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Francine called on a Friday morning before he’d finished his first Yuengling, which meant something was already in motion and she’d decided he was the right instrument for it.

He was on the stern of the Severance Package watching a man on the dock two slips down argue with his boat’s GPS unit, which had apparently decided that Cedar Key City Marina was in the Bahamas and was refusing to revise its position. The man had the specific hunched intensity of someone trying to reason with a machine that had no capacity for reason and knew it, and Pete was watching him from the piling with the focused amber-eyed attention of a creature that found human disagreements with technology to be among the more interesting things the dock produced.

“Tell me you’ve eaten,” Francine said.

“I’m about to,” he said. He was not about to. He had a Yuengling and the composition book open to a page with nothing on it and a Friday morning that had been offering itself as a day of low ambition.

“There’s a woman in Sarasota,” Francine said. “Her name is Vivian Caswell. Her husband died nine days ago on a pickleball court in the middle of a point.”

“That’s a specific way to go.”

“He was winning. Three sets up, two games in, killing a man twenty years younger on the other side of the net, and then he wasn’t doing anything anymore.” A pause. “The medical examiner says cardiac event. The man had a known mitral valve condition — nothing severe, managed, monitored for years. The ME isn’t looking for anything else.”

“But Vivian is.”

“Vivian says Howard had been training like a college athlete for the last eight months. New diet, new workout routine, new everything. Said he looked better at seventy-one than he had at sixty-five.” He heard her lean back in her chair. “She also says he’d been — different. Winning things he shouldn’t have been winning. Moving in ways a man with a managed valve condition shouldn’t have been moving.”

Gumbo looked at the composition book. “Acting weird and winning too much,” he said.

“Those are very nearly Vivian’s words.”

He wrote them down anyway. Acting weird and winning too much. He looked at it. “Where was this?”

“Seaview Palms. It’s a fifty-five-plus community in Osprey — that’s just south of Sarasota on the Tamiami Trail. About six hundred units, resident membership model, full amenities. Three pools, twelve pickleball courts, a fitness center, a wellness program.” A brief pause that had something specific in it. “The wellness program is run by a man named Chad Barbieri. Twenty-nine years old, certified personal trainer, been at Seaview Palms for fourteen months.”

“How certified?”

“The certification is legitimate. The program he’s been running is—” She paused again. “That’s what Vivian wants to know about.”

He looked at Pete, who had decided the GPS man was no longer interesting and had returned his attention to the harbor in the manner of a creature with finite patience for repetitive human behavior. The GPS man was still at it. The GPS was unmoved.

“Medical examiner cleared it,” Gumbo said. “What’s the theory?”

“Vivian doesn’t have a theory. She has a feeling and she has a husband who was doing something with his body for eight months that she didn’t understand and now he’s in the ground and she wants to understand it.” A pause. “She also has a neighbor who was in the same wellness program who came to her last week and told her his doctor found something in his blood panel that shouldn’t be there.”

Gumbo wrote: Blood panel. Something that shouldn’t be there. “What kind of something?”

“The neighbor isn’t sure. His doctor flagged it and referred him to a specialist and the neighbor — his name is Arnie, I don’t have the last name yet — told Vivian about it because Vivian is the kind of woman people tell things to.” Francine paused. “She sounds like someone who’s used to being right about things and being told she’s wrong.”

“That’s a specific type,” he said.

“It’s a useful type,” Francine said. “When they’re actually right.”

He looked at the composition book. He wrote: Seaview Palms, Osprey. Chad Barbieri, wellness director, 14 months. Arnie-no-last-name, blood panel, specialist referral. Howard Caswell, 71, dead nine days, mitral valve condition. He drew a line under the list and looked at it.

“Fifty-five-plus community,” he said. “How do I get in?”

“Seaview Palms has a three-day prospective resident visit program. You schedule through the sales office, they put you in a furnished guest unit and give you full access to the amenities.” A pause. “I’ve been told the pickleball courts fill up by eight a.m. You’d need to bring appropriate footwear.”

“I don’t own appropriate footwear.”

“Then buy some.” She paused. “You’re fifty-four.”

“I know how old I am.”

“You’d fit the demographic.”

“I’m not buying pickleball shoes.”

“They’re court shoes, Gumbo. They look like regular shoes.”

He was quiet for a moment. On the dock the GPS man had apparently achieved some form of resolution — either the machine had located itself correctly or the man had accepted that it wouldn’t and had moved on. He was walking back toward the parking lot with the defeated posture of someone who had learned something about the limits of technology and found the lesson expensive.

“Vivian Caswell,” he said. “Tell me about her.”

“Seventy. Sharp. She ran the development department of a private university in Connecticut for twenty-two years — foundation work, donor relations, major gifts. She moved to Seaview Palms with Howard four years ago when he retired from his surgical practice.” A pause. “He was a thoracic surgeon. Retired at sixty-seven. Two years of just — having time. Then the pickleball. Then Chad Barbieri’s wellness program. Then Howard becoming a different version of himself.”

“Different how?”

“Competitive in a way he hadn’t been. Secretive. The particular secretiveness of someone who has found a thing that works and doesn’t want to share it or explain it or have it questioned.” She paused. “Vivian said she asked him about the program twice and both times he said it was nothing, just some supplements, some training techniques. She said the word supplements had a specific quality when he said it.”

“What quality?”

“She said it sounded like a word covering something else.” Francine paused. “She’s a development director. Twenty-two years of people telling her things that covered something else. She knows the sound.”

He wrote: Supplements. Covering something. He underlined it and put a question mark. “She wants to know what killed her husband.”

“She wants to know if what killed her husband is still happening to other people,” Francine said. “Arnie’s blood panel is one data point. She thinks there are more.”

He looked at the composition book. He looked at the harbor. He looked at Pete, who had decided on a fish and was watching the water with the complete, settled patience of a creature that had done this calculation a thousand times and knew exactly what the math produced.

“Day rate plus expenses,” he said.

“She’ll pay it.” A pause. “I’ll text you her contact. Call before noon — she’s a morning person.”

“Francine.”

“What.”

“The pickleball shoes.”

“Buy them, Gumbo.”

She hung up.


He called Vivian Caswell at eleven-fifteen from the stern, the composition book open and the second Yuengling opened because the first one was done and it was the kind of Friday that appeared to be generating its own momentum.

She picked up on the first ring with the alert promptness of someone who had been waiting for it.

“Mr. Malone.” Her voice was a Connecticut voice, the careful vowels of a region that had decided how words should sound and stuck with it, but with a Florida overlay now — the delivery slightly looser, the pace adjusted for a climate that punished urgency. “Francine said you’d call.”

“Tell me about Howard,” he said. Not the case. Not the investigation. Howard.

A brief pause, the recognition of an approach. “He was a good man with a competitive streak he’d spent sixty years pretending he didn’t have.” She said it with the warmth of someone who had known a person long enough that their edges were just features. “He was a thoracic surgeon for thirty-nine years. Surgery is competitive in ways people don’t discuss in public — who does the hard cases, who gets the complex referrals, who the residents want to scrub with. Howard was always at the front of that line and always acted like it didn’t matter to him.”

“And then he retired.”

“And then he retired, and the competition went away, and he spent two years being very pleasant about not having any.” She paused. “We moved here and he found pickleball and for six months it was just recreation. He wasn’t good at it immediately and he was fine with that in the way of a man who is being fine with something he isn’t fine with.” Another pause. “Then Chad Barbieri started the wellness program.”

“Fourteen months ago.”

“Fourteen months ago. Howard went to the introductory session because our neighbor Glen dragged him, Glen who has done every wellness program at every community he’s ever lived in and still smokes half a pack on his back patio every night.” She said this without the meanness that would have made it less true. “Howard came home from that first session and said — nothing, which was significant. Howard had an opinion about everything. He came home and didn’t say anything about it.”

“He went back.”

“He went back the next morning. And the morning after. Within two weeks he was there every day at six a.m., which was not a habit Howard had ever formed in sixty-seven years of otherwise successful living.” She paused. “The first month I thought it was wonderful. He had energy. He was sleeping better. He lost eight pounds. I told my daughter in Hartford that Howard had found his thing.”

“And after the first month?”

“After the first month it stopped being wellness and started being something else. Something more specific. He was talking to Chad outside the program — private sessions, texts on his phone that he angled away from me. He was taking things. I don’t know what exactly. There were bottles in the bathroom cabinet that weren’t there before and then weren’t there anymore.” She stopped. “I asked him twice. He said supplements. He said it the way he used to say in surgery when he meant it went well but it was complicated.”

Gumbo wrote in the composition book: Howard, 71, thoracic surgeon, competitive, 6am sessions, private texts with Chad, supplement bottles, didn’t want to explain. “Did the ME run a tox screen?”

“Standard screen, yes. Nothing flagged. I’ve been told a standard screen doesn’t catch everything.” She paused. “I’ve been told this by Arnie’s doctor, who said this carefully in the way doctors say things they want you to understand without appearing to be saying them.”

“What did Arnie’s blood panel show?”

“Arnie is Arnold Lipscomb. He’s seventy-three, he lives four doors down, and his doctor found elevated IGF-1 levels. Do you know what that is?”

Gumbo wrote: IGF-1. “Tell me.”

“Insulin-like growth factor 1. It’s a hormone that mediates the effects of human growth hormone. Elevated levels in a seventy-three-year-old man with no clinical reason for elevation suggest exogenous human growth hormone administration.” She delivered this with the clean precision of a woman who had done her research and organized it. “In plain language, it suggests Arnie has been taking HGH. Which is not something his
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