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Marco’s roasted pork shoulder required two days of attention. Gumbo Malone required a heavy-duty plastic milk crate to sit on while he ate it.

He sat by the walk-in cooler in the Island Room kitchen. The industrial exhaust fan fought a losing battle against the heat radiating from the flat top grill. Sweat soaked through the back of Gumbo’s blue marlin Hawaiian shirt, pasting the fabric to his skin. He held a plastic fork in his right hand and a paper plate bending under the weight of the meat in his left.

Twenty-eight years in corporate procurement for MidWest Paper Solutions taught Gumbo to appreciate a process that delivered on its promises. Marco’s pork delivered. The chef stood ten feet away, silent, flipping snapper fillets with the economy of motion you only saw in line cooks and professional killers.

The heavy steel back door swung open. The hinge shrieked.

Tommy Heard stepped into the kitchen. The fisherman brought the smell of diesel fuel and low tide with him. He carried a battered Yeti cooler by the rope handles and set it on the tile floor. He did not look at Marco. He looked at Gumbo.

“You seen Jinx Hollister today?” Tommy asked.

Gumbo swallowed the pork. “Not since Tuesday. She took the Mako out toward Snake Key.”

“She isn’t at Snake Key.” Tommy kicked the side of the Yeti cooler. “I was running the crab traps past Atsena Otie an hour ago. Found her twenty-two-foot Mako drifting near the channel marker. Yamaha outboards tilted up out of the water. Anchor dragging the bottom. Center console empty.”

Gumbo set his paper plate on an empty stainless steel prep table. “Radio?”

“VHF was on. Tuned to channel sixteen. Nobody answering.” Tommy wiped a layer of salt grit from his forehead with the back of his forearm. “I tied a line to her cleat and towed the hull back to the public ramp. FWC is crawling all over it now.”

“Blood on the deck?”

“No blood.” Tommy frowned. “But it smelled.”

“Boats smell, Tommy.”

“Not like this. It smelled like dead fish layered over a Cypress Hill concert. Like a skunk crawled into a burning tire.” Tommy shook his head. “Old school weed. The kind that comes in bricks and gives you a headache. The bilge reeked of it. But there wasn’t a leaf of green anywhere on board.”

Gumbo stood. His knees popped, registering the shift of two hundred and forty pounds. “I appreciate the update.”

“Thought you should know,” Tommy said. “Before her kid starts asking questions.”

Gumbo left the kitchen through the back door. The afternoon sun hit him like a physical blow. Ninety-three degrees of concentrated Florida humidity wrapped around him. He walked the two blocks toward the Cedar Key City Marina. The pavement radiated heat through the soles of his boat shoes. Tourist traffic crawled down SR-24, a line of SUVs creeping past the art galleries and crab shacks.

The marina office sat at the edge of the gravel parking lot, a converted bait shop with peeling white paint and a screen door that slammed off-rhythm. Dee Ann stood behind the register, visible through the salt-crusted front window.

She spotted Gumbo. She raised a hand, ducked out from behind the counter, and pushed the screen door open. She held a crinkling package of generic Fig Newtons.

“You missed the mail,” Dee Ann said. She pressed the Fig Newtons into his chest. “Take these. The expiration date is a suggestion.”

“Appreciate it.” Gumbo looked at the package. The cellophane wrapper was peeling at the corner. “You hear about Jinx?”

“Whole island heard about Jinx.” Dee Ann pointed a finger tipped in coral-pink nail polish toward the wooden docks. “FWC has her Mako. But you have a different problem waiting at slip four.”

Gumbo followed her finger. “Who is it?”

“Her son. Arthur. Drove in from Gainesville an hour ago.” Dee Ann crossed her arms over her faded marina polo. “He buys his khakis with pleats. He wears SPF fifty on a cloudy day. He asked for the manager twice before I told him I run the place.”

“What does he want?”

“He wants a miracle. Or a private investigator.” She looked Gumbo up and down. “You have the shirt for the job.”

Gumbo left Dee Ann on the porch and walked down the wooden ramp to the floating docks. The water slapped against the pilings. Pelicans sat on the mooring posts, watching the minnows school near the surface.

Arthur Hollister stood next to the empty slip where Jinx usually tied up the Mako. Arthur looked exactly the way Dee Ann described. A tax actuary baking in the subtropical sun. Sweat stains bloomed under the armpits of his pale blue button-down. White sunscreen coated the bridge of his nose. He gripped a leather briefcase with white knuckles.

Gumbo stopped three feet away. “Arthur.”

The actuary jumped. He turned, his eyes darting across Gumbo’s massive frame, the Hawaiian shirt, the peeling PI laminate clipped to the breast pocket.

“You’re Malone,” Arthur said. His voice cracked. He cleared his throat and tried again. “The woman at the bait shop said you handle local issues.”

“I handle problems.” Gumbo tore the wrapper off the Fig Newtons. “Your mother is missing.”

“My mother is a liability.” Arthur set the briefcase on the wooden dock. He snapped the brass latches open. “She is sixty-two years old. She has three herniated discs in her lumbar spine. She drinks boxed wine for breakfast and thinks she is a pirate.”

“She catches good grouper.”

“She owes the Internal Revenue Service forty thousand dollars.” Arthur pulled a thick manila envelope from the briefcase. “She missed three payment plans. They put a lien on the Mako. The bank was coming for the house next week. I drove down here to force her to sign the property over to me so I could protect the asset.”

Gumbo bit into a Fig Newton. It tasted like sweet dust. He chewed, swallowed, and watched Arthur. Twenty-eight years of evaluating vendors across mahogany conference tables taught Gumbo to separate emotion from motivation. Arthur had no grief in his posture. Arthur had panic. Arthur feared an audit.

“You think she ran,” Gumbo said.

“I think she did something stupid to get out of the debt.” Arthur shoved the manila envelope toward Gumbo. “I need you to find her. I need you to find her before the police do, before the FWC decides she sank the boat for insurance, before the IRS freezes my associated accounts.”

Gumbo took the envelope. He felt the weight. He did not open it. “How much?”

“Five thousand. Cash.” Arthur wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Another five when you bring her to me to sign these papers.”

Gumbo folded the envelope and shoved it into the front pocket of his shorts. “I’ll ask around.”

“Don’t ask around. Find her.” Arthur picked up his briefcase. “Keep the cops out of it.”

Arthur marched up the dock ramp, his loafers slipping on the wet wood.

Gumbo watched him reach the gravel parking lot, climb into a spotless silver Lexus, and blast the air conditioning. Gumbo pulled his Mead composition book from his back pocket. He uncapped a pen, wrote the date, wrote Arthur Hollister Retainer, and shoved the book away.

Jinx Hollister did not run. She lacked the attention span for a complex evasion. If Jinx vanished, she chased something shiny right over a cliff. Tommy Heard said the boat smelled like an old cartel brick. That gave Gumbo a direction.

He walked past slip four toward Jinx’s actual slip further down the dock. Slip eight.

Two men stood on the floating dock next to Jinx’s fiberglass dock box. They had the lid thrown back. They were tearing through her coiled lines, her extra life jackets, and her rusted tackle boxes.

Gumbo stopped. He leaned his shoulder against a wooden piling. He watched them work.

They wore brand-new Columbia PFG shirts. The shirts retained the sharp, horizontal creases from the plastic packaging. The tall one wore seafoam green. The short one wore coral pink. They moved with a jittery, manic energy, throwing a tangle of anchor line onto the dock.

Fishermen moved with a deliberate rhythm built to conserve energy in the heat. These two moved like gerbils in a wheel. Crypto-bros. Tech guys from Miami or Austin who watched a YouTube video on offshore angling and decided they owned the ocean.

Gumbo looked at their feet. They wore six-hundred-dollar Prada loafers without socks.

“Lose something?” Gumbo asked.

The two men froze. The tall one in the green shirt spun around. He had a tight, expensive haircut and eyes that belonged on a predator but lacked the necessary focus.

“We’re fine,” the tall one said.

“You’re tossing a dock box that doesn’t belong to you,” Gumbo said. He pushed off the piling. He took two steps forward. The dock dipped under his weight. “That belongs to Jinx.”

The short one in the pink shirt stepped forward. He tried to puff out his chest. It failed against the backdrop of Gumbo’s sheer mass. “We are marine biologists. We are conducting a survey for the state. We need a water testing kit we left in this box.”

Gumbo looked at the short man. “Marine biologists.”

“Yes.”

“State survey.”

“Yes.”

Gumbo pointed a finger at the short man’s feet. “Biologists wear Xtratufs. They wear rubber boots because fish blood stains and the deck gets slick. You wear Pradas. Prada leather slips on wet fiberglass. You step on a pitching deck in those, you break your ankle and go over the rail.”

The short man looked down at his shoes. He looked back up at Gumbo. His jaw worked.

“Now,” Gumbo said, his voice dropping an octave. “What are you looking for in Jinx’s box?”

The tall one grabbed the short one by the shoulder. He yanked him back. “We got the wrong slip. My mistake.”

“Sure,” Gumbo said.

The two men backed away. They did not turn their backs on Gumbo until they reached the end of the finger pier. They broke into a jog. They hustled toward a massive, twin-engine SeaVee tied up at the transient dock. The SeaVee had a dark blue hull and pristine white upholstery.

The tall one jumped behind the center console. The short one cast off the lines, slipping on the wet dock exactly the way Gumbo predicted, barking his shin on the gunwale before tumbling over the side into the boat.

The tall one hit the ignition. The twin outboards roared to life, a deep, throaty rumble that shook the wooden planks. He threw the throttles forward.

The SeaVee surged away from the dock. The captain ignored the giant white buoy painted with IDLE SPEED - NO WAKE. The hull lifted, throwing a four-foot wake that crashed into the surrounding boats, slamming hulls against rubber bumpers and spilling coffees in a half-dozen cabins.

Gumbo pulled his composition book out. He watched the transom of the SeaVee as it cleared the breakwater. He wrote down the Florida registration numbers printed on the side of the hull. He wrote down the make of the boat. He noted the color of the shirts.

He put the book away and walked back to slip twelve.

His Carver motor yacht, the S.S. Severance Package, sat low in the water. The boat smelled like salt, old teak, and stale beer. It felt like home. Pete the pelican sat on the adjacent piling. Pete blinked one yellow eye at Gumbo.

Gumbo climbed over the transom. He walked into the main cabin, opened the mini-fridge, and pulled out a cold Yuengling. He popped the top. He took a long drink. The cold beer cut through the dust of the Fig Newton and the lingering heat of the day.

He pulled his cell phone from his pocket. He scrolled
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