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The pelican had been working the marina for twenty minutes and showed no signs of quitting.

Gumbo watched it from the wheelhouse of the Belinda Sue — his coffee going cold in the mug, Monday morning pressing down on him the way Monday mornings do in Florida, which is to say the heat arrived ahead of schedule and the sun had an attitude. The pelican stood on the transom of a Carolina skiff three slips down, calm as a judge, and every time the skiff’s owner turned his back, the bird dipped its enormous beak into the live well and came up with something wriggling. The owner, a leathered man in a Mahi-Mahi tournament shirt, had not yet figured out what was happening to his bait. The pelican had the whole operation timed.

Gumbo respected the commitment.

He had his own Monday morning operation, such as it was. The Belinda Sue sat in slip fourteen at Cedar Key Marina, a forty-foot houseboat that smelled like low tide and the ghost of someone else’s ambitions. The wheelhouse doubled as his office — a folding table held a laptop that took four minutes to boot, a cardboard box held his case files, and a corkboard above the porthole held a Florida map with three pushpins in it that had no system he could currently recall. His PI license, laminated and slightly warped from the humidity, hung from a finishing nail next to the VHF radio.

The license read: DANIEL J. MALONE, PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR, LICENSE NUMBER PI-1847302. The photo made him look like a man who had recently received bad news about a car repair. He’d had his hair cut the day before the photo. He did not know why he thought that would help.

He checked his bank balance on his phone. He put the phone face-down on the table.

Outside, the pelican extracted a live pinfish from the well and tilted its head back. The tournament man turned around. The pelican was already airborne.


The phone rang at 8:47 AM.

Gumbo looked at it. Unknown number, 941 area code — Sarasota. He picked up.

“Hello?”

“Is this—” A pause. Papers shuffling. “Is this Gumbo?”

“Danny Malone. Gumbo is a nickname.”

“The flyer said Gumbo.”

“The flyer was a work in progress. What can I do for you?”

Another pause. This one had weight to it — the kind that comes when someone has been rehearsing what to say and still doesn’t like how it sounds. “My name is Kyle Jeffcoat. I need to find someone. Two someones. They went hiking in the Everglades on Saturday and they haven’t come back.”

Gumbo reached for his coffee. Remembered it was cold. Drank it anyway.

“Have you called the park service?”

“Yes.”

“The sheriff’s office?”

“Yes. I drove down and filed a report in person yesterday morning. The deputy told me missing persons under forty-eight hours in the backcountry is standard hiker protocol. Could be a twisted ankle, could be they camped overnight by choice, could be they wandered toward the visitor center.” He said “visitor center” the way you say a thing someone told you when you’re pretty sure they were just getting you out of the office. “She said to come back Monday if they still hadn’t shown up.”

“Today is Monday.”

“Today is Monday and they’re still not back. And Renata is not someone who gets lost. She’s a botanist. She goes into the Everglades all the time for research. She knows that trail.”

Gumbo wrote the name on a Post-it. RENATA. “Who is the second person?”

The pause that followed ran about two beats longer than it needed to.

“Marcus. Marcus Webb. He’s a—he’s a teacher. Biology. From Tampa.”

“And your relationship to Renata?”

“We used to date.”

“Used to.”

“For five years. We broke up eight months ago. She’s with Marcus now.” The way he said Marcus Webb, like the name had a splinter in it. “She still texts me when she’s going somewhere remote. In case something happens. She said it’s just practical. I said okay.”

Gumbo looked at the corkboard. Looked at the three pushpins. “Mr. Jeffcoat. Are you hiring me to find Renata, or are you hiring me to find out if Renata is fine and just not answering your calls?”

Silence on the line. Then: “Both, I guess. I need to know she’s safe. I need someone moving on this right now and not—not waiting for a form to process.”

“What’s the rate?”

“I’ll pay four hundred a day plus expenses.”

Gumbo pulled the Post-it off the stack, wrote $400/DAY PLUS EXPENSES, and pressed it to the steering wheel.

“All right, Mr. Jeffcoat. Tell me everything she told you.”

# # #

Kyle Jeffcoat talked for eleven minutes. Gumbo filled half a legal pad.

The facts, stripped of the parts where Kyle’s voice went tight: Renata Cruz, thirty-four, assistant professor of botany at USF Tampa, had planned a day hike on the Cypress Spur trail off Loop Road, east of Monroe Station, in the Big Cypress National Preserve section of the greater Everglades. She filed a trail permit for Saturday, two hikers, estimated return 4:00 PM. She texted Kyle the GPS coordinates of the trailhead at 7:15 AM Saturday — old habit, she’d told him, just practical — along with the trail name and a note that said back by dinner, don’t be weird about it.

By 8:00 PM Saturday, she had not texted again.

By Sunday morning, Kyle had driven four hours from Sarasota to the Collier County Sheriff’s Office.

Gumbo underlined the trailhead coordinates twice. Then he wrote: MARCUS WEBB, BIOLOGY TEACHER, TAMPA. He looked at what he’d written and added a question mark after TEACHER, not because he doubted it but because five years of quarterly business reviews had trained him to question anything he couldn’t verify himself.

“One more thing,” Kyle said. “Send me your Venmo and I’ll do the first day up front.”

“Cash works.”

“I don’t carry cash.”

“Venmo works too.” Gumbo gave him the handle. “I’ll call you from the trailhead.”

He hung up and looked at the phone for a moment. His Venmo handle was @GumboPI, which he’d thought was funny when he set it up and now found mildly embarrassing every time someone sent him twenty dollars for a skip trace.

He went below to the galley, ate two cold pieces of toast standing over the sink, and changed out of his houseboat clothes — cargo shorts and a Cedar Key Marina t-shirt — into what he thought of as his field outfit: khaki pants, a short-sleeve blue Oxford from his old corporate life, and his decent walking shoes. He studied himself in the head mirror. He looked like a man heading to a casual Friday that had moved outdoors.

He went back up, opened the lockbox bolted under the wheelhouse console, and took out the .38. A Colt Detective Special, snubnose, six rounds. He’d bought it from a guy at a gun show in Gainesville two months ago because the guy said it was the right gun for a PI, which seemed like a sales pitch but also turned out to be true in the sense that it fit in the glove box of his truck without making the compartment impossible to close. He checked the cylinder out of habit — six rounds, all present — and set it on the passenger seat.

Then he went back below for the machete. It lived under the port-side bench, next to a bottle of WD-40 and a flare gun he’d never used. The machete had come with the boat, left by the previous owner along with three fishing rods, a broken depth finder, and a laminated card that said HURRICANE PREP CHECKLIST in faded red letters. He’d used the machete twice: once to cut back the Brazilian pepper that kept trying to board the stern, once to cut open a box of boat parts that arrived zip-tied instead of taped.

He put the machete in the truck bed.

He drove north off the island, picked up 19 south, and pointed the Ranger toward a part of Florida he had never actually entered.

# # #

The Winn-Dixie in Homosassa had a rack of Florida road atlases next to the customer service desk. Gumbo bought the 2024 edition, which he felt was an improvement over the 2014 he’d been using, and which showed Loop Road as a thin gray line through a lot of green nothing.

He stood in the personal care aisle and read the back of three different brands of insect repellent. The first claimed to be effective against mosquitoes, ticks, gnats, and no-see-ums, which covered most of the threats he’d read about in the one Everglades hiking guide he’d found on his phone during the drive. The second claimed the same but added “formulated for the Florida outdoors,” which he took as a sign they understood the assignment. He bought both.

In the snack aisle he stood for a full minute in front of the trail mix. There were eleven varieties. He grabbed two bags of the one that had the most nuts and the least candy, because that seemed like the choice a competent person made, and then grabbed one of the candy-heavy ones because it was Monday and sometimes you needed a peanut butter chip.

He added a four-pack of water, a box of granola bars, a road coffee from the deli counter, and a pair of athletic socks because he’d noticed on the drive that the walking shoes had already started rubbing his left heel.

At the register, the cashier — a teenager with a name tag reading CHASE and the vaguely philosophical expression of someone working an 8 AM shift — scanned the items without comment until he got to the bug sprays.

“Both of these?”

“Everglade trip.”

Chase nodded like this explained everything and possibly too much. “My cousin went last summer. Said the bugs were so bad they drove a guy from Michigan straight back to his car.”

“I’m from Chicago originally,” Gumbo said. “Close enough.”

Chase bagged everything with the care of someone paid by the hour. “You bringing a guide?”

“Just a map.”

“Huh.” The way Chase said it, the syllable contained an entire assessment.

Gumbo paid, carried the bag to the truck, and changed his socks in the parking lot. The Ranger’s check-engine light came on when he started the engine. He hit the dashboard once, in the spot above the glove box that sometimes worked. The light went off.

He drove south.

# # #

US 41 cut through the Everglades the way a line drawn with a ruler cuts through everything — no argument, no curve, just the highway going one direction and the wilderness going every other. Gumbo watched the landscape shift from ranch country to cypress dome to open prairieland flat as a tabletop, the water sitting in the sawgrass the color of old tea. Egrets stood in the shallow water with the focused patience of surgeons. A roseate spoonbill — he was pretty sure it was a spoonbill, it was pink and had a spatula for a face — crossed the road sixty feet ahead and landed in the grass without hurry.

He called Kyle back somewhere around mile marker 40.

“I’m about an hour out. You said she sent you GPS coordinates?”

“Yeah, hang on.” Rustling. “Yeah, 25.7842 north, 81.0965 west. The trail is called Cypress Spur. It’s not on Google Maps but it’s on the park service site.”

“Did she tell you anything else about the hike? What she was looking for, how long the trail runs?”

“She said it was eight miles round trip. She’s done it before for field research. She mentioned something about a stand of cypress she wanted Marcus to see.” He paused at the name. “She said it was beautiful.”

“What does Marcus Webb know about the outdoors?”

“Biology































































