on the bar. “What’s at the lake.”

“Don’t know yet. Picking something up Thursday.”

“Okeechobee area.”

“South shore.”

Dewey considered this the way Dewey considered most Florida geography, through a filter of personal experience and tournament knowledge. “Bass country. The circuit runs some tournaments out there — Everglades Bass Classic, couple of others. Big money in the circuit if you’re a sponsor. Carl Hutchins runs a big sponsorship. Marine supply out of Okeechobee city.” He reached for the tablet, tapped through something. “Sarah Green won the Classic last month. Good angler, grew up on that water. Hutchins’s guy filed a protest.”

Mike looked at him. “You follow the bass circuit.”

“I follow anything that has a line and a spread attached to it. The circuit runs a fantasy betting component through a third-party app — it’s legal in Florida, classified as a skill game. The way the protest affected the payout on the Classic was unusual.” Dewey turned the tablet so Mike could see the screen, a fantasy sports platform showing tournament results and points adjustments. “Protest gets filed, the result goes to review, the review’s been running six weeks without resolution, which freezes the fantasy payout for twelve hundred participants. Twelve hundred people with money on a result that should’ve been resolved in seventy-two hours by any reasonable reading of the circuit’s own bylaws. Six weeks of frozen payout means six weeks of the house holding money.”

“The house being the circuit.”

“The house being whoever runs the circuit’s finances, which in this case includes Carl Hutchins’s sponsorship entity, which has operational control of the prize pool administration according to the bylaws revision he got passed two years ago.” Dewey turned the tablet back. “I noticed it because the payout freeze was unusual. I noticed it more when I looked at the revision that gave Hutchins’s entity the prize pool control, because the revision was written by someone who understood what language to use to make a financial control look like an administrative convenience.”

Mike sat with his beer and looked at Dewey Pruitt, who had three fingers on his left hand and a gift for scratch-off theology and had apparently been running a quiet parallel intelligence operation on the bass tournament circuit without telling anyone because nobody had asked.

“How long have you been watching this.”

“Since the Classic result. Six weeks.” Dewey picked up his beer. “Figured you’d find your way to it eventually. You always find your way to the thing that’s wrong in a place you weren’t expecting to look.”

“You could’ve called me.”

“You were busy. Congressional investigation, federal filings, a school principal winning an election.” He shrugged, the three-fingered hand making the gesture without diminishment. “Also, the lake country’s not your territory. You needed a reason to go out there, and the reason needed to come from the right direction or it wouldn’t take.” He looked at Mike. “That phone call this morning was the right direction, I’m guessing.”

Mike stared at him. “You’re guessing.”

“You came in with the look of a man who got a call he’d been waiting for and has now got two things pulling in the same direction instead of one thing pulling alone.” Dewey set the bottle down with his particular click of finality. “You’ve had that look twice before this summer. Once in July when you found the wire transfer about Reynolds, and once in September when the Lexus plate came back to the county counsel in Vero Beach. Both times, something that had been separate became the same thing, and you came in here wearing the result of it on your face.”

Mike drank his beer and said nothing, which was the response Dewey’s accuracy usually produced.

“Twelve hundred people with frozen tournament money,” Dewey said. “Sarah Green with a legitimate win sitting in review for six weeks. A marine supply operator with prize pool control and a sponsorship that arrived with enough money to revise the bylaws twice.” He tapped the tablet, closed the app. “Whatever’s at the lake, that’s the same job as the rest of them this summer. Somebody using a local operation as a front for something that doesn’t stay local.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No,” Dewey agreed. “But you’re going Thursday. And you’re going to find that I’m right, same as usual, and you’re going to come back here in two weeks with the kind of face that says a thing’s been confirmed that you already knew, and I’m going to be sitting right here with a scratch-off and a fresh beer, and neither one of us is going to make a production of it.”

Gus appeared with a second Modelo without ceremony, which Dewey accepted without looking up from the screen he’d already moved on to.

“Regional’s first playoff game is Friday,” Dewey said. “South Fork, home field. Tyler’s going to throw for three hundred and twenty yards minimum, assuming South Fork’s cornerback plays the same way he played in the regular season, which is soft in off coverage against a receiver who runs a hard out route. Tyler’s identified it. He’ll pick it up in the first series and adjust by the second.” He looked up finally, and his expression had the specific plainness of a man delivering a forecast he considered as reliable as weather. “You should be back by Friday.”

“I’ll try to be back by Friday.”

“Don’t try. Be back.” Dewey went back to the tablet. “You’ve earned a Friday evening that isn’t about anything complicated.”




He drove home on US-1 rather than the highway, the road empty at nine on a Tuesday in November, the Indian River dark and flat to the east where it ran close enough to the road that the headlights touched its surface in passing. He was thinking about Dewey and the bass circuit and about six weeks frozen and twelve hundred people with money sitting in an account that had administrative control sitting with a different hand than it should.

The thing about Dewey, the thing that Mike had spent three years calibrating his estimation of, was that Dewey’s intelligence was real but narrow — a deep and genuine capability applied to the specific domain of anything with a line and a spread attached to it, which was a domain that turned out to intersect with a surprising percentage of the real world’s mechanisms for moving money between people who had it and people who wanted it. Dewey saw the spread before he saw the story. The story was Mike’s job. But the spread was usually the first true thing, because spreads moved on information that the narrative hadn’t caught up to yet, and information that moved a spread without explanation was almost always information that somebody wanted to keep from moving anything else.

Six weeks of frozen payout. Twelve hundred people. A prize pool administrator with operational control granted by a bylaw revision that nobody had read carefully enough.

He pulled into his driveway and killed the engine and sat a moment, the November air coming through the truck’s window with the mild, inoffensive coolness of Florida’s best weather, the season that arrived without announcing itself and lasted long enough to remind you why people came here in the first place before the summer took it all back.

The burner phone sat in his jacket pocket. He took it out and looked at the one saved contact. The text thread showed one incoming text, the one from four months ago that said Pick up when it rings and it will ring soon, and now one outgoing call, made this morning on a beach in the dark, four minutes and change.

Six weeks, she’d said. Ask me then.

He’d asked her twice in four months in his own head, the conversation running one-sided in the kitchen in the morning and on the beach in the evening and in the bar when Gus set something down and the moment had the texture of something that would’ve been better with another person in it. He was used to not knowing where she was. He’d gotten used to it in a way that was distinct from comfortable — more like a man who’d learned to navigate a room without a particular light source because the light source wasn’t reliable and standing still waiting for it was a waste of time he didn’t have.

Thursday. South shore of Lake Okeechobee. A harbormaster named George who was Gus’s second cousin.

He went inside and made the kind of dinner that happened when a man hadn’t been to the grocery store in four days — eggs, toast, the last of a block of cheese that had survived past its practical prime but not past its edible one. He ate standing at the counter because the table had his notes on it from an afternoon of going back through everything Jenny’s single page of wire transfers had produced since July, the handwritten version of what Jennings had built on her end, which was now five pages of legal pad dense with account numbers and entity names and the arrows connecting them, the visual grammar of a financial structure trying to look like four unrelated things.

Tomorrow he’d call George ahead, because Gus said to call ahead and Gus’s practical intelligence on the subject of the lake was thirty years more seasoned than Mike’s. He’d pack a bag, because Thursday and Friday were the minimum and the minimum never seemed to be the actual number. He’d tell Jennings where he was going, not because she’d told him to but because three months of working with someone who’d asked him to call before rather than after had produced a habit that felt, by now, less like procedure and more like good manners.

He rinsed the plate and set it in the drying rack next to the coffee cup from this morning, which he’d washed at eight and hadn’t put away, and looked out the window over the sink at Mrs. Alvarez’s porch light burning across the way the way it burned every night, reliable in the way of things that had stopped being a decision and become simply what happened.

The phone on the counter — his regular one, not the burner — showed a text from Jennings, sent at eight forty-seven: Drummond asked about the wire transfers again today. Whatever Jenny found, the federal side’s been waiting for it. Try not to get the envelope wet on the drive back.

He typed back: How’d you know about the envelope.

Jennings: You found something and you’re going somewhere Thursday. You always come back with something in an envelope.

He put the phone face-down on the counter and went to bed.

The burner phone went on the nightstand, charged, on, the single contact sitting in it like a door that had been opened one crack and was waiting to find out whether the next four minutes and change were going to open it the rest of the way or leave it where it was.

Thursday. South shore of Lake Okeechobee, past the canal bridge on State Road 78.

He’d been to the lake exactly once in three years, driven past it on the way to a hardware store in Moore Haven that had a bilge pump compatible with a boat Earl was working on, and what he remembered about it was the particular quality of its size, the way it occupied the horizon rather than sitting within it, a body of water that was too large for the scale of everything around it, sitting in the flat agricultural middle of the state like something that had arrived from somewhere else and decided to stay.

Jenny Baker had been somewhere for four months.

He turned the light off. Outside, the tree frogs were going in the ditch at the end of the road, the sound that had become, without ceremony, the sound of a night in Calusa Cay the way the gulls had become the sound of the morning.

Thursday, she’d said. Before noon.

He’d be there before nine.
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