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Earl’s marine supply guy in Fort Pierce had exactly one of the impeller kits the Conch Republic’s bilge pump needed, special order, sitting behind the counter since March because the guy who’d ordered it died before he could pick it up, which struck Mike as the kind of detail that belonged in an obituary nobody had bothered writing. He paid cash, tucked the box under one arm, and came out of Coastal Marine Supply into a morning that had already decided to be ninety degrees by ten o’clock, the asphalt in the lot giving off that shimmer that made the whole block look like it was thinking about melting.

He didn’t need to be on Avenue D. The marine supply place sat two exits north on US-1, a clean fifteen-minute shot back to Calusa Cay if he took the highway like a reasonable person. But Mike had developed, over three years of unemployed mornings, a private theory that the best coffee on the Treasure Coast existed exclusively in places that didn’t advertise it, and somewhere in the back half of his memory sat a six-block stretch called Palmetto Row that he hadn’t driven through since maybe his second month in Florida, when he was still learning which roads went where.

He took the detour because he wanted a cortado and didn’t feel like making the bad kind at home.

Palmetto Row ran six blocks of one-story storefronts that had been built sometime in the fifties and never seriously updated since, faded awnings, hand-painted signs, a laundromat with a wall of dryers visible through plate glass like a row of portholes. A barbershop with two chairs and a window full of faded photographs of haircuts nobody had requested since disco died. A bakery that smelled like guava paste through a closed door from forty feet away, which told Mike everything he needed to know about the quality of the ventilation and the quality of the bakery both.

Lazo’s Mercado sat dead center of the block, a corner storefront with a hand-lettered sign in the window advertising PAN CUBANO FRESCO and a faded Goya banner that had probably come free with some long-ago bulk order, and a window display of canned goods stacked into a pyramid that had clearly taken somebody real pride to build and even more pride to maintain against the laws of gravity and the occasional bump from a passing customer.

Mike parked the truck against the curb, left the impeller kit on the seat, and went in past a bell over the door that rang in a key slightly off from itself, like it had been replaced once with a bell from a different door entirely.

The smell hit him immediately — roasted coffee, fresh bread, the sharp green smell of plantains stacked in a crate by the register, and underneath all of it the particular mustiness of a building old enough to have settled fully into its own bones. A radio behind the counter played a station heavy on horns and clave, not loud, just present, the kind of background music a place plays not for customers but for itself.

An old man worked the register, seventy-some years old by the look of him, built compact and weathered, silver hair combed back neat, wearing a guayabera with the sleeves rolled to the elbow despite the heat outside not having any business letting a man dress that formally. He had a face that had clearly smiled a great deal over the decades, the lines around his eyes deep with it, though right now the smile wasn’t anywhere visible.

“¿Café?” Mike said, which exhausted roughly forty percent of his usable Spanish.

“Cortado, colada, café con leche.” The old man said it like a man reciting a short menu he’d recited ten thousand times, already turning toward the espresso machine behind him, an ancient La Cimbali that looked like it had been steaming milk since before either one of them was born. “You want sugar in it or you want to pretend you’re healthy.”

“Sugar.”

“Good man.” He worked the machine with hands that knew exactly how much pressure the portafilter wanted and not a gram more, the whole process taking maybe ninety seconds, ending with a small cup set on the counter with the kind of pride a man takes in something he’s done well for fifty years and never once been thanked for properly. “Dollar fifty.”

Mike paid, drank it standing at the counter because there wasn’t anywhere else in the small store to drink it, and it was, in fact, exactly the good kind, dark and sweet enough to make his back teeth ache pleasantly.

“This is the place,” Mike said. “Should’ve come back sooner.”

“Everybody says that.” The old man wiped down the machine’s portafilter with a rag that lived permanently looped through his apron string. “You from around here? Don’t recognize the truck.”

“Calusa Cay. North a ways.”

“Long way to come for coffee.”

“Was already in town. Got lucky.”

The old man nodded like that satisfied him completely, which it apparently did, and went back to restocking a shelf of canned tomato sauce that didn’t strictly need restocking, the small fidgeting maintenance of a man who liked his hands occupied even when the store was quiet.

The bell over the door rang its off-key ring again, and two men came in without the particular energy of customers — no browsing, no glance at the canned goods pyramid, just a straight line to the register, moving with the unhurried confidence of men who’d walked this exact path enough times that it had stopped requiring their full attention.

The first one was big in the way gym-built men get big, forearms like he spent serious hours on them and not much time on anything below the waist, a golf shirt tucked into khakis with a phone clipped to his belt like a man who’d once carried a badge and missed the feeling of carrying one. The second was smaller, leaner, doing most of the actual talking, the kind of build that suggested speed mattered more to him than mass.

“Neto,” the smaller one said, friendly, the particular friendliness that doesn’t reach anywhere near the eyes. “Beautiful morning.”

“Hank’s not with you today.”

“Hank sent us. Hank’s got a schedule, you know how it is.” The smaller man set both hands flat on the counter, a posture that managed to look casual and possessive of the space at the same time. “We’re just here for the cleaning fee. In and out, two minutes, you don’t even gotta stop selling your tomato sauce.”

“I told Hank already. I told him three times already. Nobody’s cleaning anything. Nobody’s ever cleaned anything.” Neto’s voice had gone tight, the warmth from a minute ago folded away somewhere out of sight, replaced by the careful, controlled tone of a man who’d had this conversation enough times to know exactly how far he could push it before it stopped being a conversation. “This is extortion. I know the word. I know it in two languages.”

“It’s a service fee, Neto. Sanitation, pest control, general upkeep of the block.” The bigger one spoke for the first time, voice flat, bored almost, a man reciting the company line because reciting it was easier than thinking about what the line actually meant. “You don’t pay it, things get dirty real fast around here. Things get broken. Health inspector starts finding rats nobody’s ever seen before. You understand.”

“There are no rats.”

“There will be.”

Mike stood at the counter with his cortado half finished, close enough to hear every word, far enough that neither man had bothered to register him as anything other than a customer minding his own coffee, which was exactly the read he wanted them to have for about four more seconds.

“Two hundred,” the smaller one said. “Same as last week. Same as it’s gonna be next week, week after that, unless you wanna talk about the bigger conversation, the one about maybe just selling the building and letting somebody who’s not seventy-whatever years old worry about rats and broken windows.”

Neto’s jaw worked, and his hand went, slow and obvious, toward the register, the particular slowness of a man who’d decided arguing cost him more than two hundred dollars did, an economic calculation made over and over until it had worn a groove into him.

“That’s a lot of canned tomato sauce you’re gonna have to sell to make that back up,” the bigger one said, not unkindly, the kind of remark a man makes when he’s stopped seeing the cruelty in his own job a long time ago.

Mike set his cup down on the counter.

“He’s not paying that,” Mike said.

Both men turned. The smaller one first, a flicker of genuine surprise crossing his face before it smoothed back into something professional, the bigger one a half-beat slower, the kind of slow that came from a man who relied more on size than reflex.

“This your business, friend?” the smaller one said.

“Wasn’t, two minutes ago.” Mike kept his hands visible, loose, his voice pitched conversational, the register he used to use in rooms where the temperature could go either way depending entirely on tone. “Cleaning fee for what, exactly. I don’t see a cleaning crew. I don’t see a truck outside with a logo on it. I see two grown men leaning on a man old enough to be either one of your grandfathers.”

“You don’t know what you’re stepping into.”

“Probably not. Tell me.”

The bigger one’s hand drifted, casual, toward his hip, not quite a reach, more a reminder of where a reach would go if it needed to, and Mike clocked it the way he clocked everything these days without consciously deciding to, filing it under escalation available, not yet committed.

“This is between us and Neto,” the smaller one said. “Family business, you understand. We go way back.”

“Funny. He doesn’t look like family that’s glad to see you.”

Behind the register, Neto had gone very still, hand still hovering near the open drawer, his eyes moving between Mike and the two men with an expression Mike recognized from his own line of work a long time ago — the specific math a man runs when a stranger’s just inserted himself into a situation that might get worse on his account, weighing whether the help’s worth the risk of the help leaving.

“Don’t,” Neto said, quiet, mostly to Mike. “Please. Is fine. I pay, they go, is fine.”

“It’s not fine, Neto. You just told me yourself it’s not fine. Two languages’ worth of not fine.”

The smaller one’s friendly mask had thinned down to almost nothing now, the eyes doing all the talking, calculating something — whether this was worth a real problem on a Tuesday morning, whether the stranger in front of him was a one-time nuisance or something that needed reporting up a chain. Mike had stood on the other side of exactly that calculation more times than he could count, used to make it himself about other people, and recognizing it now from the receiving end gave him an odd, brief vertigo, like looking at a photograph of a room from an angle he’d never stood in before.

“You got a name?” the smaller one said.

“Don’t need one for this conversation.”

“Everybody’s got a name.”

“Sure. Mine’s not the one that matters right now. Yours might be, if Neto here decides he wants to talk to the police about a cleaning fee nobody’s ever seen a cleaning crew attached to.” Mike kept his voice level, almost bored, the tone doing more work than volume ever could in a room this small. “Or maybe he doesn’t talk to police. Maybe he just stops paying, and you two come back next week, and we have this same conversation again, except next week I might not feel like being polite about it.”

The bigger one’s hand had stayed at his hip the whole time, not moving further, a held position rather than a threat actively building, and something in his face had started doing math of its own — not fear exactly, more like a man recalculating the shape of a job that had seemed simple twenty seconds ago.

“This isn’t smart,” the smaller one said. “Whoever you are. You don’t know what you’re poking at.”

“Educate me.”

Nobody answered that. The radio behind the counter kept playing its low horn music, oblivious, and a customer Mike hadn’t noticed come in — a woman in her sixties with a shopping basket half full of plantains and a box of crackers — stood frozen by the canned goods pyramid, clearly deciding whether to set the basket down quietly and back out the door or stay and watch whatever this turned into.

The smaller one looked at Neto, looked at Mike, did one more pass of the math, and apparently came out the other side of it deciding the cost of pushing further today exceeded whatever the two hundred dollars was actually worth to whoever signed his checks.

“We’ll be back,” he said, to Neto, not to Mike, a deliberate choice, the smaller man refusing to give Mike the satisfaction of being addressed directly. “Tell Hank you had company today. See what he says about that.”

They left without hurrying, the bell over the door ringing its off-key ring on the way out, and through the front window Mike watched them cross the street to a black pickup truck parked at an angle that suggested they hadn’t expected to need it parked for getaway purposes, the bigger one glancing back once at the storefront with an expression that wasn’t quite anger yet but was clearly building toward something in that direction.

The store went quiet except for the radio. The woman with the basket of plantains let out a breath she’d apparently been holding the whole time and set her basket down on the counter like nothing at all had happened, which, Mike supposed, was its own kind of survival skill in a place like this — the practiced art of not seeing things that were dangerous to have seen.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Neto said, finally, his hand coming away from the register drawer, sliding it shut soft instead of slamming it, the careful motion of a man who’d learned a long time ago that drawing attention to anger cost more than the anger itself was worth.

“Probably not.”

“They will come back. Worse next time. Always worse next time.” Neto looked old suddenly, older than he’d looked ninety seconds ago pouring coffee with a craftsman’s pride, the lines around his eyes deepening into something closer to exhaustion than expression. “You don’t live here. You drink your coffee, you go home to Calusa Cay, and they still come back here Thursday, and I still have to pay, except now maybe angrier, maybe more.”

“What’s the two hundred actually for.”

“For nothing. For breathing. For having a store somebody wants.” Neto rang up the woman’s plantains and crackers with hands that had gone slightly unsteady, the fine motor tremor of adrenaline working its way back out of an old man’s system. “Two months now. First it was the inspector, citations for things that were fine for thirty years, suddenly not fine. Then it was Hank’s people, the cleaning fee, the sanitation fee, whatever they want to call extorting an old man this week. Then a letter, very polite, very nice paper, wanting to buy my building. I don’t sell. I tell them I don’t sell, and the citations get worse, and now this.”

“Letter from who.”

“Heritage Square. Some company. Heritage Square Holdings.” Neto said the name with the flat, careful precision of a man who’d practiced saying it without spitting, the particular distaste reserved for a phrase that had cost him sleep. “Very generous, they say. Very generous offer for a building my father bought with cash money
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