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  Chapter One

  
  













The Pelican’s Perch sat on the water side of Cedar Key’s main drag in a building that had been a fish house, a boat repair operation, and briefly, according to the hand-lettered sign above the men’s room, a notary public, all before someone decided the most honest use of the space was selling cold beer to people who needed it. The interior ran to dark wood and darker corners and a bar that faced the water through windows that hadn’t been washed since the previous administration, the salt haze on the glass filtering the Gulf light into something amber and forgiving.

Gary Timms had been tending bar here for fifteen years. He knew the regulars by drink, the tourists by confusion, and the in-betweens — the live-aboards, the seasonal workers, the people who’d stopped moving and hadn’t admitted it yet — by the way they sat at the bar, which was different from how visiting people sat, more settled, less performed.

He set a Yuengling in front of Gumbo Malone without being asked.

“Renata’s doing inventory,” Gumbo said.

“I figured,” Gary said. “It’s Wednesday.”

Gumbo took the beer and looked at the composition book open on the bar in front of him. The page had three lines on it: Carol Boone. Ocala. Equine insurance brokerage. Below that: $42,000 accounts receivable — partner gone. Below that, three questions he’d written on the drive over and hadn’t answered yet.

He looked at the questions.

He looked at the water through the salt-hazed windows.

He drank the beer.




The Perch on a Wednesday in late September had the specific character of a place reclaiming itself after a season of visitors. October was a week away and Cedar Key felt it the way the island felt everything — in the water first, then the air, then the particular quality of the light going slightly less aggressive, slightly more considered. The summer tourists had retreated. The snowbirds hadn’t arrived yet. The seven hundred people who actually lived here had the place to themselves, which was how they preferred it and how they’d tell you they preferred it if you asked, which they generally hoped you wouldn’t.

Four people at the bar besides Gumbo. Two men he knew by sight from the marina, a couple from the look of them at a table near the window who had arrived in a rental car and were eating fried shrimp with the enthusiasm of people having the authentic experience they’d driven two hours for. The couple was fine. The rental car couple was always fine. They came, they ate the shrimp, they took photographs of the water, they left. The island absorbed them without effort and closed back over the space they’d occupied like water closing over a stone.

Gary drifted to the far end of the bar to deal with the marina men.

Gumbo went back to the composition book.

The Boone case had arrived in his marina mailbox three weeks ago in the form of a letter from a woman in Ocala who wrote in the precise hand of someone accustomed to forms and ledgers, and who had managed in two pages to convey both the factual situation — partner gone, accounts gone, books she couldn’t fully read — and the specific quality of her anger, which was not the hot kind. It was the cold kind, the kind that arrived after the hot kind was finished, and it had a focus to it that he’d recognized and respected.

He’d written back. She’d called. She was coming Friday.

He was looking at the three questions when the door opened.




She came in the way people came into bars alone when they’d been in bars alone before and had no particular feeling about it — without the self-consciousness of someone who thought they were being watched and without the performance of someone who wanted to be. She wore dark jeans and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows and boots that were practical rather than decorative, the boots of someone who spent time on her feet. Her hair was dark red and she wore it down, which with hair like that in a bar with amber light coming off the water through salt-hazed windows was the kind of thing you noticed before you decided to notice it.

She took the stool two down from Gumbo.

Gary materialized.

“Bourbon,” she said. “Whatever you have that’s not a well pour and not a performance.”

Gary produced a bottle without comment. He poured two fingers and left it in front of her and went away, which was what good bartenders did with people who knew what they wanted.

She looked at the water through the window.

She did not look at the composition book. She did not look at Gumbo. She was doing the thing that people who spent a lot of time paying professional attention to their surroundings did when they were off the clock, which was to let the surroundings exist without cataloguing them.

Gumbo looked at the three questions in the composition book.

He looked at the bourbon she’d ordered.

He went back to the questions.

The first question was: How long has the fraud been running? The second was: Who else knows about it? The third was: Where is Lattimer now?

He stared at the third question for a while. A man who took forty-two thousand dollars in accounts receivable and disappeared had either panicked and grabbed what was liquid and run, or had been planning for long enough that forty-two thousand was just what he took on the way out. The distinction mattered because it determined how far he’d gotten.

“What are you working on?”

He looked up.

She was looking at the composition book. Not intrusively — she’d kept the stool between them as buffer and her posture hadn’t changed, the bourbon still in her right hand, her attention directed at the book the way attention was directed at something in peripheral vision that had turned out to be interesting.

“Case notes,” he said.

“PI?”

“Yes.”

She looked at the book a moment longer and then looked at the water. “Anything interesting?”

“Equine insurance fraud,” he said. “Ocala.”

“Horses,” she said.

“Ghost horses,” he said. “Nobody’s seen them.”

She looked at him. She had green eyes with something gold in them that the amber light picked up, and the look she gave him was the professional look, the look of someone who processed information for a living and had just processed a piece and was deciding what it meant.

“Ghost horses,” she said.

“Horses on a policy register that don’t correspond to actual animals,” he said. “The premiums come in, the claims never materialize, the difference goes somewhere it shouldn’t.”

She looked at her bourbon. “How long does something like that run before someone catches it?”

“Long time,” he said. “If the bookkeeping is good enough and the people who should be looking aren’t looking.” He paused. “In this case, three years at minimum. Possibly longer.”

“What makes you think longer?”

“The partner who set it up is too organized for this to be his first time,” he said. “Organized fraud looks different from improvised fraud. Improvised fraud has rough edges. This one is smooth.”

She considered this. “You can see that from the outside?”

“I can see the shape of it,” he said. “The full picture is in the books. My contact in Tampa is going to read those Friday.”

She looked at the water again. The Gulf had gone darker with the hour, the silver surface going pewter, a pelican working the channel beyond the marina in the last of the light with the unhurried patience of something that had been doing this since before the bar existed.

“Cedar Key PI,” she said.

“Slip twelve,” he said. “City marina.”

“You live on a boat.”

“Carver. Thirty-eight feet.” He drank the Yuengling. “You’re not from Cedar Key.”

“Chiefland,” she said. “Close enough.”

“Nobody’s from Chiefland,” he said. “You’re from somewhere and you ended up in Chiefland.”

She looked at him again. The gold in the green eyes. “Gainesville,” she said. “Originally.”

“What brought you to Chiefland?”

“Work,” she said.

“What work?”

She looked at him steadily. “The kind where you ask questions,” she said. “And other people answer them.”

He held her eyes. “That’s two of us then.”

She almost smiled. It started and then she redirected it back into the bourbon glass, which she lifted and drank from without looking away. “Sandra,” she said.

“Gumbo,” he said.

She looked at him.

“It’s my name,” he said.

“I know it’s your name,” she said. “I’m deciding how I feel about it.”

“Most people need a minute,” he said.

“I don’t need a minute,” she said. “I just like to be accurate.” She set the bourbon down. “Gumbo’s a good name for a PI.”

“It’s a good name for a large man in a marina,” he said. “The PI part is coincidental.”

“How does that work?”

“You become a PI by getting the license, which I did. The large man in a marina part I came to first.”

She looked at the composition book. “What were you before?”

“Procurement,” he said. “Paper supply. Columbus, Ohio.”

She held his gaze. “That’s the least Florida sentence I’ve ever heard in Florida.”

“I drove south,” he said. “Then west. Then I ran out of road.”

She looked at the window, the dark water, the pelican gone now to wherever pelicans went after dark. “Cedar Key is what happens when you run out of road,” she said.

“Yes,” he said. “That’s about right.”

Gary appeared and refilled her bourbon without being asked and looked at Gumbo’s Yuengling, which still had beer in it, and went away. Good bartender economy of motion.

“The ghost horses,” she said. “They’re in Ocala.”

“The farm is outside Ocala,” he said. “My client’s in Ocala. Her partner—”

“Is gone.”

“Is gone,” he said.

“Where do you think he went?”

He looked at the composition book. The third question. Where is Lattimer now? “Somewhere warm with good water and limited extradition infrastructure,” he said. “Which in this hemisphere narrows it to several hundred options.”

“The Bahamas,” she said.

“Why the Bahamas?”

“Because it’s close enough to feel safe and far enough to feel free,” she said. “And because men who commit financial crimes aren’t creative about geography. They go where they’ve been told to go by other men who committed financial crimes.” She drank the bourbon. “The Bahamas gets a lot of that traffic.”

He looked at her.

“Professional observation,” she said.

“What profession observes that?”

She looked at the water and didn’t answer, which was its own answer.




They talked for another forty minutes, the conversation moving the way good bar conversations moved when both parties were paying attention and neither was performing — sideways, thematic, building something that didn’t have a name while appearing to be about something else. She asked about Cedar Key and he told her about the island in the way he’d learned to tell it, from the inside, the seven hundred people, the one road in, the way the place had decided what it was before he arrived and had not adjusted for his arrival.

She told him about Gainesville the way people talked about places they’d left — with the specific mixture of affection and relief that meant the leaving had been necessary.

She didn’t tell him why she’d left.

He didn’t ask.

He was composing the question — the dinner question, the straightforward extension of a conversation that had earned it — when she looked at her watch and finished the bourbon in a way that meant she’d known the time for twenty minutes and had been deciding something about it.

“I have an early morning,” she said.

“What kind of early morning?”

“The kind I have most mornings,” she said. She put two bills on the bar, which covered the bourbon twice. She stood. “The ghost horses,” she said. “Let me know how they turn out.”

“How would I do that?” he said.

She had already started toward the door. She looked back. “You’re a PI,” she said. “In a town of seven hundred people. I assume you can find someone if you want to.”

The door closed.

Gary appeared and looked at the two bills on the bar and at the door and at Gumbo.

“You know her?” he said.

“I had a drink near her,” Gumbo said.

Gary picked up the bills. “That’s different from knowing her,” he said, and went to the other end of the bar.




He drove back to the marina at nine-thirty on the county road that ran along the water, the Gulf invisible in the dark but present in the sound and the smell, the specific salt-rot-iodine smell of a tidal system that had been processing the world’s business for longer than anyone had been around to notice. The causeway lights were on, the two miles of elevated road over the estuary, and he crossed it with the water on both sides going black below and the island ahead at the end of it doing what it always did, which was sit there and be what it was.

He parked at the marina and walked down the dock to slip twelve.

The S.S. Severance Package sat in its slip the way it always sat — settled, specific, the Carver’s lines clean in the dock lights, the hull reflecting the water’s movement in slow pulses. He’d been on this boat for almost two years now and the sight of it at the end of a dock still produced something he hadn’t had a word for at first and had eventually identified as the feeling of a thing being in its right place. Not home exactly. Right place.

He went aboard and opened the stern table and put the composition book on it and got a Yuengling from the cooler and sat in the stern chair.

Cedar Key at ten o’clock. The marina sounds — lines working on cleats, something small against the hull three slips down, the radio from the live-aboard at the end of the dock playing something with a steel guitar at the volume of company rather than entertainment. Dee Ann had locked the bait shop at six. The charter boats were dark. The fish houses across the water had their working lights on, the night shift of the processing operation that ran year-round regardless of what the island’s other economy was doing.

He opened the composition book to the Boone page.

He looked at the third question. Where is Lattimer now?

Sandra’s voice: The Bahamas gets a lot of that traffic.

He wrote: Bahamas. Start there.

He looked at what he’d written. He turned to a fresh page and wrote: Sandra. Chiefland. Gainesville originally. Work involves asking questions. Early mornings. Specific. He looked at this. He wrote: Find her before you ask the question. Know who you’re asking.

He capped the pen.

He drank the Yuengling and looked at the harbor doing its night version and thought about the conversation in the way he thought about conversations that had earned thinking about — not analyzing exactly, more like holding the thing up to see what light came through it.

She’d known about financial crimes and extradition and the Bahamas without naming her profession. She’d watched the room without appearing to watch it. She’d given her first name only and left when she’d decided to leave, which was before he’d gotten to the question he was composing.

He reached for the Yuengling.

His phone buzzed on the table.

Renata. A text: Inventory done. You alive?

He smiled and typed back: Barely. Yuengling and case notes.

Her response came in ten seconds: The Ocala case?

Yes.

Come for breakfast. Seven. Marco’s doing something with the eggs.

He looked at the text. He looked at the harbor. He typed: Seven.

He put the phone down and picked up the composition book and turned back to the fresh page with Sandra’s name on it.

He looked at it for a moment.

He was about to write something when his phone buzzed again. Not Renata this time — an alarm he’d set three days ago and forgotten about. A reminder to watch the Levy County press conference in the morning. He’d seen a notice in the Levy County Journal about a Major Crimes update on a case he’d been reading about in the way he read about active local cases — not working them, just reading, the background awareness of a man whose professional life ran on pattern recognition.

Jack the Stripper. The Journal’s name for it, not the county’s. Three victims in eight months. Sex workers in the Cedar Key / Chiefland / Crystal River corridor. Clothing removed post-mortem. The ME’s public statement had used the word deliberate, which was the kind of word that got into public statements when someone wanted to signal something without saying it directly.

He set the alarm forward to seven-thirty, which was after he’d be back from Renata’s.

He closed the composition book.

He finished the Yuengling and looked at the marina and thought about the question he’d been composing at the bar, the dinner question, the natural extension of a conversation that had earned it, and about how she’d left before he’d gotten there, which was either timing or intention and he didn’t know which yet.




He was at the Island Room at five past seven, the Thursday morning version of the place — the front door unlocked, the overhead lights on, the tables bare, the kitchen already running. Marco had opinions about eggs that manifested as a frittata with things in it that had no business being as good as they were this early in the morning. Renata was at the bar with coffee and the week’s delivery invoices spread across three stools.

She looked up when he came in.

“You look like you thought about something all night,” she said.

“I slept fine,” he said.

“I didn’t say you didn’t sleep.” She poured him coffee from the pot behind the bar. “What were you thinking about?”

“The Boone case,” he said.

She looked at him.

“And something else,” he said.

“The something else is what’s on your face,” she said. “The Boone case is what you said to account for it.” She handed him the coffee. “Sit down. Marco’s almost done.”

He sat at the bar. She went back to the invoices, which she read with the same attention she gave everything — full, without performance. The kitchen sounds ran behind the pass-through. The Cedar Key morning came through the windows: the two trucks on Second Street, a bicycle, the specific quality of an October morning on an island that had just gotten itself back.

“Tell me about the something else,” she said, without looking up from an invoice.

“I met someone at the Perch last night,” he said.

She looked up.

“Not that kind of met,” he said. “She was two stools down. We talked. She knew things about financial crimes and extradition that she didn’t explain knowing. She left before I could ask her to dinner.”

Renata held his eyes for a moment. The assessment expression, the one that was also more than assessment. “What was she like?”

“Organized,” he said. “She watched the room without appearing to watch it. She ordered bourbon and knew exactly what she wanted and how much she wanted.”

“What’s her name?”

“Sandra,” he said. “First name only. She’s from Gainesville originally. Works in Chiefland. Something that involves asking questions.”

Renata looked at the invoices. She looked at the bar surface. She looked at him. “Law enforcement,” she said.

“That’s where I landed,” he said.

Marco called something through the pass-through and Renata got up and came back with two plates, the frittata, something with roasted tomatoes alongside it, the bread from the Gainesville bakery she drove to on Monday mornings. She set one plate in front of him and kept the other and sat on the stool beside him, which she did sometimes when it was just the two of them in the morning, the restaurant empty, the day not started yet.

“You’re going to find out who she is,” Renata said.

“I set an alarm for the Levy County press conference,” he said. “This morning. Major Crimes update.”

She ate a piece of the frittata. She looked at the bar surface with the expression of someone who has made peace with a thing and is confirming the peace is still there.

“Are you telling me this because you want my permission?” she said.

“I’m telling you this because you’d know anyway,” he said. “And because I don’t do things you don’t know about.”

She looked at him. “I know that,” she said. “It’s one of your better qualities.” She ate more of the frittata. “The dinner question.”

“She left before I got there.”

“Women leave before that question gets asked for different reasons,” she said. “You should figure out which reason before you ask again.”

“I’m working on it,” he said.

“Work faster,” she said. “You’re slow with questions.”

“I’m deliberate with questions,” he said.

“Those aren’t always different things,” she said, which was something he’d said to her once in a different context, and which she deployed now with the precision of a woman who remembered things people said.

He ate the frittata. It was what Marco’s food always was — the thing itself, made correctly.

At seven-twenty he looked at his phone.

“I have to get back to the boat,” he said. “The press conference is at seven-thirty.”

She looked at the phone. “You could watch it here,” she said. “I have the television in the office.”

He looked at her.

“It’s not a test,” she said. “I have a television and you have a press conference.” She picked up the plates. “Come watch it.”




The office television was a 32-inch mounted above the desk that held the reservation system and the weekly prep schedule and a framed photograph of the Island Room’s first full dinner service in 2011, the tables occupied, the pine floors new, Renata at the edge of the frame looking at the room with the expression of someone who has just seen a thing they built become real.

The Levy County press conference came on at seven thirty-two. Two detectives behind a podium on the steps of the county building. The podium had the county seal on it and a cluster of microphones that belonged to stations from Gainesville, Tampa, and the local Cedar Key cable channel that mostly broadcast fishing reports.

The detective on the left did most of the talking. He was the lead by department hierarchy, the kind of lead that existed on paper. He gave the update — third victim found, investigation ongoing, the public urged to report suspicious activity in the corridor, a tip line number that appeared as a graphic at the bottom of the screen.

The detective on the right stood with her hands at her sides and looked at the reporters the way she’d looked at the bar the previous night, which was with total attention and no performance. Dark red hair pulled back on duty. The suit jacket. The organized intelligence visible in the way it was always visible — not displayed, just present.

Gumbo watched the screen.

Renata was at the door of the office watching him watch it.

He didn’t say anything.

The detective on the left finished the update and took three questions from the reporters. The detective on the right answered the third one — a question about the investigation’s current focus — with two sentences, precise, giving nothing that wasn’t given deliberately.

Gumbo looked at her name on the lower-third graphic.

Det. Sandra Voss, Levy County Major Crimes.

He looked at it.

He looked at Renata in the doorway.

“Well,” Renata said.

“Yes,” he said.

“The woman from the bar.”

“The lead detective on a serial murder case,” he said.

Renata looked at the television, where the press conference was ending, the reporters dispersing, Sandra Voss already turning back toward the building.

“So,” Renata said. “The dinner question.”

“Yes,” he said.

“You’re not going to ask it yet,” she said.

“No,” he said.

She looked at him. “Because?”

He looked at the television. Sandra Voss had gone back inside the county building. The reporters were packing their equipment. The county seal on the podium reflected the morning sun.

He picked up the composition book from the desk where he’d set it.

He opened it to the fresh page with Sandra’s name on it. Below what he’d written the night before he wrote: Det. Sandra Voss. Levy County Major Crimes. Lead — Jack the Stripper. He paused. He wrote: Wrong approach. Start with the case.

He looked at what he’d written.

Renata read it over his shoulder. “You’re going to work her case,” she said.

“I’m going to look at the public record,” he said. “See what I see.”

“Because if you work her case—”

“I’m not working her case,” he said. “I’m looking at the public record. Every citizen can look at the public record.”

Renata looked at him with the expression she used when she’d identified the exact shape of a thing and was deciding whether to name it.

She named it.

“You think they’re looking at the wrong person,” she said.

He looked at the composition book.

“Yes,” he said.

She was quiet for a moment. She looked at the framed photograph of the first dinner service. She looked at the composition book.

“Then you’d better be right,” she said. “Because if you go near a Major Crimes investigation and you’re wrong—”

“I know,” he said.

“She’ll never answer the dinner question,” Renata said.

He looked at her.

“That’s not why I’m doing it,” he said.

“I know it’s not,” she said. “I’m telling you the consequence so you understand the stakes.” She paused. “Not for the case. For the question.”

He held her eyes.

“Be right,” she said. “And be careful about how you’re right.” She went back to the restaurant, the invoices, the morning’s work.

He stood in the office with the composition book open to Sandra Voss’s name and looked at the television, which was showing the fishing report now, a man in a center console pointing at something silver on a line, the Gulf behind him going every color it went at eight in the morning.

He looked at the fresh page.

He looked at what he’d written.

Wrong approach. Start with the case.

He capped the pen.

He went back to the marina.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  






She pulled into the marina parking lot at nine fifty-three Friday morning in a truck that knew what it was — a Ford F-250 in a dark green that had been practical rather than chosen, with a trailer hitch that had seen serious use and a University of Florida sticker on the rear window that had been there long enough to become structural. She put it in the spot beside the marina office with a single motion, no adjustment, the parking of someone who moved large things in small spaces for a living.

Gumbo watched from the stern of the Severance Package.

She sat in the truck for a moment after she cut the engine. Not composing herself — she had the posture of someone who had already composed herself, probably somewhere on US-19 an hour ago, probably at a gas station where she’d gotten coffee and made the decision about how this meeting was going to go. She was doing the last accounting before she got out.

Then she got out.

She was fifty-one, he knew from the letter, and looked it in the way that people who worked outside looked their age — the sun in the skin, the efficiency in the movement, nothing performed. She wore jeans and a checked shirt and paddock boots that had been in active service. She lifted a banker’s box from the back seat with the ease of someone accustomed to carrying things and walked down the dock with the box under one arm and found slip twelve without asking.

“Malone,” she said.

“Ms. Boone,” he said. “Come aboard.”

She came aboard and put the box on the stern table and looked at the marina and looked at the boat and made no comment on either, which he appreciated.

“Coffee?” he said.

“Please,” she said. “Black.”


He made it in the galley on the two-burner propane stove, the percolator that made real coffee rather than the idea of it, and brought two cups to the stern and put one in front of her and sat across the box.

She had her hands around the mug before it reached the table.

The banker’s box had a lid on it and the lid had BOONE & LATTIMER FINANCIAL 2021-2024 written on it in marker, the writing of someone who labeled things correctly because unlabeled things created problems. She’d brought the original documents rather than copies, which told him she trusted him with them or had no one else to trust, and he suspected it was some of both.

“Tell me about Steven Lattimer,” he said.

She looked at the box. “Nine years,” she said. “We met at an industry conference in Orlando in 2015. Florida equine insurance is a smaller world than you’d think — there are maybe forty active brokers in the state who do serious volume. We all know each other.” She drank the coffee. “He was Lattimer Insurance at the time. Sole proprietor. Good reputation. Precise. He did the actuarial work himself, which most brokers don’t — they outsource the risk modeling. Steven ran his own numbers.”

“Why did he want a partner?”

“He said he wanted to grow the client base and his strength was the numbers, not the relationships.” She held the mug. “My strength is the relationships. I know the farms. I know the horses. I’ve been riding since I was seven years old and I know the difference between a horse that’s worth insuring at a premium rate and one that isn’t, which is a thing you can learn from a spreadsheet but you learn better from standing next to the animal.” She paused. “He said we were complementary. He was right about that part.”

“What was he wrong about?”

She looked at the marina. The shrimp boat at its dock. The egrets on the pilings. The specific October quality of the light.

“He was wrong about the kind of partner he was,” she said.

Gumbo waited.

“I brought the clients,” she said. “He managed the books. That was the division. I trusted the books because I trusted his reputation and because the business was growing and growing businesses feel healthy even when they’re not.” She put the mug down. “A year ago the books started feeling off to me. Not wrong exactly. Off. The margins weren’t moving the way I expected them to move given the premium volume.” She paused. “I thought it was me. I thought I was reading them wrong.”

“Were you reading them wrong?” he said.

“No,” she said. “I was reading them exactly right. What I was reading was constructed to look like something other than what it was, and I didn’t have the vocabulary for what it actually was, so I assumed the problem was mine.” She looked at the box. “That’s what I can’t forgive. Not that he stole. That he made me think I was the one who didn’t understand.”

She said it level, the cold anger doing its work, and picked up the mug again.

“When did he leave?” Gumbo said.

“I went to the office September second to do the quarterly reconciliation,” she said. “He wasn’t there. His computer was gone. The files in his desk were gone.” She paused. “His coffee mug was still there. The ceramic one his daughter made him in a pottery class when she was twelve. He left that.”

“Does he have contact with the daughter?”

“She lives in Tallahassee. They’re close. Or they were.” She looked at the harbor. “I called her after I called the police. She hadn’t heard from him.” She paused. “She was more confused than I was, which told me he hadn’t told her he was leaving. He just left.”

“Did she tell you anything useful?”

“She told me he’d been distracted for about six months. Quieter than usual. She’d asked him about it twice and both times he said it was business stress.” She held the mug. “She thought he was having health problems he didn’t want to worry her with.” She looked at Gumbo. “He wasn’t having health problems.”

“No,” Gumbo said.

“He was getting ready to go.”

“Yes.”

She looked at the box. “The forty-two thousand,” she said. “That’s what I can document easily. The accounts receivable he transferred out of the business account the week before he left. Fourteen separate transfers over five days, each one small enough that the bank’s automated flag threshold didn’t—” She stopped. “He knew the threshold. He designed our banking protocols. He knew exactly how small each transfer had to be.”

“The forty-two thousand is the surface,” Gumbo said.

She looked at him.

“My contact in Tampa is going to read those books today,” he said. “I want you to be prepared for a different number when she’s done.”

Carol Boone looked at the banker’s box. She looked at it the way she’d looked at the marina when she arrived — taking inventory, recording what was there.

“How different?” she said.

“Larger,” he said. “Significantly.”

She was quiet for a moment. Outside, something moved along the dock — the marina cat, an orange tabby with territorial ambitions, making its morning circuit of the finger piers. It stopped at the stern of the Severance Package and looked at the two of them and kept moving.

“All right,” Carol said. “What do you need from me?”


He needed the box.

He needed her to walk him through the client list — not every client, the significant ones, the farms with the highest premium volume, the relationships she’d built and handed to Lattimer to manage on the financial end.

She lifted the lid off the banker’s box. The files inside were organized by year and within each year by client, color-coded tabs in a system that she explained in thirty seconds and that made immediate sense because it was the system of someone who thought in categories and applied them consistently. He recognized the organization the way he recognized good systems — not by studying it, by the way it didn’t require study.

“The large farms first,” he said. “The ones with ten or more horses on the policy register.”

She pulled four files and set them on the table.

He opened the first one. Twelve horses. A breeding operation in Marion County. Premiums going back three years, all paid, claims history clean.

Too clean, he thought, but he didn’t say it yet.

“Tell me about this farm,” he said.

“Silverbrook,” she said. “Thoroughbred breeding. Owner is a woman named Patricia Hennessey. Third-generation horse people, her family has been in Marion County since the seventies. She runs a legitimate operation — I’ve been to the farm, I know the horses, I’ve watched them work.” She paused. “She’s a good client.”

“When did you last visit the farm?” he said.

Carol looked at the file. “March,” she said
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