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The mullet came out of the water for no reason anyone could explain, which was Florida’s way of starting a Tuesday.

Gumbo Malone watched it from the stern of the S.S. Severance Package, a thirty-eight-foot Carver motor yacht that listed two degrees to starboard and smelled of salt, bilge water, and the particular staleness of a man living alone in 800 square feet of fiberglass and teak. The mullet cleared the surface by a foot, hung there for a moment like it was reconsidering, and went back under without a splash. The water of Cedar Key City Marina closed over the spot like nothing had happened.

Gumbo drank his coffee.

The coffee came from a dented percolator he’d bought at the Ace Hardware in Chiefland, made from grounds in a blue can with a plastic lid, and it tasted the way it tasted, which was like something a reasonable person would drink if nothing better was available and nothing better was, at 6:45 a.m. in slip twelve of the Cedar Key City Marina, available.

He was in the stern chair with his feet on the transom rail, still in yesterday’s shorts, his Hawaiian shirt — the one with the blue marlins — already pulling dark across the shoulders because July in Florida did not wait for a man to finish his coffee before it got to work. The marina stretched in both directions from his slip, maybe forty boats total at this hour, the charter fleet already gone, the live-aboards quiet, the guest dock occupied by a Carolina skiff from Gainesville that had arrived the night before with a family of four who’d spent an hour trying to dock it before a twelve-year-old girl on the neighboring boat took the bow line without being asked and made it look easy.

Cedar Key proper sat behind the marina — two streets, basically, if you were being honest about it, which SR-24 becoming Second Street becoming the boat ramp parking lot did not really support calling a town, except it was a town, had been since the 1840s, and had survived yellow fever and the collapse of the pencil cedar industry and three hurricanes and the specific devastation of being discovered by people who wanted it to be something other than what it was. It smelled like low tide. It had a population of seven hundred, more or less, depending on the season and how you counted the people on boats who’d stopped moving and never left.

Gumbo had been one of those for fourteen months.

He’d driven down from Columbus in October of the previous year in a rented moving truck that carried, in its entirety: two boxes of books, a duffel of clothes, a cast iron skillet that was the one thing he’d argued for in the division of the household, a 42-inch television, a box of files from his last corporate position, and a framed photograph of his daughter taken at her college graduation that he’d put on the shelf above the galley sink and looked at every morning with the specific mixture of love and guilt that divorced fathers with daughters accumulate the way boats accumulate barnacles.

He was 54. He was six feet one inch and 240 pounds of what had once been reasonably athletic and was now just large. He had the hands of a man who’d played baseball in high school and the posture of a man who’d spent twenty-eight years at a desk, these two things having reached an uneasy accommodation somewhere around his mid-forties. His hair had gone gray at the temples and was working its way inward. He owned eleven Hawaiian shirts and wore them in rotation with the conscientiousness he’d once applied to quarterly procurement reviews.

The PI license lived in his breast pocket. He’d gotten it through a program — accredited, technically — that Francine Dowd in Tampa, an actual licensed investigator with an actual office and actual clients, described as “the bar exam of a field that has no bar.” It had taken him a weekend and $89, neither of which he’d mentioned to Rutherford Cane III when that particular conversation became relevant, which it hadn’t yet because Rutherford Cane III would not arrive for another two hours and forty-five minutes.







At 8 a.m. he walked to Dee Ann’s.

Dee Ann ran the marina office out of a converted bait shop at the head of the dock that also sold Cubans, coffee, live shrimp, and a rotating selection of paperback novels from a wire rack that had clearly been acquired from a business that no longer needed it. The novels were all missing their back covers. Nobody knew why. Dee Ann, when asked, said she’d bought them that way, which answered the factual question and left the philosophical one open.

Dee Ann herself was sixty-three, sun-leathered, with reading glasses she wore on a cord of what appeared to be fishing line and hair she kept short for practical reasons. She’d run the marina office for nineteen years through two ownership changes and one bankruptcy, none of which had materially altered her relationship with the work. She knew every boat in every slip and the person attached to it, their payment history, their habits, their approximate net worth, and their relationship status, not because she sought this information but because it arrived whether you wanted it or not when you were the person between the water and the land.

She handed Gumbo his Cuban before he reached the counter.

“You look like you slept on the boat again,” she said.

“I live on the boat.”

“There’s a difference.” She went back to her computer. “Charter went out at five-thirty. Hendersons in the slip four are leaving today. You’ll have a quiet dock.”

Gumbo took the Cuban and a coffee and sat at the single table against the bait tank — the bait tank was empty today, waiting for the shrimp truck — and ate with the methodical patience of a large man who had learned, in the absence of anyone to eat with, to make the eating of meals into a thing rather than a function.

The Cuban was good. It was always good. He’d told Dee Ann this once and she’d looked at him the way you look at someone who has praised the sun for rising.

He was on his second coffee and reading the Levy County Journal — COMMISSION VOTES 4-3 ON DRAINAGE EASEMENT, which was either critical local infrastructure news or the kind of thing that appeared in every county paper in Florida and meant slightly different things each time — when the car came down the dock road.

It was a black Lincoln Town Car, the kind of car that exists in Florida primarily in the service of airports and the elderly rich, and it pulled into the marina parking lot with the careful deliberateness of a large vehicle being driven by someone following instructions from someone else. It parked. Two doors opened.

The driver was a man of about forty in khaki slacks and a tucked-in polo shirt, the clothes of someone who dressed for function rather than climate, who was therefore already making a mistake because the temperature at 8:47 a.m. had crossed 88 degrees and was making for 94 with purpose. He went to the trunk. He opened it. He began unfolding something.

The passenger door produced the second man. He was old — genuinely old, the kind of old that meant he’d been old for a decade already and had kept going anyway — and enormous across the shoulders in a way that time had compacted rather than diminished, the shoulders of someone who had once been powerfully built and now carried that history in the architecture of his frame. He wore a cream seersucker suit with a mint-green pocket square. He wore it the way a man wears a uniform, not a choice.

Gumbo watched through the bait shop window while the driver assembled a mobility scooter from the pieces in the trunk. It took four minutes. The old man stood on the asphalt and did not assist and did not appear impatient. He looked at the marina with the assessment of someone taking tactical inventory.

Dee Ann appeared beside Gumbo’s left shoulder.

“That’s a fancy scooter,” she said.

“Custom,” Gumbo said, because it clearly was — the thing had running boards and a chrome grille and something at the front that might have been decorative or might have been functional and was, regardless, agricultural in character.

“Who is he?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Well,” Dee Ann said, and went back to her computer.

The old man mounted the scooter with the careful precision of a man conducting a physical operation he’d performed many times and intended to continue performing. The driver closed the trunk. The scooter came toward the dock.

Gumbo watched it navigate the transition from asphalt to dock planks, which produced a sound like a firm disagreement, and then the scooter moved down the dock toward the marina office with the unhurried confidence of a vehicle that had been told where it was going.

He finished his coffee.

He got up and refilled it and went back to the table and waited.







The bell above the bait shop door produced the old man two minutes later.

He came through the door and stopped and looked at the room with the same inventory expression he’d used on the marina, and his eyes found Gumbo the way eyes find the largest thing in a small space, and he crossed the room to the table and stood.

“You’re Malone,” he said. The voice came from deep in the chest and carried the specific authority of someone who had given orders for sixty years and had never needed to raise it.

“Most mornings,” Gumbo said.

The old man looked at the table, at the Cuban wrapper, at the coffee, at Gumbo.

“I’m told you’re a private investigator.”

“I am.”

“Who told you that you were a private investigator?”

Gumbo reached into his breast pocket and put the laminated card on the table between them.

The old man looked at it without picking it up. He had the reading glasses on a chain around his neck but he didn’t use them, which meant either his vision was good enough or the card was large enough, and the card was not that large.

“The laminate is separating,” the old man said.

“It’s the humidity.”

“Everything in this state blames the humidity.” He pulled the chair back from the table, the move deliberate and careful, the move of a man whose hips expressed opinions, and he sat. He put both hands on the table, flat, and looked at Gumbo.

“My name is Rutherford Cane,” he said. “The third.”

He said it without decoration, the way men say names they’ve had a long time and have long since stopped introducing with any ceremony because the name, by this point, was supposed to arrive before they did.

Gumbo looked at him.

“Cane Agricultural,” Rutherford said.

“The sugar.”

“Among other things. Yes. The sugar.” He reached into the breast pocket of the seersucker suit and produced a card — heavier than stock, cream-colored, engraved rather than printed, the kind of card that costs more per unit than Gumbo’s daily food budget — and set it on the table beside Gumbo’s laminated license with a neutrality that was not quite a comparison.

Gumbo picked it up. CANE AGRICULTURAL HOLDINGS. Rutherford Cane III, Chairman Emeritus. Below that, in italics: Est. 1887.

“You drove up from Immokalee,” Gumbo said.

“My man drove. I rode.”

“Four hours.”

“Four and a half.” The old man’s eyes held steady. “I have a granddaughter.”

Dee Ann materialized from behind the counter with a coffee mug and set it in front of Rutherford without being asked and went back to her computer. Rutherford watched her go.

“Thank you,” he said, to the room generally, which was the right instinct.

“Cream’s on the table,” Dee Ann said, without turning.

Rutherford didn’t use the cream. He drank the coffee black and returned his attention to Gumbo.

“My granddaughter’s name is Magnolia,” he said. “She’s twenty-seven. She goes by Maggie.” He set the mug down. “Last Thursday evening, at approximately seven o’clock, two men took her from the parking lot of a Whole Foods in Naples.”

The dock outside the window produced the sound of the Henderson family loading their boat — coolers, children, the specific chaos of recreational departure — and Gumbo let the sound run while he watched Rutherford’s face deliver information with the economy of a man who had briefed people before and knew that the first information and the last information were the ones that counted.

“Kidnapping,” Gumbo said.

“Yes.”

“You called the FBI.”

“I did not.”

Gumbo put his coffee down.

“They made one call,” Rutherford said. “To my attorney. Gerald Foss, in Immokalee. The call asked for two million dollars and specified a wire transfer and gave a deadline of seventy-two hours.” He looked at his hands on the table. “My attorney called me. I called Gerald back and told him to arrange payment.”

“And?”

“And they never called again.” Rutherford looked up. “Because Magnolia left.”

“She escaped.”

“She left,” Rutherford said, with a firmness that was not contradicting Gumbo so much as insisting on accuracy. “There is a difference. An escape implies a confined space and a door. She was in a fishing cabin on the edge of Big Cypress. She walked into the swamp.”

“When?”

“Sometime Friday. The men — the two who took her — called Gerald Friday evening. Renegotiating, they said.” Something moved across Rutherford’s face that might have been contempt and might have been something more complicated. “What they wanted was for someone to find Magnolia and instruct her to stop contacting them.”

Gumbo sat back in his chair.

“She’s been texting them,” Rutherford said. “Comments on their operation. Suggestions.”

Outside, one of the Henderson children achieved either a personal triumph or a minor injury, the sound covering both possibilities. The Hendersons departed. The dock went quiet.

“Sheriff?” Gumbo said.

“No.”

“FBI?”

“I said no.”

“You understand the FBI has resources that—”

“I understand what the FBI has.” Rutherford’s voice stayed level. “I also understand that the FBI finds people the way the federal government does everything, which is loudly, with forms, and with a considerable number of people who will be in positions they weren’t authorized to be in when someone thought to ask. I understand that a twenty-seven-year-old woman who walked voluntarily into a swamp to avoid coming home will experience the FBI differently than she experiences the swamp.”

He drank his coffee.

“And I understand,” he said, quieter, “that if I send law enforcement after my granddaughter, I will get her back for a week, and I will lose her for the remainder of whatever time I have left.” He set the mug down. “I am eighty-four years old, Mr. Malone. The mathematics of what I can afford to lose have changed.”

The bait tank hummed. Through the window the water of the marina sat flat and silver under the July sun.

Gumbo turned the business card over in his hand. The back was blank.

“Who told you about me?” he said.

“Dorothy Simms. She runs the county recorder’s office in Levy County. Her daughter owns a boat.” Rutherford’s chin moved toward the dock. “She said you found a man’s boat that went missing last March. Traced it to a buyer in Homosassa through the title records.”

“That took me eleven days and it was a twenty-three-foot boat sitting in plain sight at a marina twenty miles from here.”

“It still required finding,” Rutherford said.

Gumbo put the business card down. He looked at the seersucker suit, the pocket square, the hands flat on the table. He looked at the face — 84 years of Florida sun and decision-making, the face of a man who had built something large and was now in a bait shop in Cedar Key drinking bad coffee because the person he needed could not, at this moment, be the FBI.

“Tell me about Magnolia,” Gumbo said.

Something shifted in Rutherford’s face. Small, controlled, but there.

“She’s a doctoral candidate at the University of Florida,” he said. “Environmental science. She has been doing field research in the Big Cypress for three years.” A pause. “She is the most intelligent person in my family, which is not a small statement because we have some capable people.”

“What’s the research on?”

“Water quality.” He said it the way people say things they’ve been briefed on rather than things they know. “Phosphorus levels. Agricultural runoff. That general area.”

“Your agricultural runoff?”

Rutherford looked at him steadily. “Among others. The Everglades watershed is a complex system, Mr. Malone.”

“That’s true,” Gumbo said, because it was.

“Maggie has — views,” Rutherford said. “On the family operation. On our water management practices. We have disagreed about this.” He picked up the coffee mug and held it without drinking. “We have disagreed about this in the specific way that a young woman with a doctorate and an old man with four decades of practical knowledge disagree, which is to say neither party believes the other has understood them.” He set the mug down. “That is a separate matter from the current situation.”

Gumbo wasn’t sure it was a separate matter, but he wrote it in his notebook — a Mead composition book, the same kind he’d used for meeting notes in Columbus for fifteen years, the only organizational habit that had followed him to Florida — and let it sit.

“The engagement,” Gumbo said.

Rutherford’s expression didn’t change, but something went quiet behind it.

“Maggie is engaged,” he said. “To Bradford Sweetwater. His family runs Sweetwater Citrus. Fourth-largest citrus operation in the state. It is a good family.”

“How long has she been engaged?”

“Since April. Four months.”

“Who asked who?”

A pause. “The families had discussed it.”

“The families.”

“Yes.”

Gumbo wrote that down too.

“There’s an engagement party,” Rutherford said. “Saturday. Four days. My daughter—Maggie’s mother—has organized it. Eighty people. Catering from a company in Naples.” He looked at the table. “Magnolia doesn’t know the specifics of the guest list. She left before those were finalized.”

“Does she know about the party?”

“She knows there’s to be one.”

“Is she happy about it?”

Rutherford looked at him.

“Is she happy about the engagement,” Gumbo said.

“She agreed to it,” Rutherford said.

Gumbo looked at him.

Rutherford looked back.

Neither of them said what they were thinking about the distance between those two things.










The envelope came out of the inside breast pocket of the seersucker jacket. Letter-sized, unsealed, thick. Rutherford set it on the table between them.

“Ten thousand,” he said. “Cash. There’s ten more when she comes home.”

Gumbo looked at the envelope. He did not pick it up. He was doing math that had nothing to do with numbers, the kind of calculation that was about what a man could do rather than what a man could charge for doing it, and the math kept coming back to the same answer which was that his last case had been a missing boat and this was a missing person and those were different things in ways he was only beginning to enumerate.

He thought about calling Francine Dowd. He thought about what Francine would say, which was you’re not qualified for this, Gumbo, which was true, and also but you’re what the man has, which was also true.

He picked up the envelope.

It had the weight of a decision.

“I need everything you have on the men who took her,” Gumbo said. “The van, the names if you have them, the location of the cabin.”

“Gerald Foss can provide that. He’s been in contact with the Collier County Sheriff’s office.” Rutherford produced a card — Foss’s card, same weight stock, same engraving — and put it on top of the Cuban wrapper. “Gerald will give you access to whatever the family has. You go through Gerald.”

“I’d rather go through you.”

“Gerald manages the family’s affairs.”

“Gerald manages the family’s legal exposure,” Gumbo said. “Which is not the same thing. I talk to Gerald, I’m getting the version of events that’s been reviewed for liability. I need the version that hasn’t.”

The old man regarded him with something that might have been reassessment.

“That’s a perceptive distinction,” Rutherford said.

“I spent twenty-eight years in corporate middle management,” Gumbo said. “I’ve sat in a lot of rooms with attorneys.”

“What did you manage?”

“Procurement. Paper supply.”

Rutherford looked at him the way Gumbo had been looked at before when he said this, which was with the expression of a man encountering a fact that didn’t fit the space allocated for it.

“Office paper,” Gumbo said. “Specialty coatings, newsprint, packaging stock. The Midwest region.” He put the envelope in the breast pocket of his Hawaiian shirt, next to the PI license, where it made a visible rectangle against the blue marlin fabric. “You want to tell me what Gerald’s version leaves out, you do that now. Saves us both time.”

The dock outside was empty. The Henderson slot lay open, water showing between the finger piers. The marina smelled of brine and marine diesel and somewhere behind that the yeast-and-lime smell of the restaurant on the corner that didn’t open until eleven but started prep at eight.

Rutherford was quiet for long enough that Dee Ann refilled both their coffees without being asked and departed again in the complete silence of a woman who had learned when a room required her absence.

“Maggie found something in her research,” Rutherford said. “Data. About our water management discharge and the phosphorus levels downstream. She brought it to Gerald’s office in January.” He looked at the table. “Gerald told her the data would need independent verification before any action could be considered, and that in the meantime she should continue her research and not discuss her preliminary findings outside the family. He wrote her a letter to this effect.”

“She sat on it.”

“She did not,” Rutherford said. “She kept working. She built a larger dataset. She came back in March with more data and a preliminary report.” He picked up his mug. “Gerald told her the same thing.”

“Did you see the report?”

“No.”

“Did you know about it?”

The pause was shorter than the first one, but it was there.

“I knew Maggie had concerns,” Rutherford said. “About the water management. Gerald characterized them as preliminary. Theoretical. He said she was still in the data collection phase and that nothing was actionable yet.” He drank his coffee. “I trusted Gerald’s assessment.”

Gumbo wrote this down. He wrote: Gerald filtered. He drew a line under it.

“Mr. Cane,” he said. “I need you to understand something before I take this case.”

Rutherford waited.

“I can find your granddaughter. I have a reasonable chance of finding her — she’s in the Big Cypress, she’s a field researcher who knows that terrain, she has resources, she’s healthy. Those are good facts.” He turned the composition book so the old man could see his notes, then turned it back. “But finding her and bringing her home are different problems. I can’t make Magnolia Cane do anything she’s decided not to do. Nobody can.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“What I can do,” Gumbo said, “is talk to her. Present whatever I find out. Carry a message if there’s one worth carrying.” He looked at the old man across the table. “Is there one worth carrying?”

Rutherford’s jaw worked once. The pocket square caught the morning light coming through the bait shop window.

“Tell her,” he said, and stopped.

He looked at the window.

“Tell her I’d like to see her,” he said. “Before Saturday if possible. Before the party. Not for the party.” A long pause. “Just to see her.”

Gumbo wrote it down.

“You understand,” Rutherford said, “that I’m not a man who — " He stopped again. “That certain things are difficult to—” He stopped a third time, and the stopping was information, the same way silence in a conference room was information, it told you exactly where the thing that mattered was located.

“Yes sir,” Gumbo said. “I understand.”







The Town Car sat in the parking lot with the driver in the front seat and the windows up and the engine running, the air conditioning making the car an island of Ohio-style temperature in the Florida morning. Rutherford navigated the dock back to the parking lot on the scooter, the motor making its firm sound on the planking.

Gumbo stood at the head of the dock and watched him go.

“He leave you a case?” Dee Ann said, from directly behind him.

“He did.”

“Big one?”

Gumbo thought about the envelope in his pocket, the weight of it, and the research data nobody had read, and the woman in the swamp who’d found something worth protecting and the old man who’d driven four and a half hours to a bait shop because his attorney had the wrong version of events.

“I don’t know yet,” he said.

“You going to be out of the marina?”

“Probably.”

“I’ll watch the boat,” Dee Ann said, which was what she said to all the live-aboards when they left, and which meant something more specific than it sounded.

Gumbo walked back to slip twelve. He sat on the stern and opened the composition book to a fresh page and wrote Magnolia Cane’s name at the top.

He looked at it for a moment.

He picked up his phone and called Francine Dowd in Tampa.

She answered on the third ring. “You’re calling before noon. Something happened.”

“I took a case.”

“What kind?”

“Missing person.”

“Missing how?”

“Complicated how.” He looked out at the flat water, the morning haze already building over the Gulf. “I need to know what a proper surveillance log looks like. The formatting.”

A pause on the line. “Gumbo.”

“Yeah.”

“A missing person case.”

“Kidnapping that became voluntary disappearance. Woman, twenty-seven, environmental scientist, she’s in the Big Cypress somewhere. Family hired me to find her and convince her to come home.”

“That’s two jobs.”

“I’m aware.”

“You charge for two jobs?”

He looked at the breast pocket where the envelope made its rectangle against the marlins. “I charged for one. I’ll figure it out.”

Francine made the sound she made when she was not going to say what she was thinking. “Surveillance log. Column headers are: date, time, location, subject, observation, and notes. Notes is where you put the stuff that doesn’t fit the other columns. You date and sign every page.” A pause. “Are you writing this down?”

“I’m writing it down.”

“When did you eat last?”

“This morning. Cuban.”

“Eat something else before you do anything else.” He heard her chair adjust. “And Gumbo.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t go into the swamp alone.”

“I’m not going into the swamp today.”

“I didn’t say today.”

He looked at the composition book. Magnolia Cane’s name at the top of a fresh page, and below it, Gerald filtered, underlined, and below that in his own handwriting the three words Rutherford had not been able to finish: Certain things are difficult—

“No,” he said. “I know you didn’t.”








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  










“You want the fish or the fish,” the bartender said.

Gumbo looked up from the menu.

“We’re an island,” she said. “Twelve miles from anything. The lamb chops are good but I’d get the fish.”

“What fish?”

“Tonight it’s sheepshead. Local, came off Tommy Heard’s boat this morning.” She set a bread basket on the bar without being asked. “Tommy’s been fishing these flats since before I was born. If he says it’s good, it’s good.”

“I’ll take the sheepshead,” Gumbo said.

She wrote it on her pad and went to the window. Gumbo watched her relay the order to the kitchen pass-through and come back and refill his water glass and do all of this in the continuous, low-effort motion of someone who had performed these actions so many times they had stopped being actions and become something more like weather.

The Island Room occupied a wood-frame building two blocks from the water that had been, at various points in its life, a fish house, a hardware store, and a lunch counter that served the mullet fleet. The current version had white tablecloths and hurricane lamps on the tables and a wine list in a leather binder and the original pine floors, dark with a century of use, that made a sound underfoot that no amount of renovation money could replicate. The walls held black-and-white photographs of Cedar Key in decades when the island looked both smaller and more serious than it did now. Eight tables. A six-stool bar. A kitchen that produced smells that had been reaching Gumbo’s boat for six weeks and that he’d finally, at the insistence of his own appetite, done something about.

Tuesday night had four tables occupied. A couple from the look of them at the window table, tourist-dressed, consulting their phones between bites. Two women sharing a bottle of something white at the four-top near the kitchen. A family at the round table in the back — grandmother, parents, two kids — eating with the quiet efficiency of people who’d been on the water all day. The room had the sound of a place where people came to eat rather than to be seen eating, which was a distinction Cedar Key maintained with the stubbornness of a town that had learned what happened when you let the wrong people decide what you were.

Gumbo ate the bread and read his notes and thought about Gerald Foss.

He’d called the attorney’s office from the boat at four o’clock and Gerald Foss’s assistant had been pleasant and efficient and had told him Mr. Foss was in a meeting and would return his call at his earliest convenience, and Gumbo had given his number and hung up and Gerald Foss had not called back, which was information of a kind.

He’d spent the rest of the afternoon on his laptop at the stern table — the laptop was three years old and ran warm in the Florida heat, a shared condition — pulling everything publicly available on Cane Agricultural Holdings. The company occupied ten thousand acres of the Everglades Agricultural Area south of Lake Okeechobee. Revenue in the most recent annual report, which was from two years prior because the company was private, exceeded $340 million. They employed twelve hundred people full-time and another eight hundred seasonal. They had a government affairs office in Tallahassee and another in Washington. They had been in some form of negotiation with the South Florida Water Management District over discharge permits for eleven of the last fifteen years, a negotiation that had produced three consent agreements, two administrative challenges, and one lawsuit that was settled out of court in 2019 for terms the court filing described as confidential.

He’d written: Water management is not new. Gerald knows the territory. Maggie’s data lands on existing wounds.

He’d underlined existing wounds and stared at it until the afternoon light went sideways across the water and it was time to find dinner.







The sheepshead arrived with roasted fingerling potatoes and a salad of something green and local and dressed with something citrus-forward that he couldn’t identify and didn’t need to. He ate it with the focused attention he’d been giving food since he’d moved to Cedar Key, which was more attention than he’d given it in the last decade of his marriage, when meals had been things that happened between other things.

He was working on the potatoes when she came out of the kitchen.

She moved through the room the way the bartender moved — continuous, calibrated — but with a different quality underneath it, the quality of ownership rather than employment, the specific awareness of a person reading a room they’re responsible for. She stopped at the window table and said something that made the tourist couple laugh and pointed at the wine list and made a recommendation with a gesture that was specific enough to mean she knew what was in the bottle. She went to the two women and refilled their water and exchanged three sentences. She checked on the family in the back, crouching to say something directly to the younger child, who appeared to have a complaint about something on the plate and whose complaint she received without dismissal and resolved with what looked like a trade.

Then she came to the bar.

She was forty-two, maybe, with the kind of dark hair that went to the shoulders and stayed there without apparent maintenance, and brown eyes that processed the room in the same continuous sweep she used for everything else. She wore a white shirt with the sleeves pushed to the elbows and dark trousers and kitchen shoes — the no-slip kind, the kind you wore because the floors got wet, not for fashion — and no jewelry except small gold earrings. She had good posture and the hands of someone who worked with them. Her face held the particular quality of someone who had been tired for so long that the tiredness had become the baseline rather than the exception, and who had made her peace with this and moved on.

She looked at his plate.

“How’s the sheepshead?”

“Best thing I’ve eaten since I got to this coast,” Gumbo said.

“Tommy’s fish or my prep?”

“Both,” he said. “Equally.”

She looked at him with the mild skepticism of someone who received compliments about food as a professional matter and had learned to calibrate them. Then something in her expression settled, the skepticism resolving into something more neutral, the assessment of a woman who had just decided something.

She put out her hand. “Renata Suarez.”

“Gumbo Malone.”

She didn’t react to the name, which put her in a minority in Cedar Key. “You’re on the marina. The Carver in slip twelve.”

“That’s me.”

“You’re the PI.”

“That’s also me.”

She looked at the composition book on the bar beside his plate. “Working?”

“Thinking.”

“Same thing?”

“Tonight,” he said, “yeah.”

She went around the bar — there was a pass-through, she moved through it — and poured herself something from a bottle he couldn’t see, a short pour, the pour of someone who drinks at work because they own the place and have earned it, not because they need to. She leaned against the back counter.

“I was going to come see you,” she said.

“About?”

She looked at the room, the reflex of a woman who accounted for who was in earshot before she decided what to say. The window couple was deep in their phones. The two women were in their own conversation. The family in the back had achieved the post-meal stillness of people waiting for the check.

“My husband,” she said.

Gumbo put his fork down.

“Not tonight,” she said. “Not the whole thing tonight.” She drank what was in her glass, a small, considered sip. “I just want to know if you do that kind of work. The domestic kind.”

“Depends on what you need.”

“Documentation,” she said. “For a divorce. The kind that changes the numbers.”

The bartender appeared from somewhere, took the wine bottle to the window table, reappeared, vanished again. The kitchen sent out something that smelled like brown butter and citrus.

“Surveillance,” Gumbo said.

“If that’s the word.”

“That’s the word.” He pulled the composition book to him. “Tell me what you know already.”

She looked at the room again. The family in the back was gathering coats and redistributing children. She held up one finger to Gumbo and went to the back table and ran the check and folded the family out of the restaurant with the practiced grace of a woman who could close a table and keep a conversation without losing either, and then she came back to the bar and refilled his wine without asking.

“I know he’s doing it,” she said. “I’ve known for about eight months. I just don’t have the kind of proof that matters in a courtroom.” She moved the wine bottle back to its spot. “My attorney says feelings aren’t discovery.”

“Smart attorney.”

“She’s very smart.” Renata looked at her glass. “His name is Dale Suarez. He runs a boat dealership in Chiefland. Suarez Marine.” She said the name of the business with the flatness of someone who had spent years associated with a thing and was in the process of separating from it. “The woman is his sales manager. Crystal Dupree. She’s been there about a year.”

“You have a schedule for him? Regular patterns?”

“He’s at the dealership six days a week. Monday through Saturday, eight to six, usually. He plays golf Sunday mornings at a course in Crystal River.” She set the glass down. “He came home smelling different about a year ago. Not perfume — men who are careful don’t do perfume — just different. Like a different soap. A different environment.” She looked at Gumbo. “I’ve been in the restaurant business for twelve years. I notice what’s in a room.”

“When did you call an attorney?”

“February.” She picked up his empty plate and put it on the service shelf behind her, the move automatic. “He doesn’t know I’ve called an attorney. He thinks we’re in a rough patch.” A pause. “We’ve been in a rough patch since 2019. Dale just didn’t realize I’d stopped waiting for it to end.”

Gumbo wrote: Dale Suarez. Suarez Marine, Chiefland. Crystal Dupree, sales mgr. Pattern est. approx. 12 months.

“What does the dealership look like?” he said.

“US-19 just north of Chiefland proper. Blue metal building, boat yard behind it. His name on the sign in letters you can read from the highway.” A beat. “Dale believes in signage.”

“He drive the same vehicle every day?”

“Black F-250. Lifted. The kind of truck that’s actually a statement.” She said it without heat, which was its own kind of heat. “He drives it everywhere.”

Gumbo looked at what he’d written. He wrote: Black F-250, lifted, and circled it because lifted trucks in rural Florida were common enough to be invisible, which made them either easy to follow or impossible, depending.

“The settlement,” he said. “What does documentation change?”

“About a hundred and eighty thousand dollars, according to my attorney. There’s a morality clause in our prenuptial agreement.” She said prenuptial agreement without inflection, the words of a document signed thirteen years ago by a woman who had trusted the wrong things about the man she was signing it with. “If either party commits adultery and it’s documented, the aggrieved party receives an additional twenty percent of jointly held liquid assets.”

“What are jointly held liquid assets?”

“Mostly the business account for the dealership. Nine hundred thousand, approximately.” She held his eyes. “Dale makes good money selling boats to people who’ve made good money doing other things. The marine business in this part of Florida has been—” she made a gesture with one hand that meant you know — “healthy.”

“A hundred and eighty thousand,” Gumbo said.

“Plus the restaurant building, which I’m getting regardless. Plus the boat.” Something crossed her face, brief, controlled. “There’s a boat. A 38-foot Robalo center console. Offshore fishing. It’s in my name technically but Dale considers it his, which Dale and I have a different understanding about.”

“The boat matters to you.”

She looked at him directly. “The boat matters because he bought it with money from the restaurant’s operating account. My operating account. He wrote himself a loan document.” She was quiet for a moment. “The loan document is real. The terms are — creative.”

Gumbo looked at her hands on the bar. She had them flat on the surface, and the flatness was a decision, the deliberate placement of a woman who had trained herself out of whatever her hands did when she talked about things that made her angry.

“I’ll take the job,” he said.

She looked at him with the same mild skepticism she’d used for the compliment about the fish.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said.

“What am I thinking?”

He produced the laminated card from his breast pocket and put it on the bar.

She looked at it. She picked it up. She turned it over — the back was blank — and set it down.

“The laminate is peeling,” she said.

“Humidity,” he said.

“Everything here blames the humidity.” She slid the card back across the bar. “Can you do the job?”

“I can do the job.”

“Have you done this kind of job before?”

“I’ve done surveillance work,” he said, which was true in the way that having driven a car in a parking lot was true when someone asked if you could drive. He’d sat outside two different addresses for a bail bondsman in Gainesville who sometimes contracted work out, and he’d done it correctly, and the subject had appeared both times, and Gumbo had photographed them and written the log and Francine had told him the logs were clean.

Renata looked at him.

“My last surveillance job,” he said, “was locating a man who’d skipped on a fifteen-thousand-dollar bond. I found him in six days working at a marina in Steinhatchee under a name that was his mother’s maiden name plus one letter changed.”

“You found him by his name?”

“I found him by the way he tied his boat,” Gumbo said. “The name was just confirmation.”

Something shifted in her expression. Not quite a smile but the architecture of one.

“My rate is forty dollars an hour for active surveillance,” he said. “Plus mileage. I’ll need a retainer.”

“How much of a retainer?”

“Three hundred.” He looked at the wine glass she’d refilled without billing him for. “Two fifty.”

She went to the register at the end of the bar and opened it and counted bills and came back and put them on the composition book.

“I’ll write you a proper receipt,” he said.

“Keep the money,” she said. “I’ll want the receipt.”







The two women by the kitchen paid their check and left with the particular warm energy of people who’d had a good bottle and a good conversation. The window couple sat on, the man making the universal gesture of asking for the check that people make when they don’t want to interrupt their server, the gesture that actually takes longer than just asking.

Renata went to them.

Gumbo drank his wine — the wine was better than anything he’d had since Columbus, since before Columbus if he was being honest about the Columbus years — and looked at his notes. Two cases now, laid on top of each other in the same composition book, Magnolia Cane’s name at the top of one page and Dale Suarez’s name below Renata’s on another, and in the margin between them, almost as an accident, he’d written: Gerald filtered. Dale considers it his.

Two men managing information. Two women dealing with the consequences.

He closed the book.

The window couple left. The restaurant went to three — him, Renata, the bartender, whose name he still hadn’t gotten. The bartender began rolling silverware at the end of the bar in the focused, repetitive way of a person who’d found a task that allowed the mind to go elsewhere. The kitchen sounds dropped in volume as the prep surfaces got cleaned down, the clatter of a finished service.

Renata came back to the bar with a glass of water for herself and leaned against the back counter in the same position as before.

“You used to be in business,” she said. It came out as a statement, not a question.

“Twenty-eight years.”

“What kind?”

“Paper supply. Procurement and vendor management.” He watched her not react to this and found, as he often did, that the non-reaction was more comfortable than the reactions people performed when they thought they were supposed to find something interesting. “Ohio.”

“You came here from Ohio.”

“Fourteen months ago.”

“Why Cedar Key?”

He looked at the restaurant around him. The pine floors, the photographs on the walls, the hurricane lamps burning low as the room emptied. The smell of salt air that came through the kitchen when the back door opened. The sound of the water, which you couldn’t hear but could feel in the slight humidity differential between the air outside and the air in, as if the island breathed.

“I drove south,” he said. “And then I drove west. And then I ran out of road.” He picked up the wine glass. “Cedar Key is what happens when you run out of road.”

She looked at him for a moment.

“That’s either poetic or an accident,” she said.

“Both,” he said. “Equally.”

Her mouth moved — the smile this time, not just the architecture. It lasted half a second, which in a face that controlled itself as carefully as hers was significant.

“The restaurant,” he said. “You built it.”

“I bought a fish shack in 2011 that the previous owner had run into the ground. The floor had a soft spot in the middle that the health inspector had cited twice and the owner had addressed by putting a rug over it.” She looked around the room with the look of a woman taking inventory of something she’d made. “It took three years to turn a real profit. Another two before I could afford the wine list.”

“The wine list is worth it.”

“The wine list is what separates a good restaurant from a place that serves food,” she said. “That and the floors.” She looked down at the pine, dark and scarred and absolutely genuine. “I found a floor guy in Gainesville who understood what these floors were. Most floor guys would have sanded them back to raw wood. He knew you don’t sand a floor like this. You clean it and oil it and leave the history alone.”

“Because the history is the thing.”

“Because the history is the thing,” she said.

She said it without looking at him, still looking at the floors, and there was something in the way she said it that was not about floors, and they both knew it, and neither of them acknowledged it, and that was the right call.







He walked back to the marina at ten o’clock, down Second Street and along the waterfront, the Gulf black beyond the fish houses, the lights of the marina reflected in strips on the flat water. The air had dropped to 82 degrees, which in July in Florida constituted a concession.

He was thinking about Renata Suarez’s hands flat on the bar. He was thinking about Gerald Foss not calling back. He was thinking about Rutherford Cane’s voice when it stopped in the middle of a sentence and what those stops cost a man who’d been in the habit of completing his sentences for eighty-four years.

His phone buzzed.

Text from a number he didn’t recognize. This is Gerald Foss returning your call. I’m available tomorrow morning at nine at my office in Immokalee if you’d like to meet. Please confirm.

Gumbo stopped on the waterfront and looked at the text.

He typed: Confirmed.

He put the phone in his pocket and stood for a moment looking at the black water and the lights and the shape of his boat in slip twelve, the Severance Package sitting low and steady on its lines in the way of a thing that had found its place and intended to stay in it.

Then he walked down the dock, went below, and opened the composition book to a fresh page, and at the top of the page he wrote: Gerald Foss. What he knows. What he’s protecting. What those are not the same thing.

He looked at it for a while before he turned out the light.
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“Mr. Malone. Gerald Foss.”

The hand came across the desk before Gumbo had fully sat down. Foss was fifty-five or so, trim, with the careful grooming of a man who considered his appearance part of his professional equipment. Silver at the temples, navy suit despite the heat, a tie that cost more than Gumbo’s last three meals combined. The office was on the second floor of a building in downtown Immokalee that tried harder than the street below it — mahogany desk, framed diplomas, a credenza with a model of a sugarcane harvester that someone had paid to have made and that Gumbo suspected cost as much as the real thing.

Outside the window, Immokalee went about its business, which was agricultural and serious. Flatbed trucks on the main road. A co-op sign in three languages. The specific flatness of a working town that grew things and processed them and sent them north and did not spend much energy on its own aesthetics.

“Coffee?” Foss said.

“Sure.”

Foss nodded at the assistant who’d shown Gumbo up — a young woman with the posture of someone taking notes even when she wasn’t — and she disappeared and came back with two cups and disappeared again.

The coffee was from a machine. It tasted like the idea of coffee rather than coffee itself, the beverage equivalent of a memo about a meeting.

“I appreciate you making the drive,” Foss said.

“Four and a half hours,” Gumbo said.

“We’re a bit off the beaten path down here.” Foss opened a folder on his desk. Not the folder Gumbo wanted, the motion of opening a folder he’d already decided on. “I’ve put together what we have on the two individuals who took Magnolia. I think you’ll find it fairly comprehensive.”

“Tell me about them first.”

Foss looked up.

“Before the folder,” Gumbo said.

A small recalibration crossed Foss’s face — quick, professional, the adjustment of a man who gave information in a particular order and had just been asked to change the order. He closed the folder.

“What would you like to know?”

“How did you identify them?”

“The Collier County Sheriff’s office traced the van. It was registered to a business — a pest control company — that turned out to be a shell. The registration address was a UPS Store in Naples. They ran the corporate filing and found a name: Dexter Marchetti.” Foss opened the folder again, a reflex, and caught himself. “Doobie Marchetti, apparently. A prior for wire fraud in 2018, federal. Served fourteen months at Jesup.”

“And the second man?”

“His cousin. Wayne Prinn. Goes by Cletus.” Something in Foss’s expression suggested he found the name professionally offensive. “No prior record, which in this case I suspect reflects a failure of the criminal justice system to keep adequate records rather than an absence of relevant behavior.”

“They in custody?”

“No.” Foss paused. “We — the family — chose not to pursue that avenue at this time.”

“Because pursuing it means a formal missing persons report.”

“Because pursuing it means a great many things that the family would prefer to manage privately.” He said it clean, without apology, a man stating a policy rather than defending one.

Gumbo drank the machine coffee. It hadn’t improved.

“The cabin,” he said. “Where they held her.”

“Big Cypress. About twelve miles east of the Tamiami Trail.” Foss slid a piece of paper across the desk — coordinates, a hand-drawn map that had been photocopied until the detail was soft. “The property is owned by a fishing outfitter in Naples. The cabin is available for rent seasonally. Marchetti used a false name and paid cash.”

“She was there how long?”

“Approximately twenty hours.” Foss looked at the folder. “From Thursday evening until sometime Friday afternoon, our best estimate.”

“She called you from the cabin?”

“No. We had no contact with Magnolia directly.” He paused in the way lawyers paused when they were deciding what the next sentence was going to carry. “Our contact was exclusively with Marchetti. Two calls — the initial ransom demand Thursday night, and then the — subsequent call Friday evening.”

“The one where he asked you to call her off.”

Foss’s mouth moved. “He expressed concern about her communications, yes.”

“She was texting them.”

“Apparently.”

“What was she texting?”

“He didn’t specify.”

Gumbo looked at him.

“He was — agitated,” Foss said. “The call was brief.”

Gumbo wrote in the composition book: Foss had 2 calls from Marchetti. Agitated. Didn’t ask what Maggie was saying to them. Attorney who doesn’t ask questions is an attorney who doesn’t want answers.

“What did Rutherford tell you about why he hired me?” Gumbo said.

“He said he wanted someone to locate Magnolia and facilitate her return.” Foss straightened the folder. “I want to be clear that the family’s position is simply that Magnolia is in an unsafe environment and we want her home.”

“The Big Cypress is her research area. She’s been working there for three years.”

“She’s alone.”

“She’s a field researcher. Being alone in the field is the job.” He put the pen down. “Mr. Foss. Tell me about the report.”

The room changed. Not visibly — Foss didn’t move, the diplomas stayed on the wall, the harvester model sat where it sat — but the quality of the air between them shifted the way pressure shifts before weather.

“Report,” Foss said.

“Magnolia’s research report. The one she brought to your office in January. And again in March.”

The pause lasted four seconds, which in a conversation with a lawyer was a geological era.

“Magnolia shared some preliminary findings with me,” Foss said. “In my capacity as the family’s legal counsel. Those communications are protected under attorney-client privilege, as I advised her at the time.”

“She’s not your client. The family is.”

“The family’s interests and Magnolia’s interests—”

“Are not the same thing,” Gumbo said. “Which is something you know and something she found out.”

Foss looked at him across the mahogany desk. The look had the quality of reassessment — the same look Rutherford had given him in the bait shop, a different version.

“You’re more prepared than I expected,” Foss said.

“I had a long drive,” Gumbo said.



What Foss gave him, carefully and with the lawyerly precision of a man controlling the shape of a disclosure, was this:

Magnolia had come to his office January 15th with a preliminary data summary — forty pages, appendices, three years of phosphorus monitoring data from twelve sampling stations in the watershed downstream of Cane Agricultural’s primary discharge points. The data showed phosphorus concentrations running at two to four times the state’s allowable threshold in eight of twelve stations. The trend line over three years moved in one direction.

Foss had told her the data required independent verification.

Magnolia had asked who would conduct the verification.

Foss had told her he’d need to consult with the company’s environmental compliance team.

Magnolia had asked whether the environmental compliance team was independent.

Foss had said the data needed verification before any conclusions could be drawn.

She’d come back in March with sixty pages and a methodology section and two additional sampling stations showing the same pattern. She’d also brought, Foss mentioned with the careful tone of a man flagging something he’d rather not flag, a draft letter to the EPA’s regional enforcement office.

“She was going to file,” Gumbo said.

“She was considering her options.”

“You told her not to.”

“I advised her that filing an enforcement complaint against the family’s primary business without exhausting internal remedies first would be premature and potentially damaging to ongoing relationships with state regulators.” Foss’s hands rested on the closed folder. “That’s accurate legal advice.”

“Did you tell Rutherford about the draft letter?”

The four-second pause again. “I advised Mr. Cane that Magnolia had concerns about the company’s water management protocols and that I was managing the situation.”

“You told him she had concerns.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t tell him she had data.”

“The data—”

“Is the difference between a granddaughter with opinions and a granddaughter with a federal enforcement complaint,” Gumbo said. “You know that. Rutherford doesn’t know that. And Magnolia figured out that somebody in this loop was making sure Rutherford didn’t know that.”

Foss was quiet.

The truck sounds from the street below came through the window glass — a flatbed downshifting at the light, the backup beeper of something large.

“How long have you been the family’s attorney?” Gumbo said.

“Twenty-two years.”

“Good relationship?”

“Excellent.”

“Good.” Gumbo picked up the pen. “Here’s what I need from you. The full name and contact information for the Collier County deputy who traced the van. The original coordinates of the cabin, not the photocopy — I need to read the actual GPS numbers. And the date and time of both of Marchetti’s calls, exact.”

Foss wrote them on a legal pad and tore the sheet off and slid it across.

“And I need Magnolia’s cell number,” Gumbo said.

“She’s not answering her cell.”

“I know. I need it anyway.”

Foss wrote it down.

Gumbo looked at the number and put it in his book. He stood.

“Mr. Malone.” Foss stayed seated. The folder stayed closed. “Rutherford is — he doesn’t fully understand the scope of the regulatory exposure. I’ve been managing that carefully because the company employs twelve hundred people full-time and another—”

“Eight hundred seasonal,” Gumbo said. “I read the annual report.”

Foss looked at his hands. “The exposure, if Magnolia files the enforcement complaint, runs to potentially thirty or forty million dollars in remediation costs. Permit renegotiation. The possibility of operational restrictions during remediation.” He looked up. “I’m not the villain in this. I’m trying to protect twenty-two hundred jobs and a family business that’s been operating since 1887.”

“By keeping the founder in the dark about what his granddaughter found.”

“By managing the timeline of a difficult disclosure.”

Gumbo picked up his composition book and the legal pad sheet with Foss’s notes.

“I’ll tell you what I told Rutherford,” he said. “I’m going to find Magnolia. After that, what happens is between her and her grandfather.” He put the book under his arm. “You should probably be in the room for that conversation.”

“I intend to be.”

“No,” Gumbo said. “I mean you should be in the room as a man who works for the family, not as the man who decided what the family needed to know.” He held Foss’s eyes. “Those are different rooms.”

He left the folder on the desk.




He ate lunch at a place on the main road called Rosario’s that had six tables and a hand-lettered menu board and a woman behind the counter who told him the special was picadillo and rice and that it would take ten minutes and that he should sit down. He sat down. It took eight minutes and it was the best thing he’d eaten since the sheepshead.

He wrote in the composition book while he ate.

What he had: Marchetti and Prinn, approximate location of the cabin, a cell number that went nowhere. What Maggie had: three years of data, a methodology, a draft letter she hadn’t sent, a machete from a cabin wall, a field pack she’d been carrying when she got grabbed.

A woman who was grabbed on her way somewhere and who, when someone handed her the equivalent of a different route to the same destination, took it.

He wrote: She’s not hiding. She’s waiting.

He looked at it.

He added: Waiting for what?

He paid and went back to the Jeep and sat with the windows down because the air conditioning had started making a sound like gravel in a dryer and he’d been ignoring it for two weeks in the way he ignored mechanical complaints until they became demands. The parking lot of Rosario’s held three pickups and a work van and a sedan with a cracked windshield and the specific peace of a Tuesday afternoon in a working town.

He called Trevor Monks.

It rang four times and went to voicemail. The voicemail message said: This is Trevor, leave a number, in the tone of someone who checked voicemail rarely and returned calls selectively.

Gumbo left his number.

He called Francine Dowd.

She picked up on two. “You’re calling from an Immokalee area code.”

“I drove down this morning.”

“To the lawyer.”

“Foss. Yes.”

“How was it?”

“He gave me what he decided to give me.” Gumbo looked at the composition book on the passenger seat. “He’s protecting the company from a regulatory action that Maggie documented. He told the old man she had concerns. He didn’t tell the old man she had data and a draft EPA complaint.”

“So the old man doesn’t know what his granddaughter actually found.”

“The old man thinks she has feelings about the family business. She has evidence.” He started the Jeep. The air conditioning made its gravel sound and then settled. “Foss framed it as protecting jobs. Twelve hundred full time, eight hundred seasonal.”

“Is he wrong?”

“He’s not wrong about the stakes.” Gumbo pulled onto the main road. “He’s wrong about the method. You can’t manage a man like Rutherford Cane by deciding what he needs to know. You do that long enough, you end up with a granddaughter in a swamp and a PI in a bad Hawaiian shirt driving four hours each way to find out what should’ve been a family conversation.”

“Bad Hawaiian shirt.”

“The marlins are fine. The color’s faded.”

“Did you eat?”

“Picadillo.”

“Good. Don’t drive back on an empty stomach, you make bad decisions.” A pause. “The surveillance job. Did you start the log?”

“Not yet. I’m driving to Immokalee and back today.”

“Start it tonight. Date, time, subject, location, observation. Sign every page.” Her voice had the particular patience of a woman who had said this before to people who’d said I know, I know and then not done it. “And Gumbo.”

“Yeah.”

“The regulatory thing. EPA complaint.”

“What about it.”

“If Maggie files while you’re looking for her, the case changes shape. The family’s not just looking for a missing girl anymore. They’re looking for the person who pulled the pin.” She let that sit. “I’d find out where that draft letter is before somebody else does.”

He drove north on SR-29 with the windows down and the composition book on the passenger seat and the flat agricultural land opening up on both sides — the cane fields, green and dense, running to the horizon in the specific monotony of a monoculture, broken only by the water management infrastructure, the pump stations and retention structures that moved water around the system with the engineering confidence of a project begun before the downstream consequences were fully understood.

He drove through it and thought about consequences.



He was back in Cedar Key by four-thirty. He parked at the marina, got a Yuengling from the cooler on the Severance Package’s stern, and sat at the table and opened the laptop and found Suarez Marine on US-19 in Chiefland on Google Maps — blue metal building, boat yard, the name on the sign in letters you could read from a moving car.

He wrote the address in the book.

He looked at Dale Suarez’s business website. Professional photographs of boats, a staff page with headshots. Dale’s headshot was the kind that men commissioning their own headshots produced — slightly too much jaw, slightly too direct a look, the expression of a man who’d been told to project confidence and had interpreted this as project size. Crystal Dupree’s headshot was smaller, positioned lower on the page. She had a direct look of a different kind, the kind that meant she was aware of the camera without performing for it.

He closed the laptop.

His phone showed a missed call from the Gainesville area code. He called it back.

“You called me,” said the voice. Young, male, the residual self-consciousness of someone who hadn’t yet decided whether this call was a good idea.

“Trevor Monks?”

A pause. “Yeah.”

“Gumbo Malone. I’m looking for Magnolia Cane.”

The pause this time had a different quality — the pause of someone doing a rapid internal calculation, running values, checking results.

“Who hired you?” Trevor said.

“Her grandfather.”

“Rutherford Cane hired you.”

“He did.”

“To bring her back.”

“To find her,” Gumbo said. “Those are different things. He was specific about the difference.”

Another pause. The sound of a dog moving on a hard floor, claws clicking.

“She texted me,” Trevor said. “Three days ago. She said she’s fine and to tell nobody.”

“I know,” Gumbo said.

“How do you know?”

“Because she’d text her research assistant before almost anyone else. You’re the one who knows where her field sites are.” He picked up the Yuengling. “She’s not going to leave the notebooks out there alone. She knows that.”

The dog sound again. Somewhere in the background, a door.

“I’m not going to tell you where she is,” Trevor said.

“Not asking you to. Not yet.” He looked at the water past the marina. The afternoon light laid itself flat across the Gulf, turning everything the color of something without a name. “Tell me about the research. What she was finding.”

“Why?”

“Because I read the corporate annual report and I talked to the family attorney and I’ve driven four hours each way through the Everglades Agricultural Area today and I need someone to tell me what the numbers actually mean.” He set the bottle down. “You’re her research assistant. You know what she found.”

The longest pause yet. Gumbo let it run.

“The phosphorus levels,” Trevor said, finally. “In the downstream monitoring stations. You know what phosphorus does to the Everglades?”

“Feeds the cattails,” Gumbo said. “Crowds out the sawgrass.”

A beat. “Yeah. Okay.” Something in Trevor’s voice shifted — the wariness not gone but reorganized around something else, the instinct of a person who’d been wanting to talk about this to someone who’d listen. “The sawgrass is the system. The whole food web runs on it. The cattails are a monoculture. They move in where the phosphorus is high, they crowd everything else, and the system collapses inward.” He stopped. “Maggie’s been documenting it for three years. Twelve sampling stations. The pattern is—it’s not ambiguous. It’s not preliminary. The attorney told her it was preliminary.”

“What would the EPA do with it?”

“File an enforcement action. Mandatory remediation. Operational restrictions on the discharge during the remediation period, which could run two to five years.” He said it clean, the numbers of someone who’d looked this up. “The company would have to renegotiate their water management permits from a much weaker position.”

“What would remediation cost?”

“Thirty million low end. Fifty million if they have to restructure the pump infrastructure.” He paused. “The company’s done this before. Smaller scale. 2019. They paid eight million to settle and called it voluntary compliance.”

“Foss managed that settlement.”

“Yeah.” The word carried its own information.

“Trevor.” Gumbo
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