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      Most horse racing tracks took me back to another place and time. There was something about the old-world feel of large but mostly vacant stands, the art deco architecture, the scent of hot dogs and sweaty horseflesh. I expected every man to be wearing a trilby hat and the women to be dames.

      Gulfstream Park was not that kind of place. The signage around the complex described it as racing for the new millennium, and it wasn’t anything your grandfather would recognize. Like most pari-mutuel gambling establishments in South Florida, the racing was secondary to the other methods of bilking you out of your hard-earned cash. It was more casino than racetrack and more shopping mall than casino.

      I was standing in a corporate suite overlooking the track, where horses were trotting around like pitchers trying to loosen up their shoulders. Danielle stood beside me in a simple but elegant blue dress that, for reasons that were well outside my understanding, paired just as well with her shoulder-length brown hair as it did with the champagne flute in her hand and the small clutch bag hanging from her wrist. She was smiling, but not at the horses or the location—not as far as I could tell. She was grinning at me.

      I was wearing pressed pants and a white cotton shirt with absolutely no prints or designs on it whatsoever. The linen jacket was new, too, and I even wore no socks in my slip-on shoes. Danielle thought the ensemble looked, in her words, like a million dollars. The whole thing made me feel like Don Johnson in a way that even Don Johnson hadn’t carried off in decades.

      Our place in the corporate box was a thank-you of some kind from a banking client that we had done some work for. When I say we, I mean of course, Ron had done all the work in both procuring the client and doing whatever it was they wanted a private investigation firm to do for them. They seemed happy with the result and had invited Ron and his wife, the Lady Cassandra, for an afternoon at the sport of kings. I had been invited on the proviso that I, quote, dress the part, unquote.

      Even in the corporate suites there were no trilby hats. A few women wore headwear that resembled serving platters or flower arrangements, but even they were few. Such was midweek racing.

      “I thought it would be busier,” I said to Ron. “It’s always busier on television.”

      “That’s because the only time you look at racing on television it’s the Pegasus Cup or the Preakness. This is a midweek, non-stakes day. It’s a different vibe.”

      It was that. From my perch on high, I surveyed the people in the main stand and on the concourse along the railing beside the dirt track, and I was pretty sure that the whole lot of us could have gotten rides home in a couple of tourist coaches.

      Each of the thoroughbreds had a jockey aboard who I assumed knew where the starting gate was, but regardless, each was directed along the track by another rider on a horse. It made for a cast of thousands. There were more people standing around on the track than I expected to see, and vehicles, too—an SUV that said it was the track vet and another that was a paramedic van.

      The herd jogged up and back and then away toward the starting gate, which was at the start of the back straight. Some of the horses jogged right by the gate and then came back in behind.

      “What’s with the extra horses?” Danielle asked. “It seems pretty obvious where they need to go.”

      “It’s not about that,” replied Ron. “It’s about keeping them calm, as much as anything. Thoroughbreds can be highly strung, and a feisty horse can do damage to itself, its jockey, and even the other horses. The pony people are there to keep the racing horses relaxed.”

      We watched each of the ponies lead up their thoroughbred and jockey, and they were assisted into the gate by a guy hanging off the framework.

      When everyone was settled, the gates opened. That wasn’t like the movies, either, where there’s a metallic thwack and then a rush of pumping air as massive lungs fill and expel oxygen, and then the thunder of hooves that make it seem like the ground itself is shaking. From behind the glass doors of the suite there was nothing but the murmur of quiet chatter and the clinking of glassware. One person might have said, “Away,” but I might have been imagining that.

      We did hear the race caller as he described the movement of the horses along the straight and then around the turn. He had a deep, relaxed voice that tried to get excited as they headed for home, but there were only six runners and the one wearing a three on its saddle was a zip code ahead as it hit the winning post.

      I watched a few gamblers below on the concourse tear up tickets, but the majority seemed to have backed the winner, which explained the thin odds displayed on the board in the infield of the track.

      “How’d you do, Ronnie?” asked Cassandra. She was one of the few in a big hat. On her it wouldn’t have looked out of place in the grocery aisle.

      “Winner, winner,” he smiled.

      “How much did you win?” Danielle asked.

      “Sixty cents,” he replied with a grin that belonged on a millionaire.

      I slapped his back. “Your round then.”

      “Gladly.”

      He wandered off to the open bar, and I turned back to the track. The winner was led to the winner’s circle—a small enclosure just off the track—where the owners and the horse and the jockey all stood proudly for a photo. I hoped the horse got an apple or something; after all, he seemed to be the one who had done most of the work. The track announcer called the result official and invited the connections of the winner to enjoy a champagne toast in the winner’s box. There seemed to be a lot of people in the winner’s circle—they were going to need more than one bottle of bubbles.

      “You going to have a wager?” Danielle asked.

      “Huh? Oh, no, I don’t think so. You?”

      “Not sure it’s appropriate for an FDLE agent to bet on the horses.”

      “You’re off-duty.”

      “Still.”

      “Well, why don’t we just check the book and pick one out that you like the name of. You gotta root for someone.”

      She smiled and we checked the program and each selected a horse for the next race. I liked one called Georgia’s Revenge, which made me think of the University of Florida, and Danielle went with a runner called Stand-Up Guy.

      “You want to go downstairs and get a feel for it?” I asked her. “It’s like a vacuum in here.”

      “Sure.”

      We grabbed drinks from Ron as we passed by and said we’d be back shortly, then we used the escalators to make our way down.

      It was a different world on the concourse. There were still no trilby hats, but there were a lot more shorts and T-shirts. These folks looked comfortable and glanced at me like I was about to perform a drug bust. We ambled across the mostly vacant space toward the track. I heard the sound of a bugle calling the horses onto the track but didn’t see anyone actually playing. I had seen that once, on one of my few visits to a track, in Santa Anita, California. I had gone on a down day while I was playing minor league ball, and a guy in a red coat and top hat had stood on the track and blown the horses in. Here, like so much of Florida, it was canned and fake, but perfectly in tune.

      The horses were led by the ponies out of the walking ring behind the grandstand and onto the track, where they did their warm-ups. My choice, Georgia’s Revenge, was a gray and really stood out. Danielle’s pick, Stand-Up Guy, looked taller and wider than all the others, as if he should have been in a different weight class.

      The starting gate had been dragged around by a tractor so it was at the start of the main straight, and when the starter let them go, we heard the gates clatter and the pounding of hooves as they dashed past us for the first time. The crowd, such as it was, didn’t so much cheer as yell advice. It reminded me of minor league ballparks where I could hear every heckle out on the mound, although I doubted the jockeys were hearing anything from the men on the concourse as they charged off around the backstretch of the track.

      I turned my eyes to the screen in the infield, and it seemed a horse named Boots had taken the lead as my gray fell further behind. As we heard the sound of the pack approaching, the caller started to get excited by a late run. He called Boots ahead with Sims Quartet charging home.

      They flashed past us in a blur. The caller said it was tight—Boots and Sims Quartet, Sims Quartet and Boots. I couldn’t tell who finished first from my spot, except to say that Georgia would have to wait for another day for any kind of revenge, unless that revenge was being had on the gamblers who laid their hard-earned on it. Danielle’s pick finished somewhere in the middle, and she offered me a shrug as the vet’s SUV and the paramedics drove by at a speed that seemed unnecessarily rapid.

      We waited by the rail near the gate where the winner would come into the enclosure for a photo with all those folks with too much disposable income who owned parts of him.

      Danielle was facing away from me, so I only just heard her mumble, “What are they doing?”

      I followed her gaze and looked along the track where the horses had pulled up. The pony people were directing some of the runners further away as the vet and paramedic vehicles pulled up alongside one of the horses. I felt my guts knot as I concluded that a horse had broken down. Such things were in the news a lot. I wasn’t much of a racing fan, and I preferred a convertible as a means of transport to a horse any day, but I had seen the stories and was staggered by the number of horses that seemed to go down. And it wasn’t even with them jumping or falling over. It seemed like their bones could just flat-out shatter from running, and I wondered for a moment how mustangs in the wild got away with all the dashing around they seemed to do.

      Then two guys ran from the paramedic van and appeared to help a jockey from a horse, and the pony next to him led the horse away. The other ponies took a wide circle around the track and headed back in our direction, and when I looked back I realized that the paramedics were working on the guy on the ground and that Danielle was no longer beside me.

      She strode to the gate that led onto the track and a security guard stopped her, giving me a chance to catch up. She pulled her Florida Department of Law Enforcement ID from her purse and showed it to him. The guy worked at a racetrack in Florida, so he knew exactly what an FDLE ID meant—it was an access-all-areas pass.

      Danielle dashed out onto the track and suddenly found the going hard. Her heels weren’t stiletto but they weren’t horse shoes either, so they dug into the dirt. She didn’t miss a beat, slipping them off and leaving them where they lay, then running across the track as fast as her tight dress would allow.

      I kept my eyes off the security guy, collected the shoes, and jogged after her. She stopped short of the action on the ground, beside two guys who had gotten out of the vet’s vehicle. She flashed her ID as they noticed her and gave her the up-and-down look. It was warranted. They probably didn’t expect such a well-dressed woman to appear in the middle of the track, but when the second guy went for another look, I coughed and gave him a shake of the head.

      “What happened?” asked Danielle.

      “It’s the jockey,” said the first guy, who, from the way he was dressed, appeared to be the vet. “Collapsed.”

      “On the horse?” I asked.

      The second guy, the driver, nodded. “On the winner.”

      “You’re kidding,” I said.

      Danielle shot me a look that said I should shut up now, so I did. We stood in silence as the two paramedics attempted to revive the jockey, whose silks were covered in dirt. The paramedics spoke to each other in short, chopped language, a code that they clearly knew but which escaped me. Then one of them dashed over to the van, pulled the rear doors open, and wrenched out a stretcher that looked like it was made from solid plastic. He dropped it beside the jockey as I felt a body next to me.

      I saw a cop’s uniform stop beside me. She had taken her hat off to run across the track, and now she seemed unsure in the circumstances whether or not to put it back on. I noted she had short blond hair and the kind of flawless skin that suggested she did not grow up in Florida, although I wasn’t convinced she had finished growing up. Despite the fact she wore a sidearm, she didn’t look more than fifteen.

      She didn’t ask what was going on. She just waited with the rest of us as the two paramedics took the jockey by the shoulders and legs and lifted him onto the stretcher, then picked up the stretcher and carried it to the van. They slid the patient inside, and then one of the paramedics jumped up in while the other slammed the doors closed.

      He glanced at us as he moved toward the driver’s side.

      “Is he okay?” Danielle asked.

      The guy shook his head and offered the kind of expression you never want to see on a doctor.

      “Nope,” he said, getting into the van.

      Danielle stepped forward. “Where are you going?”

      “Aventura,” he said, and he pulled the van around and drove away, leaving us standing in the middle of the racetrack. Danielle turned back and glanced at my pants, which made me look down. My trousers were hemmed with mud. It was nothing compared to her feet. Then her eyes drifted beside me, and as she stepped forward, she once again held up her ID.

      “Danielle Castle, FDLE,” she said.

      “Helen Lightwood,” said the officer beside me. “Hallandale Beach PD.”

      “Right.”

      “Is that man dead?” asked Officer Lightwood.

      “It didn’t look great,” said Danielle.

      “What should we do?”

      “First thing,” said Danielle, “we should probably get off the track.”

      The vet and his driver got in their SUV but didn’t offer us a ride. Instead the three of us walked back across the track to the gate where we had entered. As we walked, I noticed a man climb down from a booth up a pole past the winning post and stride over to us.

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” he said, addressing Officer Lightwood. “How is he, the jockey?”

      “He’s not good, sir.”

      “Is he dead?”

      “I don’t know that, sir. And you are?”

      “I’m a patrol judge. I work with the race stewards.”

      “Well, the paramedics have taken him to the hospital. Let’s hope for the best.”

      “Did he really pass the post first?” I asked. I felt Danielle look at me, but I couldn’t help myself.

      “Yeah, they say he did. The stewards are reviewing, but if he didn’t break his line and impede another runner, he’s the winner.”

      “What if he’s dead?”

      “Makes no difference. The rules say a jockey has to remain on his mount until after the post. Says nothing about him being alive.”
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      The patrol judge walked back toward his booth, and we stepped onto the concourse.

      Danielle frowned at me and then looked at Officer Lightwood. “Do you guys have a presence here?”

      “Not on the slow days. Private security takes care of it. My partner and I just stop in on our regular patrols to be seen more than anything. The track brings a lot of money into Hallandale Beach.”

      “I’m sure,” said Danielle. “Well, I’ll leave this with you.”

      “You will?” The officer didn’t seem too sure about the whole thing.

      “How long have you been with the department, Lightwood?”

      “Three weeks.”

      “Rookie,” said Danielle. “Okay, well, as local jurisdiction, you can handle things.”

      “Okay. What do you think I should do?”

      Danielle looked at me with an expression I had seen a thousand times on old-timers in ballparks. The weariness of those who know the ropes when confronted by the ignorance of the rookie. I had suffered as the rookie plenty of times and given the look once or twice at the end of my career, too, and so had Danielle. But she was still the rookie who had plenty to prove in the FDLE, having been plucked from the sheriff’s office without the usual years of investigation background. I gave her a nudge of my head that suggested she should cut the rookie some slack. She saw it and she got it.

      “Find your partner,” she said. “Tell him what happened and then finish your rounds here. Before you leave, check in with the hospital. If he’s recovering, you should find wherever it was he left his property and have them lock it up for him, if it isn’t already. If, however, the man is dead, you’ll need to check his personal items to find an address, and you and your partner will have to do a death notification to the next of kin.”

      The officer nodded stoically, but I could see she wasn’t enthralled by the prospect of having to inform family that a loved one had died. I didn’t blame her for that. I wasn’t in law enforcement but I’d still had occasion to inform next of kin about a death, and it was high on the list of things I never wanted to do again.

      “Okay,” she said. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      I smiled at Danielle being given the ma’am by a young colleague. She saw it, and I knew I’d pay for it later.

      Danielle took a card from the wallet that held her ID. “Here’s my card, in case you need me as a witness.”

      The officer took the card and made to walk away. As she did she looked at Danielle again. “You look nice, by the way.”

      It was the most unlikely thing I expected to hear from a uniformed police officer, but if there was one thing I keep forgetting and then constantly relearning about law enforcement personnel was that under the uniform, they’re people, too.

      Danielle raised an eyebrow at me, and I wasn’t sure if it was for the ma’am thing, so I took it the other way.

      “You do look nice,” I said, holding up her shoes.

      “Hmmph,” she grunted. “I need a drink.” She padded away across the concourse in her bare feet, leaving me with her heels. I heard the announcer tell the crowd that the stewards were reviewing the video and to hold all tickets, and then I set off after Danielle.

      We got to the suite and she said she needed to wash her feet, so she took her shoes and made for the bathroom. I made for the bar.

      “What on earth happened?” asked Cassandra. The suite grew silent, and all eyes turned my way. My messed-up pants were forgotten, and I was pretty sure they would have been okay with Danielle having Tom Sawyer feet.

      “The jockey collapsed,” I said.

      “No,” said a woman I didn’t know.

      “Is he all right?” asked Cassandra.

      “He wasn’t breathing when the paramedics took him away.”

      “No,” said the woman again.

      “Was he dead?” asked a polished-looking man who may or may not have been our host. I wanted to say something about not breathing pretty much making you dead, but I thought better of it.

      “Let’s hope not.”

      “I wonder what that does to the result of the race?” asked another woman. It sounded heartless, and she knew it because her face instantly went all kinds of pink. I didn’t hold it against her. People don’t know what to say about death. It’s one of those things that happens to every single human, rich or poor, man or woman, but as a species we tiptoe around it. We couch it in phrases like passing away and gone to the angels. It makes people say the darnedest things.

      “I spoke to one of the stewards’ guys. He said it makes no difference to the result, as long as the horse didn’t cut anyone off.”

      “Was it a heart attack?” asked someone in the throng. I didn’t see who it was because I was watching Danielle come back in.

      “That’s unknown at this time,” she said to the gathering. “Let’s just hope for the best.”

      “Yes,” said the woman who had turned pink. “Our prayers should be with the jockey.”

      I assumed everyone’s prayers were their own because no one actually spoke one; instead the bartender got busy refilling drinks. We wandered back to the window and looked across the track. The event seemed to have lost some of its glamor, at least for me.

      We toasted the jockey because toasting good health seemed rather self-absorbed, and we sipped our drinks. After a moment the announcer came over the speakers to tell us that stewards had delayed the start of the next race by ten minutes, and three tractors dragging giant brooms made their way along the straight like dirt Zambonis and swept away our footprints, the tire tracks, and any evidence that a man had received CPR out there just twenty minutes earlier. Shortly after that the announcer came back to tell us that the stewards had declared the result official. I saw some people on the concourse celebrating. Perhaps they didn’t know about the jockey. There had been no announcement about him, and the winner was an eight-to-one shot. They had clearly won more than sixty cents.

      Danielle’s phone rang, and she handed me her drink and then took her phone out and stepped away with one hand over her ear.

      “Castle,” she said.

      I watched her. I had known her a long time. You know someone long enough, you don’t always need words. I saw the little furrow appear between her eyes. She sometimes gave it to me, and it was cute as hell when she did. But now her mouth was set firm, and her shoulders slid back as she stiffened into cop mode, and I knew that the news wasn’t good.

      She said a couple of sentences that were short and to the point, and then she ended the call. I watched her take a breath and then turn back to me with her chin lifted high. I shook my head. She nodded, gently.

      “I need to go,” she said.

      “What’s happened?” asked Cassandra. She was a rich old bird, and to look at her you might think she didn’t relate to regular people, but she wasn’t like that at all. She was some kind of empath, and now it was as if she read Danielle’s aura in the way I had read her facial expression.

      “That was the police,” Danielle said. “The jockey is dead.”
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      We left the suite and made our way down. I followed Danielle, and she didn’t try to talk me out of it.

      “Who called?” I asked.

      “Officer Lightwood. She called the hospital. The jockey was DOA and didn’t respond to resuscitation.”

      “So why did she call you?”

      “She’s a rookie.”

      “I get that, but where’s her partner?”

      “Wandering the betting halls, eating a hot dog, taking a whiz. How would I know?”

      I said nothing to that. We got down to the walking ring and looked around. The walking ring at Gulfstream was like its own little stadium. At most tracks it was a circle of dirt where the jockeys mount their rides and the gamblers stand around to look at the beasts in the flesh before placing final bets. At Gulfstream there were bleachers around the ring, and some people spent the whole day here. During the big meets, it was a high-priced spot. Not so much at a midweek nothing meet.

      The uniform was easy enough to spot. She might have been unsure about what she should do, but she didn’t look it. She stood tall and proud and wore a don’t-mess-with-me look that I figured would hold her in good stead in the future. For reasons I really couldn’t figure, dumb guys liked to hit on female police officers on the job. I suppose if you were going to be inappropriate to a waitress, why not a cop, except for that whole arrest power thing.

      “Lightwood,” said Danielle as we reached the officer.

      “Ma’am,” she said. I didn’t smile.

      “Where’s your partner?”

      “On his way.”

      “Really.” Danielle didn’t sound impressed, and I was glad I wasn’t that guy. At least not this time.

      “Sorry to call, but I didn’t know where to look. I figured being with the FDLE, you’ve probably been here before. Racinos, right?”

      “Right, and I have. You’ll need to find his personal property. That will be in the jockeys’ room.”

      “Which is . . .”

      “This way.”

      Danielle led and Officer Lightwood followed. I brought up the rear. We walked in single file like a row of ducks to the jockeys’ room. There was a big guy at the door who looked like a bouncer.

      “Help you?” he said.

      Danielle didn’t look like any kind of law enforcement officer, not in that dress. She showed the guy her ID, and he frowned at the dress.

      “I was here off duty, but we’ve had an incident.”

      He looked again at the ID and stepped aside so she could go in. He looked at Officer Lightwood and figured her uniform was her ID, and then he looked at me. He stepped in the way.

      “Restricted area,” he said. I got it. It was his job. They didn’t want any old goofball wandering into the jockeys’ room. It wasn’t so much about their peace and quiet as it was about the tens and hundreds of millions of dollars that were bet on the horses they rode. An FDLE ID was access all areas, a cop’s shield was okay in a pinch, but a private investigator’s permit wasn’t worth a bean.

      I was ready to turn around and wait outside when Officer Lightwood took a step back. She put her hand on the ID badge the security guy wore pinned to his chest, and she left it there. He was tall and she was not, so she looked up at him like he was her prom date.

      “Alfonso, is it?” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “Did you hear what happened?”

      “A jockey fell?”

      She jinked her head in a way that was half nod and half shake and all noncommittal. “The faster these investigators get their job done, the quicker we all get back to racing.”

      “They’ve stopped racing?”

      She left her hand pressed gently against his chest and used the other to point at her nameplate.

      “Don’t worry, this isn’t on you, my friend. If there are any problems, you call Hallandale Beach PD and tell them you were helping Officer Lightwood. See, that’s me.”

      He looked at the nameplate on her chest and then at me. She was persuasive, and some things were just above a guy’s pay grade. He jerked his head to say go in, and Officer Lightwood double-tapped his chest and smiled, then led me inside.

      “Thanks for that,” I said.

      “No thanks necessary,” she replied. “I owed you one.”

      “You did?”

      “I know Agent Castle is helping me because you told her not to give the rookie a hard time.”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “I saw the look.”

      She turned and walked toward Danielle, and I gave my impressed pouty face to the back of her head. She was sharp.

      Danielle stood at the entrance to a room that smelled like a teenager’s bedroom. I’d seen plenty of locker rooms in my time, between high school and college and the pros, football pads and baseball bats and jockstraps hanging like art. They all had a common funk overplayed by their own unique scent: heat cream and massage oil and old leather, and in this case the specific tang of horse sweat.

      The room was ordered chaos in the way locker rooms are. Guys tried to keep their stuff in their own little area but it rarely turned out that way, and there were shoes and shirts and first aid kits on benches and on the floor. Tiny saddles were sitting around the space. Some guys had their racing colors hung neatly and ready to go, the used ones rehung to be cleaned later. Other guys had tossed their silks into their cubbies like they didn’t know where the laundry basket was. There were men everywhere. Some in racing colors, others in tight T-shirts and Lycra pants; there was a group standing by a coffee pot like a gaggle of accountants playing Monday morning quarterback, and another group sitting around a table playing an intense game of dominos. I heard English spoken, and a little Creole, but mostly Spanish.

      “Waiting for someone?” I asked Danielle.

      “The head valet.”

      She no sooner said it when an old guy who had the height for a jockey but not the girth strode over to her.

      “Señora,” he said. “Can I help you?”

      She showed her credentials again. “You know the jockey who was taken to hospital?”

      “Sí.”

      “I’m sorry to tell you that he died.”

      That shut the room up better than yelling fire. Most eyes looked at Danielle, but I noted a few stared hard at the floor. I’m a touch over six foot, so being a jockey was the furthest thing from my sports life as any sport could be. But I knew a little something about considering your own sports mortality, and in this case, your literal mortality. Lots of sports are dangerous. I’d had a case involving a NASCAR team once, and I had never seen more self-denial in a room than I did with the guys who raced cars. The cars were as safe as cars could be going a couple hundred miles an hour, but still they lived on the edge between life and death, and the way they handled it was simple and time tested. They ignored it. They wore the fireproof clothes and the helmets and did all the things they could to mitigate disaster, and then they just didn’t think about it. The old it will never happen to me syndrome. But every now and then there was an accident and a guy was badly hurt or died, and they were forced, at least for a moment, to contemplate their mortality.

      I saw a lot of guys doing that now. Riding didn’t seem as dangerous as car racing or even football, not on the face of it. But then I thought about the pace those horses were traveling and the size and weight of the beasts, and I considered the flimsy outfits these guys wore, and their helmets that a major league batter would raise an eyebrow at, and the flak jackets under their shirts that wouldn’t even have passed muster at the local paintball joint. The potential for harm was real. Now, as they learned one of their own was dead, there was a whole lot of silent introspection going on. I knew it wouldn’t last. If it did, fear would paralyze them and their gig would be done. The fact that the jockey hadn’t fallen but had probably suffered some kind of heart issue would help them move on. Perhaps he dined on soda and chips and should have seen it coming.

      “What was the jockey’s name?” Danielle asked.

      “Leo. Leo Casper.”

      “Okay. I need to see his locker.”

      The valet bowed slightly and led Danielle across the room to the end of a row of lockers, except they weren’t lockers, per se. Locker room was often a misnomer. Most change rooms in sports facilities had no lockers at all. They had benches with cubbies or shelves or even, as in this case, hangers. Nothing was locked up because nothing stayed overnight. This wasn’t the local Y.

      Leo Casper’s cubby was neater than some, but mainly because there wasn’t a lot of stuff in it. There were no racing colors hanging up waiting for the next race. His civilian clothes were folded neatly on the bottom shelf of his cubby, topped by some riding gloves and goggles. On the upper shelf was a ring of keys and a mostly empty sports drink bottle, the kind they favor up in Gainesville. Under the bench I saw a helmet and small saddle.

      Danielle asked the valet for a laundry bag, something to put the dead man’s belongings in, and she had Officer Lightwood inventory everything she put into the large plastic bag. As they did this, a couple of jockeys ambled up beside me.

      “He didn’t fall,” said a jockey in a red racing shirt with black sleeves.

      “No. Were you in the race with him?” I asked.

      “Sí. He was low in the saddle, but nothing happened. He wasn’t hit by a whip, not nothing.”

      “Low in the saddle? What does that mean?”

      The guy pointed at a saddle sitting on a nearby bench. It wasn’t like you see in a cowboy movie. This thing was about the size of a napkin.

      “Most of the race we don’t sit in the saddle. We use our legs, see.” He slapped his thigh. “It helps take the weight for the horse and makes it easier to run.”

      “And Leo wasn’t doing that?”

      “I came in behind, and he looked low down, like he was sitting in the saddle.”

      “And he wouldn’t do that?”

      “It’s not normal, señor, that’s all I can say. So what happened?”

      “Don’t know. Maybe a heart attack or something.”

      I noted the jockey smiled across to the rider on my other side. That guy smiled too, like they were sharing a secret.

      “You guys look happy he’s dead,” I said.

      “No, señor. Not happy he is dead. But for a jockey, well, what a way to pass. In the saddle, on a winner. I think it is the way we would all like to go.”

      I couldn’t argue with that.

      Danielle and Officer Lightwood finished collecting and cataloging the dead jockey’s property, and then Danielle looked around the room as if she had forgotten something.

      “Problem?” I asked.

      “There’s no phone, no wallet, no ID.”

      “There are no locks, so maybe he didn’t like to bring his valuables,” I said, turning to the jockey with the black sleeves. “Do you bring your valuables with you?”

      He shook his head. “You can give it to your valet. He can lock it up.”

      I looked at Danielle. “It’s not like they’re flush with pockets.”

      Danielle went to the head valet and asked him if he had any further property belonging to Leo Casper, and the guy said no.

      “Do you have an address for Mr. Casper?” she asked.

      The valet shrugged. “No.”

      “How did he get paid for his rides?”

      “The track bookkeeper. He pays the riders.”

      “Okay.” She looked at Lightwood and then at me. “Let’s just ask around, see if anyone knows where he lives.”

      We separated and spent a few minutes canvassing the jockeys. The general consensus seemed to be that nobody really knew the jockey all that well. He was a nice guy, an okay guy, but he didn’t speak Spanish, so, you know.

      We regrouped, and I said I had nothing. Danielle said the guys she spoke with thought he was a trackwork rider more than a race jockey. Lightwood said a couple of jockeys had suggested he lived up near Palm Meadows somewhere.

      “Where’s Palm Meadows?” I asked.

      “It’s a thoroughbred training facility. Associated with the track here.”

      “Nearby?”

      “Boynton,” said Lightwood.

      I nodded. It was a good hour north, two if the traffic fought you.

      “All right,” Danielle said. “Let’s go.”

      I followed the two women out of the jockeys’ room, and as we stepped out we ran into another uniformed cop. He was taller than Lightwood but not as tall as me, and although he could probably have chased a criminal for a hundred yards, his paunch suggested he would have been done by two hundred. His nameplate said Briggs.

      “What’s going on, Lightwood?” he asked.

      “Briggs, this is Special Agent Castle, FDLE.”

      “Really,” he said, apparently yet to be impressed. “Well, agent, I think we have it now.”

      “What do you have?” asked Danielle.

      “Whatever.”

      “No, whatever is what you’ve been doing while a man died on your watch and you left your rookie partner to handle it.”

      “She’s doing okay.”

      “Yes, she is, but there’s no way you could know that.”

      “Look—”

      “No, you look,” said Danielle. “I’m going to help Officer Lightwood track down the deceased’s address. You can come or not, it doesn’t appear to matter either way.”

      Danielle turned and strode away. Lightwood glanced at her partner and then followed. Briggs turned his frown to me. I don’t do too much business in Hallandale Beach. Our firm, Lenny Cox Investigations, was based in West Palm Beach and I found myself living these days in Miami, so Briggs’s beat ended up somewhere between the two. The net result was I felt comfortable giving him a cheeky wink. It didn’t seem to improve his mood.

      “Who the hell are you?” he demanded, scowling.

      “The player to be named later.”

      I strode away knowing full well that at that moment he had every legal right to demand I show him ID, but I was banking on Danielle’s rebuke making him second-guess himself.

      She led the way to the offices where the track bookkeeper worked. She knew the layout better than most gamblers, but I supposed the folks charged with ensuring the integrity of gambling-related activities would know their way around the biggest racetrack in town.

      Danielle strode into the office and was told that the bookkeeper was no longer on course due to illness but would surely be back first thing the following morning. We stepped back out, and she directed Lightwood to deposit the jockey’s belongings at the station house and then try the DMV records to see if she could match Leo Casper to an address. Short of that, she said the cops should return to the bookkeeper’s office on tomorrow’s patrol so they could track down the next of kin.

      “Good luck with it,” Danielle said as she walked away.
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      We headed back up to the suite. I wasn’t sure we were going to reclaim the vibe we had earlier, but there were free drinks on offer and some self-medicating to do. As we got to the concourse where the suites were, we saw a small group coming the other way. They might have been a family except there were no kids, and one of them held a small cup in their hands.

      They stopped at a suite short of ours and looked at us like we were gunslingers standing in the middle of the street. They had been happy rather than jovial, but now they collectively looked like they had shared a pint of spoiled milk. They were looking at Danielle, and then the penny dropped.

      They recognized the dress.

      They knew she was the one who had run onto the track and was there when the jockey was taken away. They didn’t know exactly what had happened to him, but they suspected that she did. And they needed to know, because he was their jockey.

      “You’re the owners,” I said. “Of the winner.”

      “Yes,” said an older man who stepped forward of the group. “Sims Quartet is our horse,” he said. He offered his hand, and I stepped forward to take it.

      “Miami Jones,” I said.

      “Marco D’Olivera,” he said. He had skin like tanned hide and ancient eyes. I imagined him as a farmer or a builder or some such job that required a lot of time outdoors. Perhaps he owned the company.

      He turned to the woman who was beside him. “My wife, Marisol. And these are my children.”

      They all nodded. I turned to Danielle and introduced her. I left out the FDLE part. She shook Marco’s hand.

      “You were out there,” he said. “With the jockey.”

      “Yes.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “I don’t know exactly,” she said.

      “Do you know which hospital he is in? We would like to send him something.”

      Danielle paused, and I shut up completely. It would be cowardly to say that she was better at it than me, that she had more training or that female empathy counted for something extra, even though I believed all of those things to be true. But the fact was I just didn’t want to have to tell these people who were celebrating their win that the guy who rode their horse to first place had died doing it. If ever there was a hollow victory, that was it.

      “I’m afraid I have some bad news,” she said. “Mr. Casper is dead.”

      Marco frowned. “Mr. Casper?” He said it as if he didn’t know who his jockey was.

      “Yes,” said Danielle. She gave it a moment and then continued. “Leo Casper. Your jockey.”

      “The jockey died?” said Marisol, clearly shocked by this news.

      “Yes, ma’am, I’m afraid so.”

      “But he won,” said Marco.

      “Yes, he did. The medical examiner will tell us more in the coming days, but it would appear Mr. Casper had some kind of issue during the race.”

      It was law enforcement training to not speculate on the cause of death when it wasn’t known. They could, in theory, be completely wrong and cause undue stress—stress that they could be sued for later. But I had no such training.

      “It might have been a heart attack,” I said. “Something like that.”

      “How do you have a heart attack and stay on a galloping horse?” Marco asked.

      I had been pondering the same question. “He was a pro, clearly. Did he ride for you often?”

      Marco brushed his face like he was shooing away thoughts. “No, never before.”

      “Never?” said Danielle.

      “No. Our regular guy has a back problem or something.”

      “How did you find Mr. Casper?”

      “Our trainer, Aaron Pashton. He found him. Said he was good on this type of runner.”

      “What type of runner is that?”

      “The come-from-behind type. Cuatro was a lazy runner. If you didn’t know when to go, the field could easily leave you behind. He said this jockey, Leo, rode this way well.”

      “Cuatro?” I asked.

      “Oh, this is what we call him. Cuatro. His official name is Sims Quartet, you see. But Cuatro in Spanish.”

      “I see.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t believe it. This poor man.”

      “If it’s any consolation, the other jockeys told me that he died doing the thing he loved most, and I think that’s all we could wish for.”

      Marco smiled at the thought, and I saw the rest of his family nodding. I hoped that it lessened their grief, even though it was baloney. I actually wished to die in a lounge chair next to Danielle at the age of 110, not however old this jockey was.

      We wished them well, and they retreated into their corporate box and we stepped back into our suite. Regular business had resumed in our absence. Another race had been run, and the news cycle had moved on past the collapse of a jockey. The show must go on, I supposed, although I really wasn’t sure who would have missed it either way. The folks in the suite could have just as easily been in the Seafood Bar at The Breakers—they were watching the racing with the same energy as the folks in that old Palm Beach hotel watched the waves rolling in against the beach.

      Ron and Cassandra asked what had happened, and Danielle repeated that the jockey had died and the local police would be notifying the family, but at this stage it was unknown what killed him. She had another champagne, and I took a sparkling water; events had sapped my enthusiasm for alcohol, and I knew I had to drive home anyway.

      When Danielle was done with her bubbles, she gave me the look and I gave her the nod, and we said our goodbyes to Ron and Cassandra, who were planning on staying the night in one of the hotels on the beach.

      As we walked back to the parking lot, I noticed the place had resumed its usual hum—the sounds of chatter and the clop of horseshoes and the rustle of racing pages had returned. I then realized that those sounds had never left and that it was only me who had a sense of the place being quiet, and that people died everyday doing all sorts of things, and the world carried on oblivious. Perhaps there was no other way.
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      We got back to Grove Isle earlier than planned and without having eaten. I pulled through the gate to the upscale community that was built on a fake island in a car I didn’t own. It all felt very Miami, which was to say, not very me. And that was despite my wearing the name of the damned place as my own name for half my life.

      We were renting the condo on Grove Isle while Danielle was working the glorified bingo halls of South Florida. It had a great view of the marina below and the Miami suburbs across toward the university but had the feel of a vacation rental even though the furniture was ours. Sometimes furniture doesn’t translate, and in our case what worked in a minimalist way in a Singer Island rancher didn’t seem to fit a Miami high-rise, and my guts agreed with the sofa.

      We sat on our loungers on the balcony as the sun fell west. For the longest time we didn’t talk, but we were both okay with that because we each knew what the other was thinking about.

      I was thinking about the dead jockey. I was thinking about dying doing the thing you loved in your prime as opposed to flaming out as an old man who couldn’t feed himself. I supposed the two were not the only options, but I was feeling somewhat melancholy to begin with. I thought about James Dean and Steve McQueen and Evel Knievel and going out in a burst of fire, until I remembered that McQueen died from complications related to asbestos exposure in the military, and Knievel lived to be sixty-nine despite suffering from hepatitis C and having a liver transplant, multiple strokes, and lung disease and spending his final years on permanent oxygen and with a surgically inserted morphine drip. That left me with Dean, and I just didn’t have the gas to think about that anymore.

      Danielle would be thinking about the family. She was a tough lady in a tough profession, and she could put the fear of the almighty in me with just a stare, but she was also tender and caring. Those were her qualities I remembered from when we had first met. I was down and out and lost, a real cliché. I had lost my partner and closest friend, Lenny, and I was staring at a bottomless lagoon of self-pity when she came into my life and, with a brush of her hand and the corner-of-her-mouth smile, showed me the world wasn’t the endless darkness I wanted to believe it was.

      She wouldn’t be thinking about the jockey. That was the cop part of her, the pragmatic side that told her that dead men feel no pain, cry no tears, and hold no regrets. Those things are saved for the living, for the ones left behind. She had no way to know what the jockey’s family situation was, but whoever and wherever they were, they were feeling the loss more than the jockey. So I knew it was them she was thinking of as she looked across Coconut Grove and ran her finger around the lip of her beer bottle.

      As dusk came on I slipped inside and made up a platter of leftovers. Some celery and carrots and ranch dip and some cold fried chicken from Publix. I brought it out and set it on the small table between our loungers.

      “Thank you,” she said, taking a piece of celery.

      I nodded and sat and sipped my beer. “I’m going up to Singer Island tomorrow. Get the last of the boxes in the garage.”

      “When do the tenants move in?”

      “Sue says next weekend. Her people are having a cleaning crew run through in the next couple of days.”

      “She’s got keys, right?”

      “She does.”

      Danielle sipped her beer and looked at me. “You okay?”

      “Hey, I’m not selling the place. I can’t. I know how much it annoys the neighbors that I won’t knock it down and build a concrete McMansion.”

      “It won’t be forever.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know how long that is.”

      “You should stop off at Longboard’s. You could do with the recharge.”

      “I will, but I’m okay. This is good. I mean, look at this view.”

      “It’s great, for sure. But you haven’t left the planet. Everything in West Palm is still there.”

      “I know, but I can’t shake something that Lenny once told me.”

      “Which was?”

      “Ever forward.”

      “Was that a Marines thing?”

      “I don’t know. But he said you can’t go back. Things, places, people. They’ll come into your life, and maybe they leave and return again later, or maybe they’ll always be there, but either way, you can’t go back. Your freshman-year roommate will always be your freshman-year roommate, but if you think you can reconnect and have it be like it was before, you’re dreaming.”

      “You don’t want to move forward?”

      “Doesn’t matter what I want.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means, ever forward. Things change. You adapt or die.”

      “That’s morose, MJ.”

      “Don’t mean to be.”

      “You said you were good with moving down here.”

      I smiled. “I am. It’s the right thing to do. We were living two separate lives, and that was no good. This is better.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No doubt at all. But I’m just feeling like one of those old lungfish.”

      “Lungfish?”

      “Yeah, you know. Primordial things. They spent all this time living and breathing underwater, and then one day it turns out there’s all kinds of opportunity for critters that live on land, and they can go that way, but it means breathing air now, and that just takes a little getting used to.”

      “Lungfish?”

      She was looking at me like I was a lunatic.

      “Yeah, lungfish.” I stuck my beer bottle in my mouth before I said anything more. Danielle shook her head and picked up a piece of fried chicken and dug in. I loved watching her eat. It’s probably weird, but there was something about her energy with good food. She was trim and athletic and ran along Bayshore every morning, something I was yet to get into the swing of, but when she chose to eat less-than-healthy food, she really enjoyed it. All good things in moderation, she would say. Even moderation, Oscar Wilde would add in my head. Or perhaps it was Ralph Waldo Emerson. They were pretty interchangeable when it came to quote attribution.

      She had a sheen of chicken grease across her fingers and lips when her phone rang. She looked panicked for a moment and then glanced around for a napkin, which she would not find. I gestured that I would get one from inside, and as I stood I saw her hit the screen with her pinky and then hit it again to put the call on speaker.

      “Castle,” she said.

      “Danielle, it’s Bronwyn Kester from the Broward County ME’s office.”

      “Bronwyn, how are you?”

      “I’m getting married, actually.”

      “That’s great news. When’s the big day?”

      “In the summer.”

      “A summer wedding?” Danielle asked with a good dose of skepticism. Summer weddings in Florida involved a lot of sweating, even in air-conditioned banquet halls.

      “Not here,” said Bronwyn, picking up the tone of Danielle’s query. “In Michigan. My fiancé’s from there, and most of my family is in Indiana.”

      “Ah, that will be nice. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks.”

      I stopped at the open sliding door and eavesdropped because that’s what PIs do.

      Danielle said, “So I assume you’re not just doing the rounds updating everyone on your marital status.”

      “No. I’m calling about a John Doe that came in today.”

      “Okay.”

      “A jockey, died at the racetrack.”

      “Right. But he’s not a John Doe, and you need to talk to Hallandale Beach PD. They’re handling it.”

      “I know, and I did that. That’s how I found out you were there. Here’s the thing. We had no ID when the case came in, so I ran prints.”

      “Okay.”

      “I ran them through the state database.”

      “Sure.”

      “And nothing came back.”

      “What do you mean, nothing?”

      “I mean nothing, as in according to the state of Florida, this guy has no prints on record.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. Now as I recall, given the guy was a jockey, he would have to be registered with the state, am I right?”

      “You are.”

      “And doesn’t the FDLE handle all background checks related to racing and pari-mutuel gambling establishments?”

      “We do.”

      “So how does a Florida-registered jockey not come up on a print check?”

      “Were the prints clean?”

      “This is not my first rodeo, D.”

      “I know, sorry. I’m just spitballing. Could you run them a second time?”

      “After I called Hallandale Beach PD, I did that. Nada. This guy’s not in the system.”

      Danielle frowned and looked up at me. “What did Hallandale Beach say?”

      “They hadn’t tracked the guy down yet, but they would let me know tomorrow if they did.”

      “Okay. Can you write it up? The guy’s name is Leo Casper, according to people at the track. I’ll call on Hallandale Beach tomorrow.”

      “All right, thanks, Danielle.”

      “Hey, Bron, did you do an autopsy?”

      “No. I did the basic battery, tox screen, and so on, but nothing more. I know cardiac arrest when I see it.”

      “So he had a heart attack?”

      “Quite the opposite. This guy’s ticker just stopped.”

      “Why?”

      “Could be any number of reasons. Hallandale can check with the guy’s primary care physician if they care to, but people’s hearts stop sometimes. It happens.”

      “Okay, thanks, Bron. I’ll be in touch.”

      “You got it. Enjoy your evening.”

      I passed Danielle a napkin, and she used it to end the call and then wipe her hands. Then she picked up her beer and sat back in her lounger. She looked out toward the view, but I knew she wasn’t looking at it. Cogs were churning over in her mind. Things were not as they should be, and that was not a state of affairs that Danielle cared for one bit.
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      The morning brought postcard sunshine without the heat, the perfect kind of day for vehicle shopping. I had busted up my car in the kind of ridiculous chase that I was prone to, the sort of thing that city police departments and county sheriff’s offices discouraged their officers and deputies getting involved in. There was probably a public safety reason for it, but the main reason was cost. Cars were expensive to replace, and insurance companies didn’t give law enforcement departments a free ride on the premiums.

      I wasn’t a law enforcement department. I had Ron. He had negotiated a deal with our insurance company to cut us some slack on our premiums in return for the odd bit of pro bono work. I had an inkling that they were reassessing the balance of the deal, but to date they had stood by it.

      Danielle made a couple of calls, and I made coffee and cut up some tropical fruit. We ate at the kitchen counter, and then Danielle spun her keys around her finger like a gunslinger to signal it was go time.

      I did have a rental car, but Danielle was driving me around town to look at vehicles. She said she had things to check on around town and was interested in the process, but I was sharper than that. I knew she didn’t trust me to not come home with a Ferrari on a hundred-year finance package.

      Car dealerships tend to open late and close even later because that’s when car buyers are around, so she decided to do her thing first. We puttered up the interstate to Hallandale Beach and drove by the gigantic hundred-foot-tall Pegasus statue that stood guard over the Gulfstream Park facility, its hoof firmly planted on the neck of the fallen dragon. The word on the street was that the owner of the track had another copy of the statue in storage in China, but for the life of me I couldn’t imagine what he might want to do with it.

      We parked in the lot closest to the track between the grandstand and the trail that led back around to the stables. We stood in the sunshine without a word for a few minutes until a Hallandale Beach PD cruiser pulled up alongside.

      Danielle had arranged to meet Officers Lightwood and Briggs at the track. Lightwood looked okay with the interdepartmental cooperation, while Briggs looked like he’d been slapped awake. He frowned at me and looked me up and down. The previous day I had been in big boy clothes, but today I was back in my preferred chinos and a shirt I got from a guy who used to work in a turnpike tollbooth. It was covered with signs for all the tollways in the Sunshine State.

      “Officers,” said Danielle.

      “Special Agent,” said Briggs with unnecessary emphasis on the special.

      “You spoke to the associate ME last night?” asked Danielle.

      Lightwood nodded. “She was after an ID on the jockey. I said we didn’t have formal ID yet.”

      “Nothing in the DMV?”

      “Not conclusive. There are more Leos and Leonards and Leopolds in Florida than you’d imagine.”

      I didn’t agree. I imagined there would be plenty of those names. Those were all old-fashioned names and Florida was a state full of old people with old-fashioned names. If she had run into more than one Moon Zappa then I would have been surprised.

      “So you didn’t run anything down?”

      Briggs spoke up. “Thought it was worth checking the records here before we started calling homes to ask if any family members were dead.”

      “Well, let’s do that, then.”

      “I still don’t get why the FDLE is interested in this?” asked Briggs as we walked toward the entrance.

      “The associate ME called me last night.”

      “Why?”

      “Seems that when Mr. Casper first arrived there was no ID attached.”

      “We didn’t get a name from the other jockeys until later,” said Lightwood.

      “Right,” said Danielle. “So the ME’s office took it upon themselves to take prints and check state records.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing. There was no match.”

      Danielle flashed ID to the guard at the turnstiles. It was hours before any racing would happen, so he didn’t have much to do, but he did very little like a pro.

      “Jockeys have to be registered with the state,” said Briggs.

      “That’s right.”

      “Aaah,” said Briggs. “I see why you’re here. The FDLE runs the database. You’re covering your backside.”

      Danielle stopped on the spot and turned to Briggs. “No, Officer Briggs, I am not covering anyone’s backside. If there’s an error in the system, or if there’s some kind of loophole, we want to know what it is so we can close it.”

      Briggs put his hands in the air. “Sure, sure, whatever.”

      Danielle led us back to the office where the bookkeeper sat, and this time he was in. I expected an old balding man in a green visor, but this guy looked like he was running for office—sharp suit, slicked hair, strong chin.

      “How can I help?” he asked.

      “You know about the dead jockey yesterday,” asked Danielle.

      “Yes. Terrible.” The bookkeeper brushed his nose with his hand. I wondered if it was the lingering illness that had sent him away the previous day or if he had a coke habit.

      “You handle payments for the rides, is that correct?”

      “It is.”

      “We need an address for the deceased. Where do you send the checks?”

      The bookkeeper rubbed his chin.

      “Problem?” asked Danielle.

      “Is there some kind of privacy thing here? Maybe you should have a warrant?”

      “The man’s dead. All we want to know is where he lives so we can inform his family about that. Or would you prefer they suffer a little longer?”

      “No, of course not. Just give me a moment to pull up the records.”

      The bookkeeper left us standing in his little foyer and returned to his office. We looked at each other and then at nothing at all like we were standing in an elevator, and then the bookkeeper came back. He handed a piece of paper to Danielle.

      “Boynton Beach?” she asked.

      “That’s what it says. It looks like he only did occasional rides. From what I see he did mostly trackwork, and that would be paid by the trainer.”

      “Okay, thank you for your assistance.”

      “You might try the DMV next time. Just a thought.”

      “Thank you, sir,” said Danielle. “If we had his driver’s license, we would have.”

      “Did you check the jockeys’ room?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And you didn’t find a wallet?”

      “No.”

      “Huh. Maybe he left it in his car.”

      “You know what kind of car he drove?”

      The bookkeeper shook his head. “No idea. But if he died, it’s probably still in the parking lot over at the stables.”

      Danielle thanked the guy, and we stepped out of the office and headed down toward the turnstiles again. We got in our cars, and the police led the way around to the stables at the far end of the track. Briggs spoke to the guard at the gate, and I saw him point his thumb back toward us, either telling the guard that we were with him or that we were horse rustlers and should be shot on sight.

      It was the former. We breezed through and parked beside the police. The lot was busy for such an early hour, packed with pickups and horse trailers. Danielle and I stepped over to the cruiser as Briggs got out.

      “We just looked him up,” he said, nodding toward Lightwood, who was still in the car. Then she cracked the door and poked her head over the doorframe. She was shaking her head.

      “Leo is Leonardo Casper. He has one vehicle registered, a 2002 Ford F-150.”

      We split up and walked the row of trucks and trailers looking for an old Ford pickup. There were a few of them, probably only outnumbered by Toyotas.

      Lightwood found it. She called us over, and we met beside a truck that had been bright red when it rolled off the production line but was now something more like Florida red—that color that red goes when it gets burned by the sun for close to twenty years.

      Lightwood tried one of the doors and Briggs the other. Both locked. Briggs stepped back to the cruiser and returned with a slim jim—a long strip of metal that he shoved down the passenger’s side door between the rubber weatherstripping and the window. He jiggled it around a bit until I heard a thunk and the lock snapped open. The whole exercise made me wonder why I bothered with keys.

      Briggs slipped on latex gloves, opened the door, and sat down in the passenger seat, then looked in the glove compartment. There was a manual and a bunch of papers and receipts. He snapped the box shut and then checked the center console. I noticed a bottle of water in the cup holder. Briggs opened the console and pulled out a phone and a wallet. He held them up for all to see and then handed the phone to Lightwood. She powered it on and got a screen that required a passcode, so she turned it off again.

      Briggs looked through the wallet and announced its contents as he did. “One PNC debit card, one insurance card, one Florida driver’s license. Leonardo Casper, Boynton Beach. Brown eyes, five two. Age twenty-nine.”

      “Twenty-nine?” asked Lightwood. “He didn’t look twenty-nine.”

      “It’s that Florida sun,” I said.

      Lightwood nodded as Briggs fanned through the money in the wallet. “Eighteen dollars cash.”

      He pulled something else from the wallet and looked at it with a frown, then he held it up. “Video rental card. Those places still exist?”

      “Maybe he didn’t clean out his wallet much?” I said.

      Briggs shook his head and then slipped another card from behind the license. Unlike the other plastic cards, this one was cardboard. It was a punch card.

      “Loyalty card for a coffee place,” said Briggs. “Mim’s. No address. Two holes punched.”

      He slipped the card back in behind the license and then stood.

      “So next of kin is probably at the Boynton Beach address,” said Lightwood.

      “We can’t do that right now,” said Briggs. “LT’s gonna pitch a fit if we waste two or three hours driving up there and back.”

      “Maybe at the end of our shift?”

      “You wanna spend a few hours of your own time driving up to Boynton? Not me. We should call the local PD up there to do it.”

      Lightwood looked disappointed, but Briggs was right. Driving for hours to deliver a death notification wasn’t a good use of their time, when the local cops or even the Palm Beach sheriff could do a drive-by in minutes. I was about to say as much when I caught Danielle’s eye. She was looking at me with her eyebrow raised. I knew instantly where she was going with it, and it didn’t make me happy, but I nodded.

      “I’ll do it,” said Danielle.

      “What?” asked Briggs. “The state got money to burn?”

      “I have to go up there on a personal matter anyway.”

      “To Boynton?”

      “To Palm Beach County.”

      Briggs shrugged. “Knock yourself out.”

      He handed Danielle the wallet, and Lightwood gave her the phone. Briggs took the slim jim and locked the door, and we walked back to our cars. Danielle stopped behind her SUV and placed Casper’s personal items in an evidence bag to deliver to the family.

      “I’ll tell them to contact you for his other stuff and the car,” she said.

      “We’ll call a truck and have it towed to impound now,” said Briggs.

      “All right,” said Danielle. “See you ’round.”

      She nodded at the two cops and then got in the vehicle. I got in and looked at her.

      “You want me to drop you off at a dealership?” she asked. “I have to do this thing.”

      “You can’t do a death notification alone. That’s not protocol.”

      “Neither is doing it with a civilian.”

      “There are civilians and then there are civilians.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure. Besides, if we’re going all the way to Palm Beach County, I know a good spot we can stop off at for lunch.”
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      We didn’t get to Palm Beach straight away. Danielle got an idea and made a call and asked Bronwyn Kester from the medical examiner’s office to send her a copy of the prints she took from Leo Casper. Then she got onto Pembroke Road and cut due west, under I-95 and then the turnpike, and on to just short of I-75 on the far west side of town.

      The thing about driving in South Florida is that there is a real north-south/east-west divide. Driving north or south was a breeze. There were three expressways south of Lauderdale—75, 95, and the turnpike—and even north there was still the interstate and the tollway. Despite what could be pretty bearish traffic it was still good going, and the further north you got the better the going was. But east-west travel was another thing altogether. There were no fast routes from the coast heading inland, unless you counted the part where I-75 headed right across the state toward Naples, and I didn’t. It was a long, slow slog to get anywhere across town, and it made me think about those jams they get in Los Angeles.

      Which made Danielle’s decision to head west instead of north all the more strange. It took us forty minutes to go the ten odd miles to Miramar.

      We drove by the shining glass of FBI headquarters and pulled into the shared FIU/Broward College campus next door. Getting into federal buildings was about as much fun as flying coach, and even with her ID it was quicker for Danielle to meet FBI folks for a coffee on the college campus.

      Special Agent Susan Brown was sitting in the sterile cafe with a paper cup in her hand when we walked in. She was built like Danielle, tall and athletic, and she had the same color hair, but Special Agent Brown wore hers a touch shorter. Otherwise they might have been sisters.

      Special Agent Brown nodded at our approach, and Danielle shook her hand. Brown didn’t shake mine, but I didn’t take it personally. I was really a third wheel in this situation.

      “How’s business?” Danielle asked.

      “Bad guys never take a break,” said Brown with a matter-of-fact shrug.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “So what’s up?”

      Law enforcement types were no-nonsense people. They liked to cut to the chase.

      “Did you hear about the death at Gulfstream yesterday?”

      “No.”

      “Jockey, died during a race.”

      “That stinks.”

      “He won,” I said.

      Brown raised an eyebrow. “You think that makes up for being dead?”

      I didn’t, so I shook my head and resolved to keep my mouth shut.

      “The Broward ME ran the guy’s prints through the Florida DB and came up dry.”

      “He was a jockey, you say.”

      “Yes.”

      “They have to undergo background checks, don’t they?”

      “They do. We do the state, you do the federal.”

      “You want me to run them through the NGI?”

      NGI, or Next Generation Identification, was the latest moniker for the FBI’s fingerprint database. It apparently did all kinds of biometric identification, but basically it was the new old thing all over again.

      “Would you mind? I’d do it through channels, but . . .”

      “Yeah, it’s not the fastest. No problem. Send them over.”

      “Thanks, Susan.”

      “No sweat. So, how they treating you down there?”

      “You know how it is. Some guys are good, some are not. Same as anywhere.”

      “Marcard still thinks you should have joined us instead of the FDLE.”

      “I could have ended up in Nebraska. Miami’s far enough.”

      “Nebraska has its charms,” said Brown, and she looked at me like I was in on the joke. Little did she know I had spent time in Nebraska. Omaha was the home of the College World Series, and I had pitched there a couple of times, winning the thing in my senior year. There were few better places to be on a summer’s day than at the ballpark in Omaha. Plus there had been a girl. I hadn’t thought about her in ages, but sitting there in the university cafe, I thought back on those days with a smile. It’s funny the things you do that get you where you later end up.

      “You okay?” asked Danielle.

      I dropped the smile and pulled my head forward twenty years. “Sure.”

      Danielle thanked Brown and the FBI agent said she would be in touch. We walked back out to the SUV, and Danielle used her phone to send the prints through to Special Agent Brown, along with a picture of Leo Casper’s driver’s license. When she was done she clicked her seat belt on, glanced over at mine to make sure I was buckled up as well, and then she headed out to I-75.

      We headed north along the eastern edge of the Everglades until we reach Parkland, and then we turned east and cut over to the turnpike, and then continued north again. It took longer than was necessary, but we eventually got to Boynton Beach.

      Boynton Beach is one of those places that is more bark than bite. There really isn’t much beach, and the locals in that part of the city call themselves Ocean Ridge anyway. Most of Boynton sits west of the Intracoastal, and If you’re looking for a fast-food joint, a strip mall, or an over-fifty-five trailer park, Boynton is your place.

      Danielle navigated through a maze of mobile home parks, each surrounded by a stucco wall and an entry flanked by palm trees and the stars and stripes high on a pole.

      Whispering Palms had no more palm trees than any other subdivision in the area. It was several streets of single-wide mobile homes, all positioned at an angle to the street that I assumed was designed to fool the eye into thinking they were more spacious than they actually were. Because what they were was living spaces the size and shape of shipping containers. But for the most part, the lawns were neat and the flower boxes were in bloom, and although few of the vehicles were new, they were mostly well cared for.

      Danielle drove slowly through the streets of the community. Lots of subdivisions had little signs pitched into the grass medians asking drivers to slow down because kids were playing in the area. I didn’t see any kids, and I assumed the opposite. Lots of trailer parks in South Florida were fifty-five-and-older communities, which meant there would be residents that might wander across the street at suboptimum speed.

      Boynton Beach was retiree central. Tucked in between the interstate and the turnpike was subdivision after subdivision of mobile home parks restricted to the older set. Many snowbirds came down from cooler climes and spent the season in their tropical trailers before heading back up to homes in Michigan and New York and Ontario for the northern summer.

      I called out the numbers as we approached, and Danielle eased on the brakes and came to a stop in front of a white mobile home. It was light on the flowers, but the grass out front had a crisp edge to it. There was a flimsy carport beside the home with an oil-stained concrete pad but no vehicle. The vehicle was sitting in the lot at Gulfstream Park, waiting to be towed to the impound.

      Danielle parked the car on the street and got out. The sun was climbing high, and I could feel the warmth growing in the tar beneath my feet. We walked up to the door beside the carport, and Danielle stopped and looked around. Her Spidey-sense was going off. She knew she was being watched. Communities like these had a lot of eyes that had nothing better to do. A different car would be noticed immediately, and the lookouts would be watching through muslin curtains.

      Danielle stepped to the door, raised her hand to knock, and then stopped. She glanced at me and I nodded. I noticed it, too. The mobile home had wobbled. They weren’t the sturdiest structures in the world to begin with, so sudden movements inside could make the entire home vibrate.

      There was no vehicle in the carport, but someone was home. Danielle again made to knock, and for a second time she stopped. This time I didn’t know why. She spread her fingers and placed them against the front door, then she pushed gently, and the door fell open.

      “Hello,” called Danielle. “This is the police. Is there anyone home?”

      I didn’t feel the vibration again, but I certainly heard the flush of a toilet and the rushing of water through pipes.
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      “Hello?” Danielle called again. “Anybody home? This is the police.”

      There was no reply, so she unclipped the holster to her sidearm and stepped up into the mobile home. I followed tight in behind.

      It wasn’t the most chivalrous position, sneaking into a house hiding behind my fiancée, but I was happy to let the male ego take a little hit in favor of Danielle’s training and the fact that she was armed.

      The home was small but neat. The front and kitchen windows were open, letting bright sun stream inside. The design theme was brown: light brown carpet and faux-wood paneling on one living room wall. The kitchen beyond the living space was all dark wood cabinets and taupe countertops. It had a definitively masculine feel about it.

      We paused in the middle of the room by a black leather sofa. I noted there was a painting on the wall of a sunset over the ocean but no photographs that I could see.

      “Is anyone home?” Danielle asked. Her hand hovered over her weapon.

      “Hello?” The call came from down the short hallway toward the rear of the home. It was hesitant and unsure.

      “Ma’am,” said Danielle. “This is the police. Could you please come out?”

      It took a moment, but a woman eventually appeared. She was small and light framed and wore her hair in a ponytail. She stopped in the darkness of the hallway and looked us over.

      “Ma’am, are you the only one home?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “I’m Special Agent Danielle Castle of the Florida Department of Law Enforcement.” She held up her ID, but the woman didn’t seem to pay it any attention. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Carol. Martin.”

      “Ms. Martin, is this the residence for Leo Casper?”

      Carol put her hand to her mouth. “Yes.”

      “And what is your relationship to Mr. Casper?”

      “Relationship? I don’t know. I’m his partner, I guess.”

      “Does anyone else live here?”

      “No. Just Leo.”

      “Can I ask you to come and sit down?”

      Carol Martin didn’t move. She looked in Danielle’s general direction but didn’t appear to be looking at her. Finally she stepped from the entrance to the hallway and walked to the sofa. I noticed that she was probably in her late twenties but wore every mile of it, not so much in that Florida skin that so many of us had but in her eyes. She sat without comment, and Danielle stood before her. I edged to the back of the room.

      “Ms. Martin, I’m afraid I’m the bearer of some bad news.” Danielle gave it a second for that to sink in. It was protocol to preface the death notification with such a sentence, to give the recipient a chance to fully comprehend what they were about to hear. No one wanted to have to repeat a death notification.

      “Mr. Casper has died,” she said.

      We waited in silence. It sounded harsh and heartless, but it was designed to be clear and leave no doubt. Law enforcement types were trained to break it directly but with compassion, to not couch the language with metaphors or similes or anything else that might muddy the message. So now it was out there, and we waited for the response.

      Some people stayed quiet. Some burst into tears. Some refused to believe, and others got belligerent or aggressive, killing the messenger, so to speak. I had been on the receiving end of such a message, and I knew from experience that the mind had a tendency to short-circuit when it received information it didn’t want to hear.

      Carol Martin just nodded. She put her hands to her chin as she looked hard at Danielle’s knees.

      “I’m very sorry,” said Danielle. “I know this is a shock.”

      “It was,” said Carol, speaking into the ether.

      Danielle glanced at me and then back at Carol Martin. “Was?”

      She nodded again. “Yes.”

      “You already heard about Leo?”

      “More or less.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Carol looked up at Danielle. “I got a call. Last night.”

      “From who?”

      “A friend of Leo’s at the track. He said Leo had had an accident and had been taken to the hospital. Then he called back later to ask if Leo had come home, and when I said no, he told me he heard a rumor that Leo had passed away.”

      “Who was this friend?”

      “Reynaldo. He’s a handler for one of the trainers. I think they knew each other from the training track. I hoped it was a mistake, but when I didn’t hear from Leo . . .”

      Danielle sat on an old recliner opposite Carol Martin. “Are you okay, ma’am?”

      I got the feeling that maybe Carol had already processed some of her grief, or at least the shock had worn off. But at the sound of Danielle’s question, something changed. Perhaps it was the first time someone had asked after her welfare, or maybe it was the tone of Danielle’s voice, but Carol put her hands to her face and wept. Not gasping tears, just soft and gentle sorrow.

      We gave her a moment. Sometimes people just needed to cry. My father wouldn’t have understood, but then I hadn’t shed any tears when he had passed, and if I had, it would have been for the girl he had driven into and killed. But that wasn’t to say I didn’t understand what Carol was feeling. I remembered losing Lenny, and I always would. The tears that stained my face back then had soaked into my skin like a memory.

      When Carol took a breath and wiped her face, I asked if she would like a glass of water.

      “Maybe a whiskey,” she said.

      I didn’t generally drink before lunch, but I couldn’t say I never had. “Where?” I asked.

      “Leo kept a bottle in the kitchen, next to the oven.”

      I found a half-drunk bottle of bourbon in a cabinet under the counter, which suggested there were no children in the home. I hoped. I found a glass up top and poured a shot and took it over to Carol and then stepped back toward the kitchen to cap the bottle.

      “So, Carol,” said Danielle. “Were you and Leo married?”

      Carol took a sip and scrunched her nose at the alcohol. “No. Leo wasn’t a fan of marriage.”

      “But you lived together?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Well, no.”

      “No? You don’t live here?”

      “Not technically. I mean, Leo and I would stay most nights together. Either here or at my place.”

      “Where do you live?”

      Carol took another sip. “Down the street.”

      “In this community?”

      “Yes.”

      Danielle nodded and took a deep breath. I could see the cogs turning. “So, Carol, can I ask what you are doing here?”

      “Doing?”

      “If this isn’t your home?”

      “Oh. I was collecting some things.”

      Danielle glanced at me before asking, “What things?”

      I didn’t wait to hear the answer, although it turned out I could hear pretty much everything from anywhere in the home—it wasn’t that big. But I stepped into the hallway and took a quick look for evidence that Carol’s story checked out.

      There were two bedrooms, one on the left of the hallway and one at the end. The first was set up as some kind of spare room, with an old futon and shelves with books by Clive Cussler and Dan Brown and several about horses. There was a saddle on an old rocking chair—not a jockey’s saddle, more like the sort of thing a cowboy might ride.

      I checked the second bedroom. This one had a bed in it and two side tables with empty glasses on them. There was a wooden kitchen chair against the wall with clothes draped across the back. I didn’t need to look too long to work out that either Leo had a very interesting dress sense or the clothes belonged to a woman. There were two pairs of women’s shoes on the floor—not high-heeled numbers but more practical items.

      Carol was telling Danielle about their living arrangements, how although Leo had no desire to marry—apparently he had had a bad relationship in his past that put him off the idea—they had plans to buy a condo and move in together.

      I slipped out of the bedroom and took a peek in the bathroom. There were face creams and lotions on the counter. I looked in the medicine cabinet and found a couple of Costco-sized ibuprofen containers and a jar of Vaseline. As I closed the cabinet I glanced down at the trash can below the sink.

      The can was lined with an old plastic grocery bag, and in it were a number of orange prescription pill bottles. I grabbed a piece of toilet paper to use as a makeshift glove and picked up one of the bottles. The label said the meds were called Adderall XR, which meant nothing to me. I took a second bottle and then a third. All Adderall XR. There was a space on the label for a physician’s name, but the space was blank. I looked at the bottle and then at the toilet bowl, and I recalled the sound of flushing as we had entered the mobile home. I didn’t know if this was what was being flushed or if Carol had simply been using the facilities. I dropped the bottle back into the trash and walked out.

      “So how long have you been together?” Danielle was asking.

      “Three years,” said Carol.

      Danielle didn’t look at me, but she knew I was back in the room. “Do you have someone that you can call?”

      “Call?”

      “Someone who might be able to sit with you. It’s hard being alone at a time like this.”

      Carol shook her head. “Not really. It was really just Leo and me.”

      “No friends or neighbors?”

      “I guess Mrs. Lockerby.”

      “Where does she live?”

      “Across the street. The place with the Marine flag out the front.”

      “Would you like me to call on her for you?”

      “I guess. She’ll be happy enough to stay until the whiskey runs out.”

      Danielle stood and told Carol she would be right back, and then she walked out to find the neighbor. I stepped around the sofa as she left so I didn’t spook Carol, who might have forgotten I was there. She picked up the empty whiskey glass and held it out to me.

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “It always feels like a great idea now, not so much later.”

      She dropped her chin and looked at me like a schoolteacher who had just caught me passing a note in class. It occurred to me that kids probably didn’t do that anymore, not with everyone having phones these days, but I brushed the thought away and poured Carol another shot.

      “You don’t look like a cop,” she said.

      I took that as a compliment. My tollbooth shirt was a collector’s item.

      “I’m not,” I said.

      “But she is,” Carol said, glancing toward the door.

      “Yes, she is.”

      “So what’s your story?”

      “I’m in private practice.”

      “What does that mean? Like a doctor?”

      “No. I help people solve problems.”

      “There a lot of call for that kind of work?”

      “More than you might think. People often find themselves in situations they don’t know how they got into and don’t have a clue how to get out of, and I help them.” I pulled out a card and handed it to her.

      “A private investigator?” she said.

      “Among other things.”

      “So why are you here?”

      “I was there when Leo passed. As was Special Agent Castle.”

      Her expression fell, and she sipped her drink.

      “Did this Reynaldo tell you that Leo rode the winning horse?”

      “He did?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, that’s just great. He dies on a winner and I’m left to pick up the . . . I don’t know what.”

      Despite her best efforts, a tear squeezed from her eye and ran down her cheek. She didn’t brush it away, seemingly in another world for a moment.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      “You’re going to take some time,” I said. “To grieve. It’s okay to do it. In fact, it’s mandatory. And then when you’re ready, you’ll get up in the morning and do one thing and then another, and things will get done.”

      “We had plans, you know?”

      I thought about plans. I had plans. But it seemed at that second my plans had looked very similar to the life I had before I came back to Miami. I wanted to hang out in my office in West Palm and do the odd case with Ron and get my chops busted by my office manager, Lizzy. I wanted to spend the afternoons at my favorite bar with my favorite people and then retire for the evening on my back porch on Singer Island, overlooking the Intracoastal, and watch the lights play on the water, sitting next to Danielle. So much for plans. I didn’t know what Carol’s plans were, so I just nodded. Her plans were now going to change. Plans always did.

      “Do you know where he is?”

      “Leo? Yes, he’s with the Broward County Medical Examiner’s office.”

      “I guess I should call them, then. To make arrangements.”

      I nodded again. I didn’t want to say what was on my mind, because what was on my mind was a problem. Maybe it wouldn’t happen the way I could see it playing out, but I didn’t like the chances.

      “Listen, if you need help with anything, call me, okay?”

      She frowned. “Why would I need a private investigator?”

      “I solve problems, remember?”

      “I can’t afford a problem solver, mister . . .” She looked back to my card. “Mr. Jones. Is that really your name? Miami?”

      “It started as a nickname and sort of became permanent.”

      “You play sports?”

      “I used to. Why?”

      “It’s always sports guys who have these names, isn’t it. Like they don’t want to grow up.”

      I said nothing. I was trying to find fault in her argument but failing. Then the door opened, and Danielle stepped inside.

      “Mrs. Lockerby says if she sits in Leo’s furniture she’ll never get up again. She said you’re welcome to come over to her place, though.”

      Carol glanced at her glass and then at me.

      “You want to do that?” I asked.

      Carol looked around Leo Casper’s living room and then nodded. She eased herself out of the sofa like she was ninety years old and then moved to the door. She stopped by Danielle and glanced back at me.

      “Bring the bottle,” she said, then she stepped out into the street.
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      When I was a kid there used to be a show on television about a bar in Boston where everybody knew everybody else’s name. I didn’t like the show much because I couldn’t get my head around the idea that these people wanted to waste away their hours in a dive bar, slowly pickling their livers and never seeing anything of the world. At the time I was falling in love with baseball and starting to dream of one day pitching for the Red Sox, and it just so happened that the guy who owned the bar in the show had done just that but then hadn’t amounted to much. The thought that a major league pitcher could end up running a bar depressed the hell out of me.

      It wasn’t until years after the show ended that I found my own bar and learned why the place was so special. Sometimes a group of people came into our lives for reasons far beyond our understanding, and sometimes those people drifted away again. But other times they stuck, despite the fact the only thing you had in common was the place where you met up. It could be a basketball court in the park or a beach with a pod of surfers. Or a bar where everybody knew your name.

      It was late afternoon when Danielle and I wandered into the courtyard at Longboard Kelly’s. Ron was sitting on his stool chatting with the bartender, Muriel. She wore her trademark tank top despite the lack of heat, and I was sure I could see goose pimples on her arms, but she was hardcore Florida and wouldn’t concede sleeves, let alone a jacket, even in winter.

      We reached the bar and sat on stools either side of Ron. Muriel smiled and placed paper napkins on the bar in front of each of us.

      “Welcome to Longboard Kelly’s,” she said. “What can I get you?”

      “You’re hilarious,” I said.

      “It’s been a while. I was beginning to wonder if you had found a better bar down in Miami.”

      “Perish the thought,” said Ron.

      Muriel dropped a mug of beer in front of me and then made Danielle a vodka tonic. Danielle took a long sip. “That hits the spot.”

      “How’s the big smoke treating you?” Muriel asked her.

      “We just had to inform a woman about the death of her partner.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Part of the job.”

      “No, I mean for her.”

      “Me, too.”

      “And for you. That can’t be fun.”

      “It’s not.”

      “But you can always come to Longboard’s for a pick-me-up.”

      Danielle nodded and sipped her drink again.

      I clinked my glass with Ron’s and took a sip. I needed the pick-me-up. We had left Carol Martin with her neighbor and then driven up to our place on Singer Island. The house was empty and felt like a vacuum, as if all the air had been sucked out of it. Danielle did a last-minute check of all the rooms to make sure nothing was left behind, and I stood in the living room and let the memories play through my mind. The little house had seen plenty before I bought it, and it would have another life with the tenants who would move in. It felt like an intrusion that someone else would live their version of a life in my house.

      But that was the thing about houses. Like time, they moved on. Sometimes they survived through many generations, and sometimes they were destroyed and rebuilt as something new. They were inanimate objects that we placed so much stock in. I knew that what had made living on Singer Island so special hadn’t been this house or the beach or the view across the Intracoastal. It had been every living soul that had walked through the doors, and even the ones who hadn’t but had been thought of. It was the morning smoothies and the evenings lying back on loungers with Danielle. There were laughs and there were tears, for the people before us, and for us, and for those yet to come.

      I wandered to the garage and loaded up the last boxes into Danielle’s SUV. She locked up and met me at the car and looked at me for a moment as if reading my mind. Then she drove us down to Longboard’s.

      “The jockey?” asked Ron, dragging me back.

      “Yeah,” said Danielle. “A weird one, but it beats wasting away, I suppose.” I saw her eyes glaze over. I knew her own words had made her think about her father, whether she liked it or not.

      “It does that,” said Ron. He glanced at me with a hint of melancholy in his eyes. Years ago he had lost the love of his life to cancer and had nursed her for months as she slowly disappeared from this earth. I tapped his glass again with mine, and he offered a wink.

      “Well, I’ve done my bit,” said Danielle. “The next of kin, or the closest thing we’ve found, has been informed. It’s up to HBPD now. They can track any further family.”

      “What about the prints?” I asked.

      “Probably an admin error. Hallandale Beach can handle that, too.”

      Mick, the owner of the place, wandered out from the dark depths beyond the bar and did a slow-motion double take when he saw me.

      “Hey, Mick,” I said. “How are you?”

      “Been better, been worse.” He turned and walked away.

      “He’s as chatty as ever.”

      Muriel smiled. “He’s been telling people not to sit on your stool there, just in case you drop by.”

      “He hasn’t.”

      “He has, but I’ll deny saying it.”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      A group of women wandered in wearing tennis attire. They took seats in the courtyard, and Muriel scooted under the bar to offer them menus and drinks. I noted that Ron didn’t look the women over. There was a time when such ladies always caught Ron Bennett’s eye and his raconteur’s grin won their attention. But Ron seemed as happy with his married life as it was possible to be.

      Muriel came back to mix martinis. I considered martinis an after-dark drink, but that was probably because I had an aversion to ending up on my backside before sunset, and saying no to a second or third martini was a difficult thing to do. Perhaps the tennis ladies had more restraint than Miami Jones.

      As Muriel put the martinis on a tray, Mick reappeared and put a plate of smoked fish dip and crackers on the bar in front of us.

      “Thank you, Mick,” I said. I was a fiend for Mick’s homemade fish dip. It was the perfect bar food in my book, and there was no finer food than bar food.

      “Wahoo,” he said in reply. I assumed he was telling me the type of fish he had used to make the dip, but he might just have been excited.

      We dug in and polished off the dip in short order. I had smokiness in the back of my throat and a tingle on my lips from the diced jalapeños. I smiled at Danielle, and she smiled back. All was right with the world again.

      Then her phone rang.

      She slipped off her stool and walked to the rear of the courtyard near the mounted surfboard with the shark bite out of it, where the reception was best. I watched her walk away and then turned back to Ron.

      “I didn’t get a chance to drop in at the office,” I said.

      “Same old,” he said. “Lizzy’s good. She mentioned something about a vacation, and I told her to let me know when and we’d get someone in to cover.”

      “Good. She deserves a break.”

      “And I spoke with the insurance guys about your car. There’s definitely a feeling that the cost of your damages is outweighing any pro bono work we are doing.”

      “We need to raise our rates.”

      “That’s one way of looking at it.”

      “Is there another way?”

      “You could drive a little safer. Just saying.”

      “If bad people drive into me, what am I to do?”

      “Not pull in front of them.”

      I gave it my pouty lips. “It’s an idea.”

      “You found a new car yet?”

      I shook my head and sipped my beer. “Was planning on looking today, but things got away from us.”

      “That will happen.” Ron drank some beer and glanced up as Danielle reappeared.

      “That was the FBI,” she said.

      “Special Agent Brown?” I asked.

      “Yes. She wants to meet.”

      “Why?”

      “She says she’s doing a recheck, but she’s found an anomaly with the jockey’s fingerprints.”

      “An anomaly? Meaning?”

      “Meaning Leo Casper was not who he claimed to be.”
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      It took a little over an hour to get back to Miramar. Danielle drove, and I watched the sun set over the Everglades with a tummy full of fish dip and a smile on my face. We pulled into the college campus and parked far from the building. The lot was busy. Both the community college and FIU did a roaring trade on this campus with students who worked during the day and were studying toward better lives in the evenings.

      We walked into the building and made our way to the cafeteria. There wasn’t much more on offer than a couple of vending machines, but most of the tables were occupied by students with books open, perhaps preferring the hubbub of the cafeteria space to the silent library, or maybe they had families at home and got more study done on campus.

      Special Agent Susan Brown was sitting at a table at the rear of the room where she could see everyone who came and went. It was good procedure. No one was going to sneak up on an FBI agent. Or perhaps it was the only vacant table. She was dressed in the same clothes and holding the same kind of paper coffee cup as that morning. She worked a long day, and then I realized that so had I, and I wasn’t getting paid. We took seats but didn’t bother with vending machine coffee.

      “Evening,” she said.

      “So what’s with Leo Casper?” asked Danielle.

      “Interesting guy,” she said. “Let’s start with the fact that his name wasn’t Leo Casper. It was Louis Dreyfuss.”

      “Louis, huh,” said Danielle.

      “Yes. And Louis was from New York. He was a jockey up there, mostly upstate from what I can tell. He spent more time in Buffalo than Belmont. But he was warned off all tracks in New York State for life.”

      “Why?”

      “Race fixing. He got caught up in a sting operation. A bunch of people went down. Louis did six months in Otisville Correctional Facility and shortly thereafter disappeared from the digital trail.”

      “He came to Florida,” said Danielle.

      “It looks that way.”

      “So you’re saying the prints are in the federal database but not the state one?” I asked.

      “I can’t say that,” said Agent Brown. “I don’t know why the record doesn’t match Florida records. I can only tell you what I see in NGI.”

      “I need to track down the records we have on file,” said Danielle.

      “There’s more,” said Brown.

      “Go on.”

      “His Florida driver’s license says he was twenty-nine.”

      “Yes.”

      “The court records in New York say he was forty-one.”

      “Forty-one?” I said. I wondered what kind of skincare regimen a guy had to have in order to pass off forty-one as twenty-nine. There was some serious mileage between those two ages. There was surely a difference between upstate New York skin and Florida skin, but I suspected there was still a lot of face cream involved. Face cream that had been in Leo/Louis’s bathroom.

      Special Agent Brown raised her eyebrows. “Yep. If he was twenty-nine, then he was racing on New York tracks when he was twelve.”

      “Pretty unlikely,” I said.

      “Very,” said Brown. “So he had changed his identity, faked his date of birth, and lied about his racing background and criminality.”

      “Any other criminal record?” asked Danielle.

      “No, not that I found. He was clean until the sting, and then shortly after his prison time he disappeared and didn’t pop back on any law enforcement radar until now.”

      “Except that he should have,” said Danielle. “When he got his license in Florida.”

      “That one I’ll leave to you.”

      “Well, thanks for checking that out.”

      “You bet. It’s a curious one. Let me know how it pans out.”

      “I will.”

      We stood and walked out together, right to the back of the parking lot. We said goodbye, and Special Agent Brown turned to head toward the FBI building.

      “Hey,” I called after her. “We’ll be having a housewarming at our place sometime soon. You should come along.”

      Brown nodded. “Thanks, Miami. That sounds fun.”

      She walked off into the night, and I turned back to the SUV to find Danielle looking at me across the top of her vehicle.

      “Really?”

      “What?”

      “You’re inviting the FBI over now?”

      “No. I was inviting Susan Brown.”

      “Really.”

      “Yes.”

      “Any other law enforcement officers you’d care to invite to our home?”

      “None come to mind.”

      “Detective Ronzoni, perhaps?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “Why Special Agent Brown and not Detective Ronzoni?”

      “Because Special Agent Brown seems like a nice person and Ronzoni is like sitting on a cactus bed.”

      “I thought you and he were getting along now.”

      “We’re okay, but we’re not about to join a bowling league together or anything. And what’s your problem? You don’t like Susan?”

      “Susan now?”

      “It’s hard for me to believe, but since I’ve known you, I’ve learned that law enforcement officers are people, too.”

      “Yes, we are.”

      “So I ask again, you don’t like her?”

      “I like her fine. She’s a good agent.”

      “Well, maybe you’ll hit it off, and when I’m not around you’ll have someone to play with.”

      “You’re inviting her for me?”

      “Sure. Why, did you think I was doing it for myself? One cop in my life is enough, I assure you.”

      She half frowned and half smiled and then slipped into the SUV. I followed. Before she started the car, she called the Hallandale Beach police and left a message for Officers Lightwood and Briggs that she would come by the following morning to collect the belongings they had for Leo Casper. She didn’t provide an update because that would have been too much for the desk sergeant to handle.

      Danielle piloted us home to Grove Isle. We got in but turned no lamps on, then we wandered over to the balcony door and looked out over the twinkling lights of the city. We stood in silence for a time. I had no idea what was going through Danielle’s mind, but eventually she spoke without looking at me.

      “You hungry?”

      “A touch, but the fish dip should hold me.”

      “Tired?”

      “I guess. You?”

      “I need a shower.”

      “Okay.”

      “Come wash my back.”

      It wasn’t a request I was going to refuse. The water was hot, and Danielle was completely soaked by the time I got there. I squirted out some body wash onto a sponge and rubbed it across her back, the suds running down her buttocks and long legs and pooling around the drain. She stepped into the flow and washed off, and then she turned around and I soaped up her front.

      When we were both good and clean, we toweled off and Danielle led me to the bedroom. She climbed up on top, and for a moment I thought she was going to take charge. She was often like that in bed, as if making love was a contact sport. Not tonight. Everything she did, every move she made was slow and gentle, as if she wanted to become one, for us to get closer than two people ever could.

      I wondered if she was trying to wash away the thoughts of a dead jockey who wasn’t who he claimed to be, and of a woman who loved him and was now left with nothing but fake memories. I wondered about that, but I didn’t ask, because she was washing away my thoughts, too, replacing visions of Carol Martin’s tearful eyes with her own.
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      The sun broke on a glorious Florida morning. We ate cut fruit and drank coffee on the balcony, the gentle breeze a portent of a perfect day. Danielle and I had not spoken a word after the shower the previous night, yet it felt as if much had been said. I was in a much better mood, and I could see the glint had returned to her eyes.

      “I can take you to look at a car, if you like,” she said, biting into some watermelon.

      “You don’t have a job anymore?”

      “We’d have to make a stop first.”

      “I do have a rental, you know. I could just take myself.”

      “You don’t want me to come along?”

      “Always.”

      “Good.”

      Danielle drove us back up to Hallandale Beach along the interstate. It took about half an hour before she cut across to the Federal Highway. The police department was housed in the city hall building, which itself was not so much a hall as a bland low-rise structure that looked like a no-name office block. It was right across the highway from the giant Pegasus statue at Gulfstream Park, no doubt a constant reminder of where a large chunk of the department’s budget came from.

      I followed Danielle in, and she asked at the front desk for someone from the evidence room, and the guy at the desk frowned and asked if she was the one from the FDLE.

      “I am. I called last night.”

      “You’re going to have to talk to the chief about that.”

      “About an evidence transfer?”

      The guy shrugged.

      “Okay, can you please let the chief know that I’m here.”

      “I sure will. As soon as she gets in.”

      “She’s not here?”

      “No, she’s at the opening of something or other.”

      “Okay. Can you pass on a message?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Please let her know that the jockey’s death has become a case of identity fraud, and given that is a federal crime, she can expect the FBI to come calling and take the case away and not give a damn about the damage the case causes to Gulfstream Park or Hallandale Beach or her police department budget. Please let her know that as the agency tasked with keeping the racing and gambling businesses on the up-and-up in our great state, and keeping that revenue up and bad PR down, the FDLE was here to assist you, but that assistance was apparently not required.”

      The desk guy frowned. He was a cornucopia of emotion.

      “Have you got all that?”

      “Um, yes, ma’am. Can you give me a minute?”

      “One minute?” She looked at her watch. “Yes, I can do one minute.”

      The guy walked away and picked up a phone on a desk further into the room. I assumed he didn’t want Danielle to hear the conversation, but she didn’t seem to care either way. The guy spoke, then waited, and then spoke again. It took more than a minute, but Danielle didn’t leave. Then the guy hit a button on the phone and walked back to the front desk.

      “The chief would like to speak with you.” He buzzed the door so we could step into the inner office, then he hit a button on the phone console and said, “Ma’am, you’re on with Special Agent Castle.”

      “Special Agent, this is Chief Panera.” Her voice was as clear as if she were standing in the room.

      “Ma’am,” said Danielle.

      “Listen, there seems to have been a miscommunication. Can you give me the movie trailer version?”

      Danielle explained the jockey’s death, the search for his next of kin, and her visit to Carol Martin. She then explained how the ME had failed to find an ID based on the deceased’s fingerprints and how the FBI had confirmed that the prints belonged to a former New York jockey who had done time and who had since gone missing.

      “So you’re saying the FBI is already involved?” asked Chief Panera.

      “In an unofficial capacity only,” said Danielle. “I have a contact there. She won’t open an official case file unless I ask her to. I think we can keep this a Florida-based investigation as long as I can get my hands on Mr. Casper’s personal items that you have in your evidence room.”

      “You’ll run the prints?”

      “I will.”

      “And you’ll keep us updated,” asked Chief Panera.

      “Of course,” said Danielle. “I can keep officers Lightwood and Briggs in the loop. And you’re certainly free to call me at any time yourself, ma’am, as you see fit.”

      “We don’t want this to turn into bad press,” said the chief.

      “No, ma’am. All official and above board, but with no unnecessary eyes on it.”

      “Okay,” said the chief. “Sergeant, will you take care of the special agent?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The desk sergeant ended the call and escorted us back through the door to wait. When he returned, he carried a cardboard box with Leo Casper’s name scribbled on the side. I could see the plastic bag containing Leo’s belongings in it.

      The desk sergeant had Danielle sign a couple of forms handing responsibility for the evidence over to the FDLE, and then we walked out.

      Back at her office, she went upstairs to drop off the evidence belonging to Leo Casper and to have everything dusted for prints.

      I didn’t follow her up. We agreed to meet back at the SUV. I had seen a sign that had piqued my interest, so I wandered back down the street in the bright morning sun to a national chain pharmacy. It proclaimed to be a bastion of wellness and health, but I wasn’t so sure as I walked in past the potato chips and sodas and cases of Bud Light to the back of the store.

      A woman in a white lab coat sat high on a perch overlooking the pharmacy floor, like she was the queen of all she surveyed. She wore a look of concentration, and perhaps that was warranted, given she was dealing in drugs that could kill people.

      Lined up before the counter was a potpourri of Floridian life. Mostly old, mostly hunched over, and mostly with bad skin. The kinds of people who should probably have gone to a hospital but couldn’t afford it, so they went to a chain pharmacy to get advice they should have been getting from a specialist. They waited dutifully in line for their turn to talk to a cashier, who offered each and every one of them a look of intense disinterest.

      I didn’t bother with the line. I went straight up to the cash register and stuck my face under the woman’s nose. She didn’t think much of it, but then she didn’t appear to think much of anything. I told her that it was a police matter and that I needed to speak to the pharmacist.

      She took one look at my shirt and it became pretty obvious that she didn’t believe me. But I gave her my furrowed brow and then moved to the far end of the counter to wait.

      She watched me go, and I was fairly certain she was considering ignoring me, but I kept my eye on her and she must have gotten the impression that I was coming back if I didn’t get what I wanted, so she finally turned, looked up to the pharmacist, and spoke something softly.

      The pharmacist looked at me like she was picking her way through a bunch of bad fruit at the grocery store. She made a point of taking her sweet time about finishing up whatever it was she was doing, then she gently slipped off her stool and stepped down to me.

      “Can I help you, sir?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I continued before she started asking for ID. “I need to get some information about a prescription medication.”

      “What medication is that, sir?”

      “It’s called Adderall XR.”

      She raised her eyebrows as if I had just whispered cocaine. “Are you on this medication, sir?”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “You’re just asking for a friend.”

      The sarcasm was dripping from her lips, but I cut her a break. I figured someone who dispensed drugs for a living got to hear every BS story under the sun.

      “No, I’m asking on a police matter, as it happens. I don’t want the medication. I just need to know what it is.”

      “It’s a combination of amphetamine salts, sir.”

      “And what is it used for?”

      “The main use these days is to treat ADHD—attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.”

      “You mean the fidgets?”

      “Well, it’s a little more complex than that.”

      “And what does it do? Why would someone take it?”

      “Its main benefit is to improve focus in people who have trouble concentrating. It is also used for treating narcolepsy.”

      “So I assume you need a doctor’s prescription in order to get it, right?”

      “That is correct. Adderall is a controlled substance, being an amphetamine. It’s known to be highly addictive, and although it is a solid treatment for its prescribed use, it is often abused.”

      “Abused how?”

      “At correct dosage it can improve cognitive function and physical performance, but when abused it can cause cognitive impairment and induce psychosis. Plus the side effects can include suppression of appetite and difficulty sleeping.”

      “You say it’s an appetite suppressant?”

      “Yes. When children are prescribed this medication, they must be monitored by a physician to ensure that normal weight and growth is maintained.”

      I thanked the pharmacist for her time, and she offered me a curt nod in return, then I walked back toward Danielle’s office. Some things were clicking into place. Why discarded orange prescription bottles were in Leo Casper’s bathroom trash was starting to make sense.

      He was a jockey, and jockeys were always fighting their weight. In the old days they used to spend hour upon hour in steam rooms, sweating the weight off. These days, it seemed they had pharmaceutical help.

      The question was, did this have something to do with his death? Did he overdose? Take a few too many and have a heart attack on his mount?

      I got back to Danielle’s car but didn’t go any further. I leaned up against the door, tilted my head to the sun, closed my eyes, and took in some soft rays.

      Danielle came outside five minutes later.

      “How you doing, sunflower?” she said.

      “If I were in Seattle, I’d be right as rain. But here in Florida, I’m just regular okay. What did you find out?”

      “Not much yet. I’ve logged in Leo’s property, and the crime scene guys are dusting the sports drink bottle and anything else they think they can find a latent print on. It’ll take a while. Let’s roll.”

      We got in the car, and I pointed Danielle back in the direction of the dealership that I wanted to visit. It was, like so many of its ilk, right on Route 1.

      Danielle parked on the street out front and then glanced at me.

      “A Jeep?” she asked.

      I shrugged, got out, and walked onto the lot. The salesman who came to us was an interesting-looking cat. He was Asian of some description, perhaps Filipino, very short, and very bald. But he wore a smile on his face like he had just won the lottery. Perhaps he saw me coming. Perhaps he knew my insurance broker.

      “Hello, hello, hello,” he said. “How can I help you today?”

      “As it happens, I’m looking for a car.”

      “Cars you can find anywhere, but if you’re looking for a superior vehicle, you’ve come to the right place.”

      I wondered if he picked that line up at some kind of car dealer’s college program. It was used car salesman cliché, but he delivered it with such joy that I wanted to believe every word.

      “What about this one?” I said.

      He smiled, and I thought he was going to say “Excellent choice,” but he didn’t.

      “The Wrangler. This is an American classic.”

      To me, Ben and Jerry’s was an American classic. The jury was still out on this car. But it did look good. It was kind of like the opposite of a convertible—this thing looked like it had been born without a roof, and you had to find a reason to put one on. That suited me, Florida driving, and I very much knew my business partner, Ron, to a tee.

      “Does it come with a can of sunscreen?” asked Danielle.

      I got up into the driver’s seat and wrapped my hands around the steering wheel. It had that new car smell combined with the scent of warm tar coming in off Federal Highway.

      Danielle got in the other side and ratcheted the seat back. I thought she was going to put her feet up on the dash. It was a thing she did. But she made a concession to the fact that we didn’t own the vehicle and kept her feet on the floor.

      The salesman looked at me. His face still beamed. “You want to take it for a spin?”

      I winked at him. Of course I wanted to take it for a spin. I wasn’t under any apprehension that it was going to perform like a Ferrari, but it did feel like a pretty fun kind of car.

      The sales guy dashed off to get the keys and take a copy of my driver’s license. I pressed buttons that didn’t work because the car wasn’t running.

      Danielle looked up. “Roll bars. That could be handy for you.”

      I was about to reply with something witty when Danielle’s phone started ringing. She pulled it out, looked at the screen, and then answered the call.

      “Bronwyn,” she said.

      I didn’t hear the rest of the conversation. There was a lot of yes and no and one seriously.

      Then Danielle ended the call and gave me a deep frown.

      “That was the medical examiner’s office.”

      I nodded. I figured.

      “She says she got the tox screen back for Leo Casper, and they found GHB in his system.”

      I nodded again. I had had reason to deal with GHB before. It was a suppressant, a drug that slowed everything down and made everything feel good, kind of like alcohol without the headache. It had become a very popular party drug. People danced around in underground nightclubs like zombies until they fell over and stopped breathing and died.

      A little felt good. A little more was all bad.

      “Is that all?” I asked.

      “Yes, why?”

      “There were some empty bottles of a prescription drug called Adderall XR in Leo’s bathroom.”

      “You didn’t mention it before.”

      “I didn’t think anything of it until just now. I saw the sign for the pharmacy down the street, so I asked the pharmacist what it was.”

      “And?”

      “It’s a stimulant. The exact opposite of GHB.”

      “To treat what?”

      “Attention deficit disorder, mainly.”

      “Leo had trouble concentrating?”

      “The pharmacist said a side effect was appetite suppression.”

      “Might explain why a jockey would take it.”

      “But why would a jockey take GHB before a race?” I asked.

      “That’s a good question. It’s sometimes also used as an appetite suppressant. Although there’s little science to back that up. But people still do things regardless of the evidence before them.”

      That made me wonder about jockeys and about Adderall XR and appetite suppressants, and about whether science and knowledge ever got in the way of what people wanted to believe anymore.
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      Danielle said she needed to call Hallandale Beach PD back to update them on the toxicology results.

      “What about the racetrack?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The stewards or somebody. You’d figure they’d need to know that the jockey was high on something.”

      “True enough,” said Danielle.

      She slipped out of the Jeep and straight across the lot with her phone to her ear. I glanced around the vehicle again. I was rapidly getting the sense that the Florida sunshine was going to do a real number on the upholstery. I wondered what the warranty was on that. I didn’t wonder about it for long because my phone rang.

      “Mr. Jones?” said Carol Martin.

      “Carol,” I replied.

      I heard nothing on the line for a moment, and I got the sense that she was suppressing a sigh or perhaps even a groan.

      “I’m sorry to call,” she said.

      “That’s okay. How can I help?”

      “You said the other day that you solved problems.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I do.” Or at least I try was what I didn’t say. “What’s on your mind?”

      “It’s the morgue,” she said. “They won’t tell me anything.”

      “You mean the medical examiner’s office?” I asked.

      “I guess so. They say because Leo and I weren’t married, they can’t disclose any information to me. They can’t tell me when his body will be released or anything. All I want to do is organize his funeral, you know?”

      “I understand.” I had figured that it would turn out this way. Leo and Carol weren’t legally married, and Florida had no statute regarding common law union. The fact that they didn’t live together didn’t help matters any. As far as the state was concerned, Carol had no rights whatsoever.

      “Do you know if Leo had a will?”

      “No,” she said. “I don’t think so. Not that he ever mentioned to me, and he would have told me something like that.”

      There was a trace of uncertainty in her voice as she finished the sentence, but I let it slide.

      “Did Leo have any family?”

      “No,” she said. “I mean, obviously he had parents and so on. But he said that they were all dead and gone. He never really liked to talk about his past that much.”

      I wondered about Leo and his name and his past that he didn’t like to talk about. I wondered about how much I should tell her about that past. For the moment I decided to say nothing.

      “Carol, can I ask you a question? How well did you really know Leo?”

      “I knew him well enough. As well as anyone really knows anyone else, I think. Why are you asking that?”

      “Where did you meet, for example?”

      “I’m a cocktail waitress, Mr. Jones. Where do you think we met?”

      “Where exactly?”

      “The Palm Beach Kennel Club. It’s where I worked. It’s where I still work. Leo used to go there to watch the simulcast races from places like Belmont and Golden Gate Fields. I used to serve him, and he gave me pretty good tips. Eventually we got to talking and found that we had more in common than just a background that we preferred not to talk about.”

      She took a breath and then continued. “Look, Mr. Jones, I know you must think that I’m strange, that our relationship was strange. But whatever it looked like, it was real. I know Leo had a past. I know that he had probably done things that he wasn’t proud of. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’d broken the law. But that was then, and this is now. Leo has never done anything to make me not trust him.”

      Except not tell you his real name.

      “His driver’s license claims he’s twenty-nine years old,” I said.

      “I know what you’re going to say, Mr. Jones. I know he was a little older than that. It’s a thing that jockeys do. They lie about their age in order to keep getting rides. There’s a fine line between youth and experience and an even finer line between experience and has-been.”

      I thought about that for a moment. It was pretty profound. And, in my experience, pretty true.

      “Mr. Jones, a lot of people come to Florida to make a fresh start. I did. Leo did. But we were happy. We were happy together. That’s why he wanted me to be looked after. That’s why he took out the insurance, why we were moving in together. We were going to buy a condo.”

      “Wait,” I said. “What insurance?”

      “Life insurance,” she said. “Being a jockey is dangerous, and Leo wanted me taken care of.”

      “When did he get this insurance?”

      “About eighteen months ago.”

      “How much was it for?”

      “It’s fifty thousand dollars. Probably not that much to you, but it means the world to me. It’s my only way out. I’ve lost Leo. I’ve lost the chance of us growing old together in our own place, and now I’m sure the insurance company’s going to try and weasel out of paying it.”

      “Where did he get life insurance?”

      “He said there was a guy at the training track. They couldn’t get insurance for a high value. No insurer would cover that because of the high risk of riding, but this guy did what he called high-risk policies, and he took one up.”

      The idea of insurance raised more questions than it answered, but I decided to leave those questions for another time.

      “So tell me about the Adderall,” I said.

      For a moment there was near silence on the line, just the sound of Carol Martin breathing.

      “Was he ADHD?” I asked.

      “No,” she said. “He took it to suppress his appetite. It’s a jockey thing. He’s always struggled to make weight. Lots of them do. So they try little tricks in order to keep their weight down so that they can get more rides.”

      “Where did he get the medication?”

      “I’m not really sure. A doctor in Boca, I think.”

      “There were a lot of bottles in the trash in your bathroom the other day. How much of this did he take?”

      “Not as much as that,” she said. “He was careful. I flushed them all down the toilet.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I figured that they’re going to try and use everything they can against Leo and against me to take the life insurance away. I’m telling you, Mr. Jones, it’s the only hope I have. It was our dream to buy a place together, but with Leo gone, that’s the only way that that’ll ever happen for me.”

      “So without the insurance you can’t buy a place?”

      “No, I don’t have nearly enough for a down payment.”

      “Okay, Carol, explain to me how this was going to happen while Leo was alive. There’s no life insurance if he’s still alive.”

      “He had a little savings. I have a little savings. It’s not a lot, but together it was something, and Leo was getting some extra work.”

      “What extra work?”

      “He didn’t really explain. Racing, I think. Something like that. I know it was at a track. I thought maybe an owner wanted to put him on retainer.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Some jockeys ride races for one owner and they get paid a weekly wage in addition to their winnings, but he wasn’t specific about it. I don’t think he wanted to talk about it until it had been finalized, like it was bad luck. I know it was weighing on him, though.”

      “How was it weighing on him?”

      “Well, he was worried about it. Not that much, but I could tell. I thought it would get better after he went up to Marion County, and he seemed good after he got back, but then he got anxious again.”

      “What’s in Marion County?”

      “Horses.”

      “What horses?”

      “Most of them. It’s where all the horses are born. It’s where they’re raised.”

      “And he went there looking for work?”

      “No, I think he went there to talk to a man about work that had already been arranged. Like I say, I think it had something to do with the training track where he rode. He said it was looking good, but then he went down to Gulfstream Park earlier this week, and when he came back, I could tell he wasn’t happy. I asked if something had gone wrong, but he said no. He said it was still all good.”

      She paused. Despite her best efforts, I could hear the tears from the other end of the line. Soft and gentle tears, not just about the loss of the past, but about the loss of the future.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she said.

      The fact was, I didn’t know either, but I was fairly certain we needed to do something. I could see problems on the horizon. There were holes in the story that a tractor could drive through. And she wasn’t wrong about the insurance company. They would try every trick in the book to get out of paying. Unless they were my insurer, which had ponied up for every car I’d ever wrecked.

      “Will you be home tomorrow?” I asked.

      “Yes. In the daytime.”

      “I’ll find out what I can, then I’ll come and see you tomorrow. Okay?”

      “Okay. Thank you, Mr. Jones.”

      I ended the call and stared at the steering wheel. I wasn’t sure there was a damned thing I could do for Carol Martin, and I knew she wasn’t going to become a paying client, so my reasoning for even bothering was cloudy at best.

      A shadow pulled me from my thoughts, and I looked up to see my smiling salesman standing before me.

      “Ready to roll?”

      I wasn’t feeling as enthusiastic now, but I shrugged, and he seemed to think that would do. He climbed in the back and slipped on a pair of Ray-Bans, and I started the engine. He walked me through some of the functionality of the Star Trek dashboard. All I really needed was a speedometer and a fuel gauge, and the speedometer wasn’t mandatory. But this thing could connect my calls to the International Space Station and order dinner to be waiting for me when I got home.

      Danielle wandered back and got in the passenger side.

      “All good?” I asked.

      “All good,” she said.

      “Let’s roll,” said the salesman again, as if we were heading out on a cross-country road trip.

      I pulled out onto Federal Highway and headed north. The car performed like a car. I steered, and it did all the other work. Without the top on it was breezy, so chatting wasn’t all that practical. Danielle’s hair looked like she was sky diving, but she was staring out the window at the storefronts and strip malls, so she didn’t appear perturbed by it.

      The salesman suggested we give it a run on the interstate, but I got the sense that neither my ears nor Danielle’s hair could handle fifty-five, so I passed, did a series of right-hand turns, and then headed back to the dealership.

      “So, what do you think?” asked the salesman as we pulled back onto the lot.

      “It feels like a fun day out,” I said.

      “Imagine if that was every day,” said the salesman. “Should I write up some paperwork?”

      “Let’s hold off on the paperwork until I get my hearing back.”

      “You sure? There’s a good deal on the table today. My manager is keen to see this one out the door, you know what I mean?”

      “Managers are like that.” I slipped out of the Jeep and met Danielle and the salesman at the rear.

      “What if I can get you a custom trim package?”

      I had no idea what that was, so it didn’t help his cause any. I thanked him for the ride and said I’d toss it over and be in touch.

      Danielle was quiet on the ride back to her office, and I gave it a few miles before speaking.

      “You okay?” I asked. “You’ve gone quiet.”

      “I just got a call from Arizona.”

      “Your dad?”

      She nodded. “He’s not doing so good. They say the periods of lucidity are growing less frequent and that they may have to move him from the nursing facility into the hospice.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah,” she said to herself more than me. “Part of me wonders if I should be there while he still has times he can remember me, and the other part thinks he had all the time in the world when we were growing up, when we were still a family, and he didn’t take it.”

      “Whatever you want to do, I’ll support you. You know that, right?”

      She half smiled. “I know. Oh, I also spoke to the steward at the track. He wasn’t happy about Leo’s tox result.”

      “Shocked?”

      “Not as shocked as you might think. He said they had done a drug test on the horse—more because it won than because the jockey on it died—but he figured he’d have to get the test results expedited now, and someone was going to yell at him for that.”

      “And the PD?”

      “I just left a message for Officer Lightwood. Where are you going now?”

      “Just drop me near the ballpark. I’ll walk home from there.”

      I kissed Danielle goodbye and stepped out into the warming sun outside Marlins Park. I felt at a loose end. I didn’t have a case, not a paying one, anyway, and my office was hours away. My car was totaled, and my house was about to be lived in by somebody else. I drew no energy from the ballpark—which was unusual for me. Instead the hollow stadium seemed to wheeze its discontent that there was no baseball being played in it. I knew the feeling.

      I set off walking south through the heart of Little Havana. It’s a part of town that’s alive even when it’s asleep. A vibrancy pulsed from the buildings themselves. It wasn’t my cup of joe every day. It was like whiskey—to be enjoyed sparingly. I needed more downtime, more peace and quiet, more sand between my toes, so to speak, than the city afforded, but when I found myself in a mood, nothing pepped me up like a wander through Little Havana.

      Daytime Little Havana had a different beat than nighttime. There were guys set up on milk crates playing dominos and cards, and a woman broke into some kind of dance—I don’t know my cha-cha from my cancan—but she could certainly move. There were kids running around everywhere, and I figured school must have just gotten out.

      I stopped in at a little hole-in-the-wall place and ate a Cuban sandwich that they couldn’t have made better in Cuba. Pork didn’t know its purpose until it landed in a Cuban sandwich. I sipped a sweet tea that was like mainlining sugar and doubled my pace as I crossed the Calle Ocho walk of fame.

      By the time I reached Grove Isle, I was crashing down off my sugar high. The guy at the gatehouse gave me the once over like he couldn’t believe anyone would be entering on foot, but he didn’t challenge me on it when I gave him my sugar-crash frown. He did, however, put me off even going up to the apartment, so I turned on the autopilot and followed my nose and continued along Bayshore.

      My nose was pretty dependable because I ended up at Monty’s. It was a Coconut Grove stalwart, older than I was. The tiki bar vibe and the palapas could have fooled a guy into thinking he was at Longboard Kelly’s, but not me. The dockside location and touristy vibe would have had Mick turning into a doomsday prepper and heading for the hills. I didn’t know anyone there, and I hadn’t visited in years, having toured all the bars in Coconut Grove in my college days.

      The hostess tried to direct me to a nice spot with a view, but I nodded toward the bar, and she smiled like this was the best idea she had ever heard. I asked the bartender his name, and I think he said Quince, but I didn’t want to press him on it because he said it very quietly, like he wasn’t so sure about it. He poured me a beer well enough, and I asked if he could switch one of the televisions to the spring training in Arizona.

      “Not a Marlins fan?” he asked, picking up the remote.

      “Red Sox,” I said.

      “They’re playing here in Florida, aren’t they?”

      “Fort Myers,” I said. “But I wanted to catch the A’s.”

      “Got it.” He flicked the game on, and I saw a row of green shirts spitting sunflower seed husks into their dugout. The shot cut to a batter from the Milwaukee Brewers. I sat back, or I would have if my stool had a back on it, and watched the game.

      Baseball improved my mood. Watching people do something they loved always did, and although a lot of cynics would say that ball players did it for the millions of dollars they were paid, I knew different. I’d been there. Not the millions of dollars but the major league ball, at least for a few weeks, and I loved taking the field every time I did, even on those days when I thought I didn’t. Because I was on the other side of it now, and I could look back with the benefit of hindsight and know that they were great days with great guys playing a great game. It was hard work, too, but then my high school coach always said that anything worth anything was going to be hard work. The easy stuff wasn’t worth a bean. I wondered on that, considered my circumstances, and although I didn’t come to any conclusions, I did feel the beginnings of a decision forming in my head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I had three beers under my belt when I got back to the apartment. I stopped off on the way to grab some greens and some shrimp, and I had a shrimp boil and tossed salad ready to go when Danielle walked in the door.

      “You’ve been busy,” she said. “And useful.”

      I wasn’t sure if that meant I wasn’t usually useful, so I left it alone. I poured her a glass of New Zealand sav blanc, and she sat at the island counter while I finished the shrimp.

      “Anything happen this afternoon?” I asked.

      “Not really. Just boring cop stuff. You?”

      “Watched some ball.”

      “Beats working.”

      “Got that right.”

      I finished the boil, fished out the shrimp and put them in a bowl, then grabbed a roll of paper towel and a second bowl for the shells and heads and walked out to the balcony. Danielle brought the salads and the wine, and we sat sideways on our loungers with a small table between us and tucked in to our peel-n-eats.

      I waited until Danielle had a mouthful before I spoke.

      “I got a call from Carol Martin.”

      Danielle chewed and nodded and tried to swallow hot shrimp too early, so she washed it down with wine. I didn’t bother telling her I had gotten the call at the car dealership.

      “Why did she call you?”

      “She’s just lost her, whatever he was . . . partner, love of her life.”

      “You think he was the love of her life.”

      “I think they were an item. She was certainly in love.”

      “She didn’t grab me as the lovey-dovey type.”

      “There is a decent percentage of the population who would be prone to saying the same thing about you.”

      “You don’t think I’m lovey-dovey?”

      “I didn’t say I was one of those people, but you do carry a gun. I’m just saying, love comes in all shapes and sizes.”

      “You Mr. Harlequin Romance now?”

      “You’ve never been in love?”

      “That’s a loaded question,” she said. “Of course I have.” She shot me a sarcastic smile and started peeling another shrimp.

      “So, she’s worried about getting access to Leo’s body, for the funeral and such.”

      “They weren’t married, were they?”

      “No.”

      “And Florida doesn’t recognize civil unions, so unless she’s named executor in the will, she’s out of luck.”

      “Who will arrange his funeral?”

      “Good question. The spouse is first on the list, but there isn’t one, so we go down the family. Kids, nope. Parents, unknown. Siblings, unknown. Then we get into cousins and aunts and whoever else.”

      “Carol says she doesn’t know any of those people.”

      “Of course she doesn’t. Until today she thought Leo’s name was actually Leo. How did she take it?”

      “I didn’t tell her.”

      Danielle pulled the head off a shrimp and then froze. “You didn’t tell her.”

      “It didn’t feel right. I thought I might go up there tomorrow. Break it to her face to face, you know?”

      “You need company?”

      “If you want to come.”

      “I don’t want to come. I have a job to do. But I will.”

      “No, that’s not necessary. She’ll be okay.”

      “Just be careful. I don’t know where this thing is going, but she might be part of the investigation.”

      “I know. She said there was life insurance.”

      “Really? He lived in a trailer park and had life insurance. Is she the beneficiary?”

      “Yes. She said he wanted her taken care of if he had an accident while riding.”

      “That’s motive.”

      “Motive for what? There’s nothing connecting her to what happened to him.”

      “He had a body full of an illegal drug, MJ. That’s a little suspicious, don’t you think?”

      “But GHB has a short half-life, right? It dissipates in the body quite quickly.”

      “Relatively. What’s your point?”

      “He had to drive all the way to Miami, do trackwork that morning, wait around the jockeys’ room, and then get on a horse and ride. Surely if she had given him the drug at home, it wouldn’t have been present in his body at such levels by the time of his death. Plus he wouldn’t have been able to drive down in the first place.”

      “You’re assuming she was at home.”

      I sat back and, one by one, pulled the feet off a shrimp. Danielle was right. I was assuming Carol was at home. I needed to ask her about that.

      “Look, maybe it would be better if you didn’t go,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “These are questions better asked by law enforcement, from a legal point of view.”

      “I’m just one person talking to another person, that’s all. You can always ask your questions.”

      “You’re not just a person, MJ. You’re the fiancé of the investigating officer. That puts me in a bind, if she turns out to be a suspect. And close family with motives are often the perpetrators. You know that.”

      “Look, I’ll just go and tell her about her options regarding Leo. I won’t muddy the waters. If I hear anything out of place, I’ll let you know, and you can ride on in and I’ll get the hell out the way.”

      “Thank you. Just don’t lose your head, that’s all.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you’re a sucker for the sad eyes, MJ. I love that about you, but it can cause you to be blinkered. Tread lightly.”

      I agreed to that, and I topped up her wine and then took the remains of the sacrificed shrimp into the kitchen, where I wrapped them up and stuck them in the freezer for later disposal.

      We sat on our loungers and sipped wine and watched the sun go down on another perfect Florida day.
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      The following morning brought one hell of a thunderstorm. No one was ready for it. Thunderstorms in South Florida usually strike in the afternoon, but here I was driving my rental clunker to Boynton Beach when my car suddenly turned into a submarine.

      Like others on the interstate, I pulled over until the storm passed. That’s the thing about storms in Florida. They’re like Santa Claus. They don’t tend to hang around for long.

      The rain pummeled my windshield, and I lost all sight of the vehicle stopped in front of me. Then, no more than twenty seconds later, the rain began to get lighter and then lighter still. And then before I knew it, the sun came out and I could see the black clouds move off toward the east, ready to drown somebody else.

      I had waited for the rush hour traffic to clear before I left home, so it was midmorning by the time I got to Boynton Beach. I drove into the Whispering Palms mobile home park, cruised down the street where Leo Casper had lived, and stopped five units further on.

      Carol Martin’s home looked very much like Leo’s. The same angle to the street, the same size and shape. The same carport. Carol’s place had a planter beside the front door, where she had grown some colorful flowers. Perhaps petunias.

      I knocked and felt the home wobble on its base before she answered the door. Carol offered me a half smile but said nothing, instead turning and walking back into her house. I stepped up inside and closed the door behind me.

      The inside of Carol’s home was the exact configuration of Leo’s, but her furniture somehow seemed more petite. A loveseat rather than a full-length sofa, a small reading chair rather than a lounger. Her kitchen cabinets were white, which gave the place more of a sense of space than Leo’s. There were a couple of photos on the walls of Carol and Leo, one in a bar somewhere and the other in front of the castle at Disney World.

      Carol went into the kitchen and turned the coffee pot on. She didn’t throw out any used grounds, so I assumed she hadn’t yet had her morning cup. Without asking whether I wanted one, she took two mugs out and set them on the counter.

      I waited for her to speak. It took a while. The coffee brewed, it was poured, and she held up a carton of cream as a way of asking if I wanted some.

      I nodded. She poured it in and then pushed the mug across to me. I assumed she didn’t take sugar.

      I didn’t speak. I just raised my eyebrows, waiting for more.

      “Did you find out anything?” she finally asked. “About funeral arrangements?”

      “It’s complicated,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Do you know where Leo came from?” I asked.

      “The Northeast. New Jersey, I think. Like I said, he never really liked to talk about it.”

      “Did you know that Leo had to give fingerprints in order to be registered as a jockey?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “When the medical examiner ran those fingerprints through the state database, they found no trace of him.”

      “Sounds like a mistake.”

      “That’s what they thought. So they ran the prints through the FBI database.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that Leo’s name was not Leo.” I gave that a moment to sink in. She looked at me with the slightest of frowns, as if the comprehension just wasn’t quite there. Then she sipped her coffee, sipped it again, and put the mug down on the counter.

      “How was Leo not Leo?” she asked.

      “Well, for starters, his real name wasn’t Leo Casper.”

      “What was it?”

      “His name was Louis Dreyfuss.”

      “Louis,” she said.

      “Yes. He was from New York State. He was a jockey up there. He got involved with a race-fixing syndicate and got arrested and did some time.”

      Once again I paused to give her a chance to think about what I was saying. On the outside, she seemed to be taking it well. Trying to process it. I didn’t know her that well, so I had no idea what was happening on the inside.

      “I always thought . . . I knew, I guess. He kind of hinted that he’d done some time, gotten in with some bad people. But like I said to you before, Mr. Jones, I didn’t care about what he had done. I cared about the Leo I knew here. He was a good man, and he never gave me reason to believe otherwise.”

      I sipped my coffee and thought about where to go next. Danielle’s warning played in my mind—I didn’t want to overstep in case the official investigation turned in Carol’s direction. But I figured there was some information that Carol would find out soon enough.

      “The medical examiner found drugs in Leo’s system.”

      “What drugs?”

      “The kind that can stop a man’s heart.”

      Carol’s face froze, but her eyes didn’t. They filled with tears and uncertainty, and the pupils moved about furiously as she tried to understand what she was hearing. I was assuming from our surroundings that Carol wasn’t a Julliard-trained actor, so I was fairly sure what I was seeing was shock.

      She looked at me. “Was it the Adderall?”

      “No,” I said. “Something more dangerous. Did he take anything else, other than the Adderall?”

      “Not really. I mean, he sometimes took melatonin to help him sleep—Adderall made sleep hard some days.”

      “How often did he take it?”

      “Most days, but never on a day he knew he had a race ride.”

      “Why not then?”

      “In case he got tested. He said it left his system pretty quickly, but not enough on a race day.”

      “But didn’t he race most days?”

      “No. He rode trackwork most days, but not races. He went to the track in case he got a ride pretty often, but that rarely happened. It was only every now and then that he knew he had a firm ride, and on those days he never took anything.”

      “And he knew he had a ride that day?”

      “Yes. So it makes no sense, Mr. Jones. He wouldn’t have taken anything, Adderall or anything else. So what did they find in him?”

      “It was a drug called gamma hydroxybutyrate, or GHB. It’s a central nervous system depressant, the opposite of Adderall, which is a stimulant. See, GHB is a popular club drug sometimes called liquid ecstasy. It’s also been used as a date rape drug at bars because it’s easily dissolved in drinks. It slows everything down, and in high doses it can stop a person’s breathing. I was wondering if maybe he took one to offset the effect of the other.”

      “I’ve never seen him take anything like that. Like I told you, Leo didn’t do the Adderall on race days.”

      “And you’re sure he knew he was racing that day? It wasn’t last minute?”

      “No. He got a call the afternoon before.”

      “From who?”

      “The trainer of the horse.”

      “Sims Quartet.”

      “Yes.”

      “Was this something to do with his visit to Marion County? The extra work you mentioned?”

      “I don’t know. I know he said this trainer was based at Calder, not where he normally rode at Palm Meadows. He said the trainer was taking the horse to Gulfstream in the morning and Leo had to go there early to ride him in a workout, get to know him. He had to get permission from his regular trainer at Palm Meadows to miss morning trackwork there.”

      “And he got that permission?”

      “I guess so.” She made to sip her coffee and found the mug empty, so she poured some more, gesturing with the pot to offer more to me. I declined.

      “He was excited by the ride, I know that,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “It’s more money to ride, and he actually thought this horse had a chance to maybe take a place.”

      “It did better than that.”

      “In the end. I suppose they won’t even award his share of the winnings now.”

      “I don’t know where it would go anyway,” I said. “You mentioned he didn’t have a will.”

      “No. We talked about it, maybe having one once we bought our condo, but we never got around to it.”

      “And he had some savings?”

      “Some, yes. We both did, but between rent and gas and stuff, it wasn’t easy to save a down payment.”

      “So would you say he had money problems?”

      “He was a jockey,” she said. “Of course he had money problems. A trackwork jockey gets four hundred dollars a week, and each race ride is about thirty dollars. That’s why he was excited for the extra ride, and about the horse’s chances. A place means the jockey gets five percent of the place purse. Since he rode the winner, he should have gotten ten percent of the winnings.” She shrugged like she didn’t understand where that might go now.

      “I thought jockeys did pretty well,” I said.

      “If you win the Kentucky Derby or the Pegasus World Cup, then sure. But not the guys at the bottom. Not the ones doing all the work, preparing the horses, doing the training rides.” She shook her head. “Not them. They can barely make rent.”

      “So why did he do it?” I asked.

      She frowned and looked at me like I was talking crazy.

      “Because he was a jockey.”

      Her words made me think of my own sporting career. I had played football and baseball in high school because it was fun to play with my buddies, and then at the U because it paid my way to a college degree. After the draft I played six years of minor league baseball and got paid a pittance to do it. Four hundred a week would have been a significant pay raise for us. I rarely had two beans to rub together. But I didn’t care because, to paraphrase Carol, I was a baseball player. I loved the game, I loved the camaraderie, I loved the opportunity to spend my afternoons in the sunshine and my nights under the bright lights. I loved it so much I would have paid to play. The fact that someone was willing to pay me to do it was a dream, even if it was barely rent money. And it was the dream that kept me going, the dream that one day I would make it to the majors, that I would play the coliseums in the big leagues, that kept me going when the grind started to wear. And finally, after four weeks in the majors without pitching a single ball in anger, the dream began to fade. When it died, when I knew that I would not be going back to the top flight, that was when I knew my ball playing days were done.

      “Leo must have loved it,” I said.

      “He did. He loved the thrill of racing, for sure. I guess it was an adrenaline rush. But he loved it more than that. He loved being around the horses. He knew them like individuals, like you and I know people. A horse is a horse to me, but not to Leo. He would sometimes talk about them like people. This one was in a bad mood today, or this was a good boy today. He was proud of them when they raced well, even when he wasn’t in the saddle himself, and a little down when they didn’t. They were like his children.”

      Her gaze drifted away to somewhere far from where we were, in time if not geography, to a place where children were a part of her life, or at least still an option. The muscles in her face dropped as if this was something that was now lost to her, on top of everything else. Then she blinked and sighed and looked at me again.

      “He didn’t do it for the riches,” she said. “He didn’t rent in a mobile home park for no reason. He could barely afford to rent here, let alone pay gas or insurance.”

      “So about that, the insurance. You said he got life insurance at the track?”

      “Yes, at Palm Meadows.”

      “But not through the Jockey Club?”

      “No. Like I said, most insurers wouldn’t offer it. They thought being a jockey was too dangerous.” She laughed, more a cough than a giggle. “Too dangerous,” she repeated, shaking her head.

      “So how did he get it?”

      “There was one broker always doing the rounds, selling policies. Leo thought it was a bit expensive, but then later he changed his mind. They kept the premiums manageable by only offering small payouts, that’s what Leo said. But fifty thousand dollars is life changing for some people. Now without it . . .” She shrugged. “I’ve lost everything, Mr. Jones. Leo, our future. Any chance of getting out.”

      “Why did Leo change his mind about the insurance?”

      “It was the fall.”

      “What happened in the fall?”

      “Not in the fall. Not the season. He fell from a ride, in trackwork. He was working a horse at full gallop and came off. He was knocked out, broke some bones. He ended up in the hospital. See, that’s how I knew no one would care about me now. Not the government, not the insurance company, not the morgue.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because that’s how it was then. The hospital wouldn’t even let me see him until he woke up and he told them I could. He was still pretty out of it, and they had to have him sign something to let me even be involved in his care at all.”

      “Like a power of attorney?”

      “No. I think it was called a surrogacy or something. I didn’t really understand it, but the hospital said if Leo fell unconscious again, I would be able to make decisions for him.”

      “And did he?”

      “No, luckily. He was okay.”

      “And do you have a copy of that form?”

      “No. It’s probably at the hospital, I guess. Why?”

      “Call them,” I said. “Get a copy.”

      “Why? How can it help Leo now?”

      “It can’t. We’re past helping Leo. This is about helping you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Just call them, okay? Get a copy of any document you and Leo signed. And while we’re talking about helping you, where were you during the race when Leo died?”

      “Where was I?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why is that important? Am I a suspect now?”

      “No,” I said, despite not being sure. “But technically the insurance gives you a motive.”

      “I don’t want the money instead of Leo. They could tear up the policy for all I care, if it would bring him back.” She put her hand to her face, and I expected tears, but they didn’t come. What I saw instead was frustration that she didn’t seem to count for anything in the whole process.

      “I know you would,” I said. “But the police follow the logic of an investigation. If the logic says that someone had a financial incentive for someone else’s death, then they will follow that logic until it isn’t logical anymore.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means everyone who knew Leo is a possible suspect until they’re not. The police don’t look for one good suspect. They look at everyone and cross them off until only one is left. So the question is, do you have an alibi?”

      She breathed deeply, like it was all too much. “I was at work.”

      “At the Kennel Club?”

      “Yes.”

      “And someone can verify that?”

      “My boss, the other waitresses, the bartender, about thirty or forty patrons, I suppose.”

      “Okay, good. That helps.”

      “But what about Leo’s funeral?”

      “Did you have any joint accounts with Leo? A bank account, a bill of any kind?”

      “No.”

      “Okay. I’ll talk to the medical examiner’s office for you.”

      “What happens to Leo if they say no?”

      “Let’s worry about that if we get there.”
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      Palm Meadows thoroughbred training facility sat on the wrong side of the turnpike about twenty minutes from Carol Martin’s home. Once upon a time the track had probably been surrounded by horse paddocks and market gardens and turf farms, but as suburbia crept west the gardens became housing subdivisions, and now the training facility signaled the point where humanity had to give way to the Everglades until someone came up with a more viable way to build strip malls on swamp land.

      I pulled into the facility and stopped at the gatehouse. I told the guard I was looking into the death of Leo Casper on behalf of the family, which might not have been how the state saw Carol, but it was good enough for me. I showed him my PI’s license, which, although it held no legal weight, added some gravitas to my inquiry. The guard made a call and then told me to drive down to the administration building and the facility manager would be available in about thirty minutes.

      He raised the gate, and I drove past a lot full of trucks and horse trailers and on until I saw a series of buildings that looked like apartment rentals. I pulled into a slot, got out, and looked around. I saw a guy covered in dirt striding along a path toward the apartments.

      “You know a jockey called Leo Casper?” I asked him.

      He seemed surprised that I was addressing him. “No, señor,” he said, making a beeline for somewhere that wasn’t around me.

      I wasn’t planning on standing in the parking lot for thirty minutes, and I didn’t fancy sitting in a foyer reading horse magazines, so I wandered out of the lot toward what looked like some kind of racetrack.

      Unlike Gulfstream Park, there were no stands, no concessions, no bars. There were people lining the rail watching horses run, people driving small trucks back and forth, people ambling here and there with no urgency.

      I could see to my left a large complex of long buildings, so I walked that way. I asked several more people whether they knew Leo Casper and got several more replies about their lack of English language capability.

      I came upon a guy washing a horse. The guy was short. Maybe he’d been a jockey in a previous life and karma hadn’t been kind. He was soaping the horse up but having trouble reaching right up to the top of the animal’s back.

      I wandered over and asked about Leo, and the guy nodded. “I knew him.”

      “So you know he’s dead.”

      The guy nodded again. “Yup.”

      “Do you know where he worked?”

      “He mostly rode for JJ Cripps.”

      “Who’s JJ Cripps?”

      The guy looked at me like I was some kind of numbskull. “He’s a trainer. You don’t know much about horses, huh?”

      I shrugged. “I know I can reach up to their backs.”

      The guy didn’t get it, and he didn’t seem to care either way.

      “Two buildings along.”

      I thanked him and kept walking. The stable buildings themselves looked like the upturned hulls of longboats. It was like a fleet of Viking ships had all capsized and then someone had come along and built stables underneath the upturned hulls. I walked a pathway the length of one building completely out of the sun. I assumed it was designed that way.

      Not surprisingly, there were horses everywhere. Some were in stables, some were getting combed, some were being walked along dirt pathways.

      I got to the second building and stood for a moment. The air was heavy with the scent of straw and dung and wet horseflesh. An old Latino guy was sweeping the path in the stable building opposite. I nodded. He nodded back. He looked like a guy who belonged exactly where he was, like he had been born old, had always worn the look, and knew how to carry it off. He moved slowly, as if he understood how long the job would take and had exactly that amount of time to do it. The old guy went about his business but kept an eye on me, the same eye I expected he kept on everything that went on around the stables.

      My attention was drawn back to the stable next to me by a guy stepping out of one of the horse corrals. He looked up at me and nodded.

      “Help you?” he asked.

      Clearly, unlike the old guy across the way, I didn’t look like I belonged. Perhaps it was the shirt. The one with the wooden-sided sedans and the surfboards.

      “I’m looking for JJ Cripps,” I said.

      “This is his place, but he’s not here right now.”

      “Where is he?”

      “He be out on the track. Who are you?”

      “The name’s Miami Jones. I’m looking into things for the family of Leo Casper. You know him?”

      “Yeah, I knew him. Bad news for Leo. You want JJ? I’ll show you where he is.”

      I followed the guy between two buildings and then out toward a dirt path where horses were being led to and from the track. We walked along the railing, and I got a good look at the running surface. The whole thing was bigger than I expected it to be. It was, for all intents and purposes, a full racetrack. There was a wide dirt track around the outside and a turf track on the inside just like at Gulfstream Park.

      The big difference was the shortage of casino facilities and the lack of intent in the horses. There were quite a number out on the track but they all seemed to be jogging or prancing or whatever it was that horses did when they were going at far less than full speed. Perhaps they were warming up.

      Some, like the ones I’d seen at Gulfstream Park, were being guided by ponies. Others seemed to be able to handle themselves fine outside of the buzz of a race meet.

      The guy leading me stopped and said, “I got to go this way. That’s JJ down there.”

      “Which one?” I asked.

      “In the hat,” he said, and he walked away.

      I stood and watched JJ Cripps at work. He looked focused and intent. Hollow in the cheeks, like he was on a hunger strike, and surprisingly young. I always pictured trainers as old guys, but JJ couldn’t have been much past thirty.

      He wore a brown tweed racing cap on his head and a sleeveless jacket over his check shirt. His jeans looked crisp and without a trace of dirt or mud. He could have been a model in one of those clothing catalogs that were so popular in the Northeast.

      He was chatting with a Latino guy and watching a couple of horses run short bursts up and down the straight. He was timing them on what appeared to be an old-fashioned stopwatch. The horses weren’t going very far, no more than about a hundred yards, and I wondered what the point was. But then I conceded that what I knew about training horses wouldn’t have filled the gap between pitches in a major league game.

      I walked over and waited for a moment when JJ wasn’t preoccupied with the horses, then I inserted myself into the conversation.

      “JJ Cripps,” I asked.

      He didn’t look my way. “Yeah. Who wants to know?”

      “Miami Jones,” I said.

      He was leaning against the rail that ran along the length of the track, and he half turned and glanced at me.

      “Miami Jones? That’s your name?”

      “Not the name my mama gave me, but it suits me fine. You were born with JJ, I take it?”

      “More or less,” he said. “What do you want?”

      “I’m assisting the family of Leo Casper.”

      “I didn’t know Leo had any family.”

      “Can I ask you a few questions?”

      “Don’t know that there’s much I can tell you,” said JJ.

      “That’s okay,” I replied. “So, Leo rode trackwork for you?”

      “That’s right. He was out here most days.”

      “What kind of a rider was he?”

      “He was okay. He had a good way with the animals. But he was a bit too big to make it full-time on the race circuit.”

      “How big was he?”

      “Had to be five two.”

      Hardly a giant, I thought.

      “So is it true what they say?” he asked.

      “What do they say?”

      “That Leo had a heart attack on a winning ride.”

      “He had something go wrong. What it was, I don’t know for sure.”

      “Of all the luck,” said JJ. “What are the odds?”

      I shrugged. “Did Leo ever ride races for you?”

      JJ’s attention was dragged back to the track, and we watched the two horses run the short sprint once more. He timed it on his little stopwatch with a click and, without glancing back, kept talking.

      “Occasionally, but not much.”

      “But you didn’t train the winner he rode on that day?”

      “No,” said JJ. “That wasn’t one of mine.”

      “Do you often let your jockeys go off and ride for other trainers?”

      JJ glanced over his shoulder and looked at me. “Look, it doesn’t happen all that often. Like I said, Leo was a trackwork rider. He was a good guy who knew horses, but he didn’t have what it took to really reach the top, you know? So every now and then he got the chance to fill in for a jockey who got sick or busted a collarbone. He might get a ride here or there. Sometimes with me, sometimes with someone else. These guys don’t make a ton of money. I know that, right? So I let them ride.”

      “And let him miss trackwork as a result?”

      “Not usually. Most of the time, they can make trackwork here in the morning and then get down to Gulfstream for a ride in the afternoon.”

      “But that’s not how it went on that day.”

      “No, they wanted him down in the morning. The owners didn’t know him, so they wanted to make sure he understood the horse.”

      “And how long had he been riding for you here?”

      “For me, maybe three years.”

      “You’re pretty young to be a trainer.”

      “And you’re pretty young to dress like that.”

      Touché.

      “So what do you know about his background?”

      “Not much of anything, to be honest. He was already riding here at Palm Meadows when I set up shop. He did some rides for me, he was dependable, turned up on time, kept himself to himself. And, you know, like I say, he was good with the animals. So I put him on a contract. All I know is, he came from somewhere else. But then most of us do, don’t we?”

      “In my experience,” I said. “Did you do a background check on Leo?”

      JJ shrugged. “Everyone gets a background check in the racing game.”

      “But I mean above and beyond the fingerprint check.”

      JJ frowned. “No. Why would I? I was hiring a guy who knew how to ride to do exactly that. The cops or the feds or whoever does the fingerprint thing did it and gave him a jockey license. That’s all I need to know.”

      We turned our attention to the track again and this time watched one horse run about two hundred yards at about what I guessed to be three-quarter pace.

      “How many horses do you have here?”

      “I’ve got six stalls,” said JJ. “The horses rotate through depending on their racing schedule.”

      “Do you own them?”

      JJ snorted. “I’m a trainer,” he said. “No, I don’t own them.”

      “Who does?”

      “All kinds of people. Some of them are owned by individuals, most of them in partnerships or even syndicates. You can buy a chunk of a horse for a couple hundred bucks if you want to share your winnings with a thousand other people.”

      “That doesn’t seem like the fast track to riches,” I said.

      JJ gave a slight shake of his head. “It’s not. This is thoroughbred racing, my friend. Either you have the riches when you arrive, or you don’t get them at all.”

      “I met the owner of the horse that Leo was riding that day. He didn’t seem to be a billionaire.”

      “I don’t know him,” said JJ, “but probably not. Look, this isn’t the Kentucky Derby set. People around here, they’re not the big time. They’re not the players. Those folks will come through during the Pegasus World Cup, and even for some stakes races, but for the day-to-day racing? They’re owned by dentists and doctors and lawyers and syndicates of people who just want to have a taste of it. It sure ain’t for poor people, but these folks aren’t necessarily the uber-rich either.”

      “Where do your horses come from?”

      “From all over, the sales mostly.”

      “Do you get any from Marion County?”

      JJ gave a mirthless laugh. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No, why?”

      “Marion County is one of the biggest horse-producing regions in the world. It’s, like, number two in the United States behind Kentucky. It’s the home of Triple Crown winners like Affirmed. The majority of our horses are foaled there.”

      JJ’s attention turned back to the track as he watched the horse that had sprinted trot back to its starting position, then he turned to me and said, “I got work to do. Anything else?”

      “Did Leo have a locker? Anything like that here?”

      “I don’t think so. Mainly the staff that come in from afar leave their stuff here. Leo lived local, I think.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      JJ tipped his hat to me like a seventy-year-old man might do. Then he and the guy he had been talking to cut through a small gate in the rail and walked out to the edge of the track.

      They paused while two horses galloped by, and then they made their way out to talk to the jockey who was sitting on top of the horse that had just finished its sprints. They had a quiet chat, patting the horse’s neck. I couldn’t hear them, but I wouldn’t have known what they were talking about anyway, so I watched for a moment and then turned and walked back the way I’d come, to the stables of JJ Cripps.

      The old guy in the stable building opposite was using a bucket of water to slosh out a stable. He filled it from a faucet, carried it to the stall, and then, using two hands on the bucket, threw the water inside. He did it three more times before putting the bucket aside, then he used his broom to push all the water back out. I wondered why he just didn’t go find a hose.

      I walked slowly past each of the stalls that belonged to JJ Cripps. There were horses in a couple and straw in a few more. And then there was one that was empty. Completely empty. It had been washed out, cleaned up, and gotten ready like a Motel 6 set up for the next guest. Outside the stall was a line of sports drinks, some bottles completely empty, others still with some of their garish liquid inside.

      I heard the tap of shoes on concrete and turned to see the guy who had walked me over to JJ heading my way.

      “You didn’t find him?” he said.

      “No, I did. Thank you.” I nodded at the empty stall. “What’s the deal with this one?”

      “Oh, that horse, he’s gone.”

      “Gone?” I asked.

      “Yeah, he retired. He’s gone. JJ be bringing in a new horse soon.”

      The guy half shrugged and half nodded and then unhitched the door to the stall next to the empty one and stepped inside to do whatever it was that he did.

      I glanced across the way and saw the old man was sweeping again, working the dust and debris into a pile and then using a shovel to scoop the stuff into a trash can, which he then wheeled around the side of the stables. I noticed he hadn’t cleaned JJ Cripps’s side of the stables. It was clearly not his domain. The used sports drink bottles mocked him.

      Then I had a thought. In fact, I had two. I looked across the way and saw the old man’s bucket was still sitting to the side of the now clean barn. I strode over, picked it up by its wire handle, and then collected all the sports drink bottles by their caps and tossed them in the bucket. I was nothing if not a good little Boy Scout.

      I decided that I needed to see a man about a dog, so I turned and walked back down the path to my car, where I left the bucket of bottles, and then I headed toward the administration building.
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      I reached the administration building as a large man built like a linebacker came out of the door.

      “You the guy from the gatehouse?” he asked, although it felt more like an order.

      “Miami Jones,” I said, shaking his hand.

      “Brian Quick,” he replied. His hands were large and gnarled and hard like a new pair of work gloves. “You’re here about Leo Casper.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “You know he died down at Gulfstream, right?”

      “I do. I’m just following up some outstanding issues for the family.”

      “Outstanding issues?”

      “Personal items, insurance, that sort of thing.”

      “Don’t think Leo would have had any personal items here.”

      Quick jinked his head in the direction of the track. And then strode away. I got the impression I was supposed to follow, so I did.

      We walked around the administration building to a concourse overlooking the track. Quick surveyed the place in one direction and then back the other, like a ship captain inspecting his boat.

      “So what can you tell me about Leo?” I asked.

      Quick shrugged. “Not much. I didn’t know the man.”

      “He wasn’t a regular?”

      “He was a regular all right. When I say I didn’t know him, I mean I didn’t know him well. I knew him enough to say hi.”

      “So he was here most of the time?”

      “Usually.”

      “Usually? What does that mean?”

      “He was probably around a bit less this past week or so. It happens, depending on the load, depending on how many runners his trainer might have running in the season. If his trainer didn’t have so many runners in the past week, maybe there wasn’t so much for Leo to do.”

      “His trainer was JJ Cripps.”

      Quick nodded. “That’s right.”

      “He has six stalls that I just saw, five of them being used.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “And that wouldn’t be enough for his track jockey to be here every day?”

      Quick shrugged again. It was becoming a thing. “I don’t know. I’d have to check the record. Maybe he brought runners in. Maybe he sent runners out. Most of the horses here are coming in and preparing for an upcoming race. In between time, they usually go back to their farms for conditioning and more training or to rest. Trainers can’t afford to hold stalls empty. We get way more applications for stalls here than we can house.”

      “JJ has an empty stall now, doesn’t he?”

      “Yes,” said Quick. “He needs to fill it. I think he’s got a mare coming down from Tampa Bay Downs.”

      “What happened to the horse that was in that stall?” I asked.

      Quick thought for a moment. There had to be hundreds of stalls in the facility, with horses coming and going constantly. But this guy reminded me of an army captain. He was severe and to the point, and he seemed on top of everything.

      He nodded. “That was Running Ragged, yeah,” he said. “That explains why I hadn’t seen Leo so much this past week. He was the training rider on Running Ragged. But the stallion got sent back to pasture. So maybe Leo didn’t have so many rides on his card.”

      “Why would he get sent back to pasture?”

      “You’d need to ask the trainer that. I think he was preparing for a stakes race. I’m pretty sure that the connections had paid the nomination fee, but when it came time to come up with the starting fee, they pulled him.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “All kinds of reasons. Might have decided he wasn’t gonna win, and the fee was too great just to run him. The trainer might have decided he just wasn’t ready. Or the horse might have gotten sick. The track vet will know about that.”

      “Wait, where did the horse go?”

      “I think he’s stabled up in Ocala.”

      “One of the stablehands here said the horse had retired. You know anything about that?”

      “Not that I’ve heard, but, you know, it’s not like there’s a formal retirement procedure. Maybe for Secretariat, you get a big send-off and a street parade and a bronze statue. But for a lot of the nags that run around here midweek, their owners just stop entering them in races.”

      Quick turned his attention to the track and watched a few of the horses run back and forth. I wondered about bronze statues and street parades. Leo Casper would have no such thing.

      “Do you know if Leo had a locker or a place where he’d leave personal items here?”

      “No,” said Quick. “We have the apartment building here. But that’s used by people who come in from far away, out of state, overseas. Leo was local. I imagine he brought his lunch every day.”

      I offered my hand to Quick, and he shook it. “Thanks for your time,” I said.

      “Of course. Please pass on my condolences to Leo’s family. It was hard luck.”

      “That it was,” I said.

      “But at least he went out a winner,” said Quick. The big man turned his attention back to the track, and I walked away.

      As I walked along the rail, I watched men watching horses. There were hardly any women around. When I was a boy, it was the girls who were horse crazy. I wondered how many of those girls ended up in this business. It didn’t look like many.

      I noticed a couple of guys leaning up against a van similar to the one I’d seen racing around after the runners at Gulfstream Park. The name on the side of the van told me exactly who the guys were. I couldn’t for the life of me think why they would know anything about Leo’s death, given they weren’t there. But as I had told Carol Martin, an investigation develops its own logic, and Brian Quick had mentioned the guys, so I followed the logic even though it made no sense to talk to the course veterinarians.
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      The van was parked on the track side tight up against the rail. Neither of the two guys leaning against the van wore a white coat, which I kind of expected a vet to do. They were both watching the horses without any real enthusiasm, like guys who had seen it all a thousand times before.

      I leaned over the rail and called to them.

      “Excuse me,” I said.

      I got no reaction, so I repeated myself, this time a little louder. One of the guys turned and looked at me and gave me a nod.

      “Are you the vet?” I asked.

      The guy said nothing. Instead he turned to his pal and gave him an elbow in the ribs, then jinked his head in my direction.

      The second guy looked around the first at me, giving me the up-and-down inspection. He didn’t seem in any hurry to chat. Perhaps it was the shirt. Perhaps it made me look like a gambler, looking for the inside scoop on a horse.

      But the guy bumped his hips off the side of the van and stepped over.

      “What’s up?” he said.

      “Are you the vet?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I’m Dr. Easton. You got a sick puppy?”

      I didn’t have any kind of puppy. “You work for JJ Cripps?”

      The guy frowned. “No. I’m the track veterinarian.”

      “But you look after JJ’s horses.”

      “No.”

      Now I was confused. “So who looks after JJ’s horses?”

      “On a day-to-day basis? He hires a private vet.”

      “But that’s not you?”

      “Haven’t we had this conversation before? I don’t work for any trainers. I work for the track. I make sure the trainers aren’t training horses that shouldn’t be running. I have to approve every horse before they run, otherwise they get put on the vet’s list and are scratched.”

      “So you work for the state?”

      “No, that’s the state vet.”

      “How many of you guys are there? Look, I’m trying to find the guy who was around when a horse called Running Ragged last trained here.”

      This seemed to pique the guy’s interest, and he took a step closer.

      “What’s your interest in Running Ragged?”

      “I don’t have an interest,” I said. “I’m here on behalf of the jockey that died the other day at Gulfstream, Leo Casper. I understand he was the trackwork jockey for Running Ragged.”

      The vet nodded. “Yeah, he was.”

      “So what do you know about that horse?”

      “I know I’m glad I don’t own him,” said Dr. Easton.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Look, I inspected him on arrival. And I’ll tell you what I told the owner. Get out of the deal if you can.”

      “Why? Couldn’t he run?”

      “Oh, he could run fine. In the past, he’d even won a few minor stakes races. Mostly at Keeneland. But when I inspected him, I found he had equine asthma syndrome.”

      “The horse had asthma?”

      “It’s a catchall phrase for a number of pulmonary issues.”

      “Horses get asthma?”

      “They have lungs, they can develop problems in those lungs. Imagine being an Olympic sprinter. What’s the most important organ in your body?”

      “Your lungs?”

      “Right. Without air, you can’t breathe. You can’t power your body. Your heart pumps, well, nothing useful. Blood is there to move oxygen around the body. If there’s no oxygen, there’s no run. It’s a common issue in horses. There are treatments, drugs that open up the lungs, but they’re not a long-term solution, and in many jurisdictions they are banned anyway. And I really didn’t think they would help a horse like Running Ragged.”

      “Why?”

      “Because my guess is he had been on those medications for most of his racing life.”

      “And you told the owner that?”

      “I did.”

      “And JJ.”

      “Yes. I told them running that horse hard would probably kill it. I told Renfield that he paid way more than he should have for a runner that was done.”

      “Who’s Renfield?”

      “The owner.”

      “And he didn’t have the horse inspected before he bought it?”

      “That I can’t speak to. If he didn’t, he’s crazy.”

      “So what do you think would’ve happened if the horse had run?”

      “What would’ve happened was what almost did happen, right here, during a training run. His airways got restricted. Like I say, the way these animals work at full gallop, it had the potential to kill him.”

      “But it didn’t.”

      “Not quite. Because your man Leo was on board and pulled him up. He said it sounded like the horse had bronchitis, which is pretty much how it might sound except that it wasn’t.”

      “What was it?”

      “EIPH. Exercise-induced pulmonary hemorrhage.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “It’s not. It’s basically bleeding in the lungs that comes out of the nostrils.”

      “Yikes.”

      “Exactly. It’s not uncommon and can be treated with drugs like Lasix, but this is controversial and not a long-term remedy. Just like in people, bronchitis is something you can recover from, but asthma is pretty much for life.”

      “So Running Ragged wasn’t going to get better?”

      “No. I told JJ then and there that they needed to get a proper physical. I said he couldn’t run until they did. I told him if they entered him in the race they were prepping him for, I would have to inform the stewards that there was an underlying medical issue, because dead horses on the track are bad PR.”

      Especially for the horse. “So they pulled him from the track?”

      “Yeah, they did.”

      “And they got him checked out?”

      “I don’t know. I assume so, but when I went to the stable to check on him, he was gone.”

      “Gone? Gone where?”

      “Back to his farm, I assume. You’d have to check the register with the facility administrator.”

      “Brian Quick.”

      “That’s him.”

      “So if the horse can’t run, is he done?”

      “For a while, at least, but it’s hard to say. I never got to do the full inspection, but his lungs were bad. In my opinion, best-case scenario they have of recovering their investment is at stud. The horse won a few good races. He has a strong bloodline. He’s probably worth a few thousand each time at stud.”

      “You mean breeding?”

      “I do.”

      A horse trotted across the track toward the veterinary van, and the guy still leaning there called over to Dr. Easton to come take a look.

      “I gotta go,” said Dr. Easton.

      “Thanks, Doc.”

      The vet nodded and walked over to the horse. I turned and walked back to my car, and I wondered about Running Ragged and bad lungs and jockeys with bad hearts.
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      I drove back to Miami with a thousand thoughts rolling through my head. It was like bizarre French cinema in there. I thought about Leo Casper. A guy who clearly loved the horse racing game. Enough to fix a race, do jail time, and then pretend to be someone else to get back in. A man who his trainer claimed was good with horses. His life partner, Carol Martin, said he spoke of them like they were his children.

      I wondered what a parent would do when they found out their child had a disease, and what they might do if they found out that someone else wanted to exploit that child in a way that might kill them as a result of the disease.

      Did Leo know something about Running Ragged? And if so, was it possible that the drugs in Leo’s body were put there by someone else? As usual, I had a lot of questions, but not a lot of answers.

      When I got home back to Grove Isle, Danielle was already there. She seemed in good spirits. I could tell because she had mixed a pitcher of margaritas and was sitting with a glass out on the balcony.

      “How’s your day?” she said.

      “Long and confusing. How about you?”

      “Equally long, moderately uneventful.”

      I sat down, and Danielle poured me a margarita. We clinked glasses and took a sip.

      “I did get some news,” she said.

      “What’s that?”

      “We got prints back from the bottle.”

      “What bottle?”

      “The sports bottle, dummy. The one that Leo had in his cubby at Gulfstream Park.”

      “Whose prints?”

      “One set matched one Louis Dreyfuss—our Leo.”

      “Okay.”

      “And a second set matched absolutely no one in either the state or federal databases.”

      “Another set of prints you can’t match? What are the odds of that?”

      “I would have thought pretty long, but now I’m second-guessing.”

      “So how did Leo get the drink?” I asked. “Did someone give it to him?”

      “That’s one possible explanation. He might have bought it on the way. The second set of prints might belong to some high school kid working part-time at a 7-Eleven.”

      “They’d have no prints on record.”

      “You’d hope not,” said Danielle.

      “And what if it’s not some kid?”

      “Then someone else in the jockeys’ room isn’t in our database.”

      I sipped my margarita. “Which reminds me, there’s a bucket of bottles in the kitchen. I found them sitting around at the stables where Leo rode. Thought maybe you should check them for prints.”

      “Great, more prints to not find in the database.”

      “How does that happen?”

      “It’s a loophole,” she said. “A real problem. We’re moving more and more to live-scan digital prints. But in many places they still use a print card. Which means someone had to provide the prints and someone else had to know it wasn’t the right person.”

      “Who could provide prints?” I asked, sipping my drink

      “Could be anyone. A stablehand, a casual worker, there’s bound to be undocumented workers around the stables. The pay isn’t great. So someone offers you a few bucks for your prints. Maybe you say okay. You probably can’t give them to the state or feds for legal purposes anyway.”

      “It’s risky,” I said. “And not just for the person giving the prints. For Leo, too. If that person gets pulled over for a DUI, say, those prints are already in the system as Leo’s.”

      “I agree it’s risky, but think about it. What’s the other option for someone like Leo? To not ride?”

      “That’s not happening,” I said. “I spoke with Carol. Riding was Leo’s life.”

      “Yeah, regarding that,” she said. “I think you need to step away.”

      “How so?”

      “Let us ask the questions from this point on. There’s something very strange going on. Leo died of an overdose of a drug that would have hurt his performance, not helped it. Jockeys generally don’t win when they fall asleep on their mount. And we found residue in the bottle. That’s where the GHB came from.”

      “His drink was spiked?”

      “Unless he did it to himself, which, as I say, seems pretty illogical.”

      “And unless it was done by a school kid working at a convenience store.”

      “Equally illogical.”

      “So we think it’s someone in the jockeys’ room?”

      “It would seem so. There are valets. There are jockeys. There are all sorts of people wandering in and out. Everybody’s supposed to have credentials, but I don’t know.”

      “I thought the security guard there was pretty much on top of things.”

      “I agree, but not everybody is who they seem. Leo wasn’t.”

      “So you think whoever spiked the drink wanted to kill him?” I asked.

      “It’s possible.”

      “Could someone have just wanted to knock him out, maybe have him miss his ride?”

      “It’s always a possibility, but the amount we found in him, it was almost guaranteed to cause cardiac arrest.”

      “And it would have been masked by the taste of the sports drink, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, but I don’t see how that means I should step away. I mean, what about Carol? Who’s looking out for her?”

      “Who’s looking out for her? Have you been hired to do a job?” asked Danielle.

      “No, but I’m just saying. She just learned that this guy she loved wasn’t really this guy. And now he’s dead. And she’s not any kind of next of kin, not in any way that the state will recognize. So she can’t even get the body released. She wants to give him a funeral, but she can’t.”

      “I understand, MJ, I really do. But you don’t want to get in the middle of a formal investigation.”

      “It’s not a formal investigation of her. Somebody has to help her. The bureaucracy certainly won’t.”

      “And what will you do? They weren’t married, and there’s no common law union in Florida. You said that yourself. She told us they didn’t live together. And being his girlfriend makes her nothing in the eyes of the law.”

      I looked at Danielle as she said it. The words hung in the air between us. They weren’t married. So in the eyes of the law, they were nothing.

      Neither of us said anything for a long time.

      I knew what I was thinking, and I was pretty certain that she was thinking the same thing. We were not married. So in the eyes of the law, we were nothing.

      Silence between us was never that uncomfortable. We’d often sit at our place on Singer Island and watch the Intracoastal Waterway pass by for hours on end without words. Communication was unspoken or unnecessary. But now the silence rang like a bell. So I broke it by getting up and walking inside.

      I took a large freezer bag out and then used a paper towel over my hand to put all the sports drink bottles I had collected at Palm Meadows inside. Then I sealed the bag, left it on the counter for Danielle, and took the bucket back to the front door so I would remember to put it in Danielle’s vehicle and not return my rental with it still inside.

      When I got back to the balcony, I wasn’t in the mood for more silence.

      “They had plans, you know,” I said. “Carol and Leo. They were going to buy a place together, a condo, get out of the mobile home park.”

      Danielle frowned. “With what? How could they afford it?”

      I explained to her what Carol had told me about Leo picking up some extra work, some extra money. I explained that Carol didn’t know the exact nature of the work, but it had involved a trip to Marion County.

      “And you think it was riding,” she asked.

      “I honestly don’t know,” I said.

      “But she told you that he was coming into some extra money.”

      “Yes, that’s what she said. She said she had a little savings, he had a little bit, and they were hoping to buy a place based on some extra work that he was going to pick up.”

      Danielle put her drink down and looked at me. “I didn’t tell you the rest. I heard from the stewards at the track. Because of Leo’s death, they rushed their tests of the horse, Sims Quartet. It tested positive.”

      “For what?”

      “MDMA.”

      “Ecstasy?”

      “That’s right.”

      “But there was no ecstasy found in Leo, was there?”

      “Nope.”

      “Or his drink?”

      “Nope.”

      “So—”

      Then it hit me. “You think that Leo was peddling drugs to find the extra money?”

      “I don’t know, MJ. I’m just connecting the dots. I don’t get to say where they go.”

      “Okay, so what if he was? He’s dead now.”

      “He may not be the only one involved.”

      “You think Carol was involved in peddling drugs?”

      “Like I say, at this point, I don’t know.”

      “This woman is distraught, Danielle. She’s lost everything. She can’t even organize a funeral. And now this drug thing means there’s as good a chance as any that the insurance money won’t come through.”

      Danielle looked at me hard. The way only a law enforcement officer could do. “And remind me who that insurance money is to benefit?”

      “Carol Martin.”
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      By the following morning, Danielle had decided to visit Aaron Pashton, the trainer who worked the horse Leo Casper had been riding when he died. The news of the horse’s positive drug test put a new and somewhat somber light on things.

      Over her half grapefruit that reminded me of my grandmother’s breakfasts, Danielle asked me what I knew about Pashton.

      “He works out of Calder, is what I heard. That’s about all.”

      “It’s not Calder. They changed the name to Gulfstream Park West.”

      “No one in the business seems to have gotten the memo.”

      “Old habits die hard.”

      I nodded and looked at the grapefruit. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how they had come up with the name for it. There was already a fruit called a grape, so surely by definition that was a grapefruit. Perhaps it was a marketing name, like kiwifruit, because like Chinese gooseberry, sour orange wasn’t anyone’s idea of a taste sensation.

      She took a bite of the grapefruit and looked up as she chewed. “What?” she asked my vacant stare.

      “I was thinking about visiting a Kia dealership,” I said.

      Danielle raised an eyebrow. “Kia?”

      “Yeah. To look at a minivan.”

      “A minivan?”

      “Yeah. You want to come?”

      Her eyes pinched together, and that little crease formed between them. That told me she was figuring me out. She was always figuring me out.

      “You just want to come when I visit the trainer, don’t you?”

      “I’m not gonna say I don’t. But you did say you wanted to see the cars that I drove.”

      “Actually, what I said was I want to see the car before you buy it.”

      I gave her my puppy dog eyes, which I figured looked like scrunched-up newspaper. “You can come,” Danielle said, “but there are some ground rules.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “This is now an official investigation. So you let me do all the talking.”

      “Sure.”

      “Don’t sure me, MJ. You shouldn’t even be there.”

      “Okay. Understood. You talk first.”

      “That isn’t exactly what I said.”

      I could have said something in reply, but I didn’t see it helping my argument any, so I stayed quiet. She finished her breakfast, and I cleaned up the kitchen while she got ready. Then we headed in her SUV toward Gulfstream Park West.

      It had formerly been known as Calder Race Course before it was bought by the group that owned the actual Gulfstream Park and rebadged in such a way as to ensure maximum confusion between the two.

      Gulfstream Park West was in Miami Gardens, just down the road from the stadium where the Miami Dolphins played their football. Unlike its counterpart in Hallandale Beach, Gulfstream Park West was more old Florida. It didn’t look like a shopping mall, had no high-end stores or even a grandstand.

      The casino building looked like something Frank Sinatra might have played in, and helpfully, the casino retained the Calder name to either set it apart from the racecourse or to make it impossible to know where you actually wanted to be.

      As far as I could tell, Gulfstream Park West only hosted race meets during the fall, which meant the rest of the time it was nothing more than a training facility. It was much smaller in that capacity than Palm Meadows, with none of the accommodation and only a fraction of the stables.

      The old grandstand had been knocked down and never rebuilt, so the track was a bare-bones facility. Ron told me that the owners encouraged gamblers to go to the main Gulfstream Park track and watch races from this one on their simulcast televisions, which sounded to me like a rather pointless exercise.

      We parked in a vast and empty lot and wandered over toward the stables. The facilities were older and shabbier than those at Palm Meadows. Everything wore the sheen of decay. It was definitely the forgotten sibling.

      The stables had a similar layout to Palm Meadows—long thin buildings with rows of horse stalls. We found a small office and asked for the trainer of Sims Quartet. The woman in the office didn’t seem quite as switched on as Brian Quick had been up at Palm Meadows, but she ran her finger down a list, tapped the paper twice, then told us the stall number we were after.

      We located Pashton’s stables without any problem. Short of the stables we found one of those private paramedics vans, the kind that look like the local fire department’s but that leave you with a bill that makes you wish you had died. The van was all locked up, but the hood was warm to the touch.

      Danielle strode along the path to the stables, and I followed. We found a short line of men standing outside one of the horse stalls. The stall had been cleaned out, sort of, and a table and some chairs had been placed inside. It had the feel of one of those emergency medical clinics that charities set up in third-world countries. About ten yards from the stall stood a man who had the expression of an alcoholic whose entire beer stash had been taken away. He was ruddy and flushed, ginger haired, and tapping a work boot impatiently. He could have been the model for a Guinness poster.

      Danielle went up to him and asked for Aaron Pashton.

      Through a pursed mouth that looked like it should have been sucking on a pacifier, he said, “That’s me. What do you want?”

      Danielle took out her ID and showed it to him, which elicited a groan. People in the racing game just loved visits from the FDLE. They always brought good news. Not.

      I imagined that wasn’t the first time Danielle had gotten a response like that.

      “What’s going on here?” she asked.

      “Drug testing,” he said through crooked yellow teeth.

      “I heard about the positive test for Sims Quartet,” she said.

      He gave her a stern look. “You did, huh?”

      “So what is it you’re doing here?”

      “Did I not just answer that?”

      “No, I mean, why? The positive test already happened. The horse has bolted, so to speak.”

      He looked at her and said, “You know why they find trace elements of drugs in horses?”

      “Because the horses are injected?”

      “No. When a horse is injected, they find a lot more than trace elements. When they find trace elements, it’s because the handler is a drug user, and the drugs get into the horse from being handled. The stewards are saying there was barely a trace of this MDMA, or whatever, in Sims Quartet, but any is too much. And I can assure you, lady, I run a clean show. So we’re testing everyone. I have a zero-tolerance policy for alcohol and drug use in my stables. Do what you do on your own time, but if you bring that stuff here, you’re out.”

      He shook his head, and his face grew more purple. “Of course, they’ll still take the win away from me, of that you can be sure. They’ll take the prize money away from the owners, even though the amount they found could have done nothing to improve the horse’s performance. And then what happens? The owners will probably dump me as a trainer because they think I’m a drug cheat. That’s thousands a month out of my pocket.”

      “So how would you explain a ten-to-one winner?”

      “It was a decent horse well prepared.”

      “With a dead jockey on board.”

      “That’s how well prepared he was. And what about that guy? I can’t test him. Maybe he was the source. He’s dead, after all.”

      “There was no evidence of MDMA in Leo Casper’s system.”

      “Says you.”

      “Says the medical examiner.”

      While Danielle talked to Pashton, I glanced at the line of stable workers. They were almost exclusively Latino and almost exclusively nervous looking. I guessed having blood drawn did that to a guy.

      “So did you work with Leo Casper much?” Danielle asked Pashton.

      “No. Never before, never again, it would seem. He was a workout jockey, but my booked jockey did his back in, and Leo was recommended.”

      “Recommended by whom?”

      “JJ Cripps.”

      Danielle must have wanted to glance at me, but she didn’t.

      “Do you often take recommendations from your competitors?”

      “Hardly,” said Pashton. “But see, Sims Quartet was a back runner. He liked to have a target to chase and come home strong. Running like that is about the horse, but winning like that is about timing. And JJ said he’d done a lot of come-from-behind trackwork with Leo. I’d seen the guy work out a few times. He looked okay. And to be honest, my options weren’t many. So I went with him.”

      “Do you mind if I talk to some of your men?”

      Pashton shrugged. “Go at it. You speak Spanish?”

      “Passable.”

      “Good luck, then.”

      Danielle stepped over to the line of guys and attempted to ask them questions. I wondered if they would try the old no inglés trick and, when she switched to Spanish, if they’d all suddenly become Creole.

      I stayed where I was, hands in pockets. Pashton watched the men slowly move into the vacant stall, have blood drawn, and then labor out to go about their work. His mood didn’t seem to be improving.

      “What do you know about a horse called Running Ragged?” I asked him.

      Pashton snorted. “JJ’s great hope.” He shrugged. “A decent runner. Strong pedigree from Masted Promise out of Soft Shoes. JJ figured it would be his ticket into some listed stakes races, top-level stuff.”

      “Was he that good?”

      “Not proven, but maybe.”

      “I heard he retired.”

      “Yeah, that’s the story.”

      “You think different?”

      “I was up there at the meadows that morning. I had a runner preparing to come down here. The horse was laboring, anyone could see that, and they pulled him up, and the vet took a look, and that was it. Pulled him from the track.”

      “And the vet was supposed to inspect him later?”

      “That’s usually the way it goes. A cursory inspection on the track, and if it’s real bad, they’ll call it there and then. Otherwise, they’ll take another look after the horse cools down. Either way, that horse was going to end up on the vet’s list.”

      “I heard the horse was in a trailer and back to Ocala before anybody else got a look. Is that normal?”

      Pashton shrugged. “Nothing about thoroughbreds is normal, pal. But a sick horse? Sure, take it back to the farm to recuperate. Yeah, I can see that. But it happened fast. I heard the owner pulled the horse straight away, took him out of the stakes race he was supposed to be prepping for, because of his stud promise. Word is, he sank some serious change to buy him. Gotta make it back somehow.”

      “How much?”

      Pashton shrugged again. It was his signature move. “Private sale. No idea. As much as a million, was the rumor.”

      “A million dollars?”

      “Yep. Maybe less if the vet’s report wasn’t strong.”

      I wondered about the vet’s report. I wondered if there was one. I wondered why it didn’t show the lung issue and if it did, why it was ignored.

      “That’s a lot of money to make back,” I said.

      “Especially if it gets out that the horse has breathing problems. That’s not necessarily a pedigree issue, but it’ll turn plenty of breeders off.”

      “Do you know the owner?”

      “I know of him. Dwight Renfield. He’s a real piece of work.”

      “How so?”

      “You know those people who come to Florida from somewhere else and just become completely Florida? Like one hundred percent buy into the whole thing?” He looked up and down at my palm tree–print shirt, my cargo pants, and my boat shoes. He nodded. “You know those guys?”

      “Yeah, I know those guys.”

      “Well, he’s not one of those guys.”
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      We left Gulfstream Park West and stopped at a local Kia dealership, where I test drove a minivan. It handled surprisingly well and smelled like fine leather, even though the material on the seats was anything but.

      Danielle sat in the passenger seat during the test drive and stared out the window, clearly with things on her mind. When we got out of the van, she simply pursed her lips and shook her head. A solid no. I wasn’t sure if she was against the car or against me driving that type of car. But I didn’t debate her.

      I thanked the salesman, and we got back in the SUV and pulled out toward downtown.

      “What’s on your mind?” I asked.

      “You said that Leo had gone to Marion County about some work.”

      “I did.”

      “And the owner of this sick horse is in Ocala?”

      “Right. That’s what Quick said at Palm Meadows.”

      “And correct me if I’m wrong, but Ocala is in the center of Marion County.”

      “It’s as big a smoke as you’re going to get up there.”

      She said nothing for about a mile, and then, “I think I need to go and take a look.”

      “I agree.”

      Danielle made a hands-free call to her office and told her boss the direction the investigation was heading. The drug angle and the horse angle. She said she wanted to go up there and have a quick look. He didn’t sound thrilled by the prospect. It was a good day gone to get up there, ask a few questions, and get back, and he wasn’t convinced that a crime had taken place, anyway. But he gave her some leeway, and like a guy from a Bruce Willis movie, he gave her twenty-four hours. I figured he could have just said a day or the rest of today, but twenty-four hours just sounded more dramatic, and it set the clock ticking.

      We cruised back to Grove Isle, threw a couple of things in a duffel bag, and headed north. It was a good four-hour drive up to Ocala and it was Danielle’s vehicle, so she took the wheel.

      As we headed up the interstate through suburbia, we talked a little about the case. I wasn’t convinced that Leo had become a drug dealer. Danielle wasn’t convinced that the horse hadn’t gotten trace elements of ecstasy via his hands.

      “It’s a powder,” she said. “That’s how horses often get it in their system. People who work with the horse—jockeys, handlers, trainers, stablehands. Like anyone else, a percentage of them use drugs. They get the powder on their hands when they use it. Then they put their hands all around the horse’s mouth and nose, and when the horse gets tested, there are trace elements.”

      “Were there trace elements on Leo Casper’s hands?” I asked.

      “No,” she said.

      “So how would he transmit the drug from himself to the horse without getting it on his hands?”

      “He could have washed them.”

      “So he used drugs that weren’t found in his system, put his hands all over the mouth of a horse prior to the race, went and washed his hands, and then came back to get on the horse and race.”

      “I don’t know, but he did have GHB in his system.”

      “A completely different drug.”

      “Still.”

      I couldn’t debate an argument like Still and hope to win, so I clammed up.

      We drove until we reached Port St. Lucie and stopped at a Cracker Barrel. I ate meatloaf for lunch and Danielle had the roast turkey. I thought about getting a bag of biscuits for my friend Sal. He loved those things, but I wasn’t sure that I’d get them back to him in any kind of timeframe to keep them fresh, so I let it go.

      After Port St. Lucie, I took the wheel. We left the interstate and got on the turnpike and cut up the center of the state around Orlando and onward.

      Danielle was working feverishly on her phone, sending texts and making calls. She called a colleague in her office to check the owner records for the horse, Running Ragged, and was able to confirm that the owner was indeed one Dwight Renfield. Solo owner, no consortium. She then had a colleague track down Renfield’s address through the DMV. His home was a farm outside Ocala. They then checked the farm through the county records. What they found was interesting. A county notice of default. In other words, a foreclosure note. It seemed Renfield’s farm was in financial trouble, and he had failed to pay his mortgage. She called another colleague in financial crimes, who had database access to business records, and found that the mortgagee in default was a C corporation out of Florida. Sole director was Dwight Renfield.

      “Seems like he’s in a bit of trouble,” she said.

      I nodded but kept my eyes on the road. “JJ Cripps told me that racing was a good way to start rich and end up poor. Maybe it’s not so unusual.”

      “Let’s find out,” she said.

      We joined up with I-75 near Wildwood and found ourselves surrounded by expanses of open green fields that belied the summer temperatures the area suffered. Horses stood in a few of the paddocks, watching us drive by. Thoroughbreds got a lot more space to themselves than the average chicken.

      The gas tank was getting low, so we pulled in at a station at the junction with Highway 484. Danielle used her credit card to fill up while I wandered off to find a drink. A bar would have been good; a coffee was going to have to do. I looked in the store attached to the gas station and wished for something more than the three-hour-old brew I was sure they were serving, when I noticed a small cafe beside the station concourse.

      It looked like a mom-and-pop type joint, and I walked over and then stopped before the front steps. The sign above the door had caught my eye.

      Mim’s.

      The name rang a bell, not because I’d been there before and not because they ran ads on late-night television, but because the name matched a loyalty card that we had found in Leo Casper’s wallet. It had two punches out of it, as I recalled.

      I stepped inside and looked around. It was a tired-looking place, worn floorboards, a handful of pine tables, a shelving unit stacked with chips and cookies. It was a good cleanup short of being charming. Despite the furniture, it felt more like a takeout kind of joint.

      There was an old woman behind the counter who eyed me with suspicion, like I might be the kind of interloper who would ask for soy milk or something. I approached the counter, gave her my best matinee idol smile, and asked if she was the owner.

      “You think I’d work here for minimum wage?” she said.

      I really didn’t know, so I didn’t answer. “Are you Mim?”

      “That’s what it says on the door.”

      I was about to tell her that it actually said it above the door, but her prickly attitude suggested sarcasm wasn’t going to be a winning strategy.

      “I’m looking for a guy who came up here a week, maybe ten days ago.”

      She furrowed her brow. “This is a coffee shop. You want tourist information, go up to the town.”

      “This guy bought coffee from you.”

      “People do that here,” she said. “Except you.”

      “I’ll take two,” I said.

      She got about pouring coffee that smelled fresh enough, and while she did I pulled up an image of Leo Casper I had taken on my phone from a photo at Carol Martin’s place.

      I asked if she recognized him. She pursed her lips as if the answer was no.

      “Short guy,” I said. “Built like a jockey.”

      “That really doesn’t whittle it down any around here,” she said. I glanced around the room and looked at all the empty space and complete lack of patrons.

      “Are you sure? He bought two coffees, or maybe he came here twice.”

      “Like I told you, I don’t work for minimum wage. I’m the owner. I get paid about half that. And I don’t get paid to remember people’s faces.”

      I couldn’t help but think that not remembering people’s faces was the fast track to failure in the coffee shop business, and I was reminded again about a bar where everybody knew your name. I figured the same sort of thing applied to coffee houses. People liked to be remembered. People liked to get their coffee in a little joint where they knew other people, from a proprietor who knew how they took their favorite cup of joe. Even if the only option was straight from a Bunn pot.

      “And you’re the only person who works here?”

      “No, there’s Doris.”

      “Doris. When does Doris come in?”

      “When I tell her to.”

      “Next, I mean. I’d like to show her the photo.”

      “She don’t remember so good,” said Mim. “She’s old.”

      I wondered how old she could be that the old woman before me would consider her old.

      “Even so,” I said.

      Mim huffed like I had asked her to pop up to the top of Mt. Everest for some ice, then shuffled away to a door behind the counter area.

      “Maaa!” she yelled. “A man wants to see ya!”

      I watched Mim stand in the doorway with her back to me for a good minute before her mother appeared. She was indeed older. I’d have guessed she was around when Florida was granted statehood. The two women shuffled back to me, and the older woman smacked her lips together as if she had forgotten to put her teeth in.

      “Do you remember this man?” I asked her, holding up the phone.

      She peered at the photo. “Him,” she said.

      “You know him?”

      “He came here.”

      “You’re sure it was him.”

      “I’m sure. He bought one coffee and paid with a card. Who does that? One coffee.” She shook her head in disgust.

      “Oh, that guy,” said Mim. “Yeah, I remember now. He did that to me, too.”

      “He did that to you?”

      “I remember him paying with a card. He said he had no cash. It was a sale or no sale, he said. Do you know how much those banks rip me off for using plastic? It was a sale but not much of one.”

      “Do you know when he came in?”

      Both women shrugged. Their memories seemed to be failing again.

      “But he came here twice, you think?”

      “I work mornings,” said the older woman. “I need my granny nap in the afternoon.”

      “And I work from lunchtime on,” said Mim.

      “Okay, that’s very helpful. Thank you, ladies.”

      I slipped five bucks into the tip jar, which I thought was pretty reasonable for a couple of two-buck coffees and some information.

      “He calls that a tip,” said the older woman, and she shuffled away shaking her head.

      I walked back outside into the afternoon sun. Danielle had finished filling the tank, and I told her I would take the wheel. I got up into the SUV, put the coffees in the cup holders, and updated her about my chat with Mim.

      “So it would seem Leo was here,” she said.

      “Think you can confirm when?” I asked.

      “I do.” She sipped her drink. “Mmm, good coffee.”

      I had to admit I was surprised, so I took a sip of mine. It was good coffee. Hot and strong but not bitter. What they lacked in customer service they made up for in their brew.

      I pulled out onto the two-lane highway and headed north. Danielle made another call to her colleague in financial crimes. She said she needed to track card usage by Leo Casper, a.k.a. Louis Dreyfuss. She said the details were in the file and gave him the name and location of Mim’s. When she hung up, she looked at me.

      “He said he might need a warrant but it wouldn’t be too hard, given the guy is dead and in probate. Said he’d call back when he knew something.”

      “Good,” I said.

      “Oh, and I got a call while you were in the coffee shop. Those sports drink bottles you found at Palm Meadows—no prints matched the set on Leo’s bottle, and they were all in our database.”

      “So it does work on occasion.”

      My phone gave me directions to Renfield’s farm. We reached it within minutes and found wide-open fields of green, white picket fences, lazily drifting trees. A bucolic photoscape, except for the for-sale sign at the front gate.

      I stopped short of the gate to allow a truck with a horse trailer attached to drive out and head north. We watched it pull away, and then Danielle looked at me and raised her eyebrows, and I pulled into the long driveway.
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      The driveway wound its way for about half a mile until we arrived at a phalanx of buildings. There were a couple of barn-like structures and one longer shed that looked smaller yet similar to the horse stables I’d seen at Palm Meadows. To the north was a stand of oak trees that appeared to have been there forever.

      I parked in the middle of the wide gravel lot, and we got out. It was quiet. I could hear birds chirping and a whinny from a horse in a paddock I couldn’t see.

      Finally, a man appeared from one of the barns. He looked like a farm worker. He was slightly built and older, with gray whiskers that matched his unruly hair. His shirt was a light denim, and his jeans were the same material, just darker. The man wore heavy, dirty work boots, and he looked neither friendly nor hostile, more puzzled that we had arrived on his doorstep.

      “Good afternoon,” said Danielle.

      “Howdy, ma’am,” he said. He didn’t have any kind of Texan accent. If I had to guess, I would have said New Jersey, so the howdy sounded kind of fake.

      “How can I help you?” he asked.

      “We’re looking for Dwight Renfield’s farm,” she said.

      “You found it. This is Versailles Stud Farm.”

      Danielle shook the man’s hand while I stayed several steps back.

      “Great,” she said. “Is Mr. Renfield at home?”

      The man offered a smile. “Can I ask what it’s regarding, ma’am?”

      “Of course,” she said, taking out her ID. “My name is Special Agent Castle from the Florida Department of Law Enforcement. I just have a few questions for Mr. Renfield.”

      The guy was the first person I’d seen with anything to do with thoroughbred racing who didn’t seem put out by a visit from the FDLE. Maybe he was one of those guys who appreciated the necessity of the bureaucracy, or maybe he was one of those crazies who just liked paperwork.

      “Can I help you with something?” he asked.

      “I’m sorry,” said Danielle. “I didn’t get your name.”

      “Wills,” he said. He didn’t specify if that was his first or last name, and Danielle didn’t get into it.

      “How long have you worked here?” she asked.

      “Many years, ma’am. Many years.”

      “So you would have known Leo Casper,” she said.

      Once again, I watched his face for some kind of tell but got nothing. Either the guy would have been hell to play poker against or he’d never heard of Leo.

      “The name does not ring a bell.”

      “He was a jockey. He worked for Mr. Renfield.”

      “I see. But not here,” said Wills.

      “That’s something I’m trying to ascertain,” said Danielle.

      “Well, I can assure you of that. I know everyone who’s worked here for the last five years, and no one called Leo worked at the farm.”

      “He mainly rode workouts at Palm Meadows.”

      Wills nodded. “I see. Well, I don’t get down to the training tracks very often. There’s far too much to do here. If he rode down at the tracks, you’ll need to speak to the trainers. They probably know him better.”

      “I’ll be sure to do that,” said Danielle.

      Wills nodded again and put the ends of his fingers into the tight pockets of his jeans. His body posture seemed to be suggesting that the conversation was over. But Danielle didn’t move. Law enforcement types were good at that. The whole silence thing. They were like good journalists that way. Ask a question and then say nothing. Don’t interrupt, let the silence get uncomfortable, and let the perpetrator talk themselves into trouble.

      But Wills wasn’t talking himself anywhere. If there were a world championship of silence, he would have been a contender. He stood there, a slight grin on his face. Not too smug, just, well, happy. Like he enjoyed standing in the late afternoon sun.

      Finally, Danielle asked him where she might find Renfield.

      “He’ll be up in the big house,” said Wills. He pointed to the line of oak trees, and on second glance, I saw the building through the foliage that I hadn’t noticed before. It was hidden from both the other buildings and from the road.

      Danielle thanked Wills, and he offered her another nod and put his hand to his forehead like he was tipping a hat that he wasn’t wearing.

      We started walking across the gravel turnaround as Wills wandered back into the barn.

      There was a flagstone path from the gravel up through the trees. What was revealed was something out of a Margaret Mitchell novel. It was a two-story plantation mansion, grand in scope and execution.

      Wide verandas wrapped around the house, and an equally impressive staircase led up to the front door. The lawns were manicured, their only concession to geography being that they were Bermuda rather than bluegrass.

      We stepped up onto the veranda, and Danielle knocked on the door. We waited a moment in silence. Unlike Carol Martin’s mobile home, there was no wobble in the foundations from the movement of people inside.

      But no one answered the door.

      Then we heard the tap tap tap of boots on wood, and a man appeared on the veranda from around the side of the house. He walked toward us with a welcoming smile. I watched him with my mouth open like a hungry whale. I wasn’t quite sure how to process what I was seeing.

      The guy looked like a character from a movie. I could imagine him striding around, barking orders at the handlers of Seabiscuit. He was like someone from a bygone era, or from some manor house in England. They might still have dressed this way over there.

      He wore a green tweed coat that fell down below his backside and a crisp cotton shirt. There was a cravat tucked into his collar, which was unusual enough, but it was the pants that really drew the eye. They were riding pants for sure. Tight below the knees with little reinforced patches on the insides of the legs, and they puffed out sideways at the thigh. I seemed to recall them being called jodhpurs or breeches or some such. I really wasn’t sure. They certainly weren’t made by Tommy Bahama. Truth be told, I had never seen a living human being wearing them before.

      The man was blond but thinning with a winning smile, and he held out his arms as if we were lifelong friends.

      When he got close, I felt my body stiffen, as if something inside sensed danger. Then I realized what it was. The animal part of my brain was warning me that the guy was carrying a weapon. The animal part of my brain might have been overreacting a touch.

      The guy was carrying a riding crop. I wasn’t sure if it was just a prop, but he certainly hadn’t arrived on horseback. Either way, he didn’t use it as a weapon or anything else.

      He stopped short of us and smiled again at Danielle, then he smiled at me and then back at Danielle. The guy was like one of those midway clowns you stick the ping-pong balls down.

      “Mr. Renfield?” Danielle asked. There was a good dose of uncertainty in her voice, but I didn’t think it was regarding not knowing whom she was addressing. Like me, I think she was taking her sweet time to process the costume.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a soft Southern accent. “Dwight Renfield at your service.”

      “My name is Special Agent Castle,” she said, reaching for the ID in her jacket pocket.

      Renfield put his palms up to her, holding his crop with his thumb. “I know who you are, ma’am.”

      “You do?”

      “Of course. Wills called ahead.”

      I noted that I had an office manager, Lizzy, in my office in West Palm Beach who often called before letting visitors into my office, but she also just let people I least wanted to see go straight through when the mood suited her. I bet that didn’t happen to Renfield.

      “How is it I can help you on this fine day?” he said.

      “Sir, we’re following up a matter regarding the death of a jockey at Gulfstream Park.”

      “Oh, yes,” said Renfield. “I have heard about that.”

      “The man’s name was Leo Casper, and I believe he rode for you.”

      Renfield tilted his head as if puzzled by this, but he didn’t frown. He looked like one of those people who worked really hard at not doing it in order to avoid the wrinkles.

      “I don’t believe I had a runner at Gulfstream that day.”

      “No, sir,” said Danielle. “I didn’t mean he was riding for you that day. I understand he was one of your training riders.”

      “I see. Yes, I think he may have done some work with us. But I didn’t really handle the workouts. That was the domain of the trainer, Mr. Cripps. I really only dealt with the race jockeys, you see,” said Renfield, lifting his chin as he spoke.

      He turned his eye to me again and then leaned forward. “I’m sorry, sir, I did not get your name.”

      I shook his hand and said, “Miami Jones.”

      “A pleasure. Dwight Renfield.”

      I took his introduction as an entree into the conversation. “I hear you had a horse training at Palm Meadows that broke down.”

      Again he tilted his head in lieu of a frown. “I was not aware of that.”

      “No?” I asked. “Running Ragged isn’t one of yours?”

      “Oh, Running Ragged is certainly one of mine, but he didn’t break down.”

      “So he wasn’t entered in a stakes race that you later scratched him from?”

      “No, my good man. He wasn’t properly prepared for that race, and given the class of the field, we made the decision to not proceed. We have since reassessed and concluded that he was worth more at stud than running stakes races. Nothing more to it than that. He has excellent bloodlines, you see.”

      I was going to make a comment about the horse having bad lungs, but I glanced at Danielle, and the look I received suggested it was my turn to be quiet.

      “It doesn’t feel very busy right now,” she said.

      “Do you know anything about thoroughbred breeding?” he asked.

      “Not much.”

      “Well, it’s not our busy time,” he said. “It has a lot to do with how horses are aged. You see, in North America, all horses have their birthday on the first of January, regardless of what time of year they were born, so earlier is better.”

      “That seems strange,” she said.

      “That’s tradition, and tradition holds strong in thoroughbred racing.”

      I again noticed that he lifted his chin when he said this, as if it were a matter of pride for him.

      “So you’re saying no one breeds right now?” I asked.

      “No, no. Breeding is ongoing, depending on the sire’s capability and his prestige, and, of course, depending on when the mare is in estrus.”

      “Estrus?”

      “In heat, sir. It can be induced, and certainly here in Florida the season is longer. Some owners are also less concerned about the timing of the foal because they plan to breed rather than race, while others are more concerned about cost. Later season covers are often cheaper, you see.”

      “A cover?” I asked. “What does that mean?”

      “It means when the horses breed.”

      “You mean—” I pumped my fist back and forth as sign language. Renfield made a face like he’d just been denied entry to a fancy country club and then stepped across the veranda to the balustrade.

      He pointed his riding crop across a section of field that we could see. “During peak season, we could see many horses, many stallions ready to sire”—he waved the riding crop in the direction of the buildings that we couldn’t see through the oaks—“and we will have many mares ready to mate.”

      We looked across the picturesque landscape that he was pointing at. I didn’t see any horses, not a one. It felt like Coney Island boardwalk in January.

      “So I noticed a for-sale sign at the front gate,” said Danielle.

      Renfield breathed in deeply and nodded. “It’s the nature of the business, I’m afraid. We’re in a transitioning period. We’re moving from a racing stables to a breeding stables. That has temporarily interrupted our cash flow some. But these are all things that are part of what we do. Short term, I assure you.”

      “So you’re not going to race horses anymore?” I asked.

      “Not as an ongoing, serious concern. I’ll still dabble here and there on a personal level, of course. It’s in my blood. But from a corporate perspective, we’ve decided to move into the stud business. More lucrative, you see?”

      I nodded like I did see, even though I really didn’t. “And Running Ragged is one of your studs?”

      “Yes, indeed. He’s one of our better sires. He’s a listed stakes winner, you know. Very nice bloodlines. We have quite the waitlist for him. But we expect to bring on other stallions in the fall.”

      “Is he here?” I asked.

      Renfield looked at me as if he wasn’t sure who I was talking about.

      “Running Ragged,” I said. “I’ve never seen a champion racehorse up close.”

      Renfield puffed out his chest. I got the sense that he liked the sound of the word champion. I had to admit I liked it, too. I just didn’t tend to get all puffy about it.

      “I take it you’re not in the horse game either, Mr. Jones?”

      “No, Mr. Renfield. I really wouldn’t know a Gold Cup winner from a quarter horse.”

      Renfield smiled at my ignorance. “Come see,” he said. “Come see.”

      He tapped his riding crop into his other palm in a rhythmic fashion as he danced down the steps of his grand home. He led us along the line of oak trees toward an open expanse of field. There was a small corral running from the oaks down toward the first of the working buildings. It looked like the kind of area where a stallion got broken in a cowboy movie.

      There was a horse in it at the far end, gently scuffing his front foot in the dirt, sending tiny plumes into the wind.

      We walked on until we reached a white post and rail fence. Renfield leaned against the fence, and we followed suit. Then he used his riding crop like a lecturer uses a pointer in a college class.

      Now that I was closer, I could see a horse in the distance. The horse was standing in one spot, chewing on grass.

      “That, sir, is Running Ragged, or as he is affectionately known here at Versailles, ‘Big Red.’”

      The nickname seemed vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t pin it down.

      “So that’s him. He just hangs out in a field.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Not in a stable.”

      “No. He will overnight in a stall, of course, but not during the day. He’s a stallion, you see. He needs to work off his . . .”

      “Mojo,” said Danielle.

      Renfield smiled at this and nodded. “Indeed.”

      “So how often does he, you know, do the business?”

      “The business?”

      I did my sign language fist again.

      Renfield recoiled. “I assume you’re referring to covering a mare.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “In season, pretty much every day.”

      I gave that my pouty impressed face. Doing the wild thing every day seemed like a college student’s dream. But there reached a point in most men’s lives where the phrase I’m not as good as I once was, but I’m as good once as I ever was became a life mantra. There were always those frisky guys who couldn’t seem to keep it in their trousers and bucked the trend, but for the most part, 365 days a year was a pretty impressive effort, in my humble opinion.

      As we stood watching Running Ragged eat grass in the distance, I heard the sound of a truck rolling across gravel and saw a fine cloud of dust drift into the sky.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Renfield glanced toward the working buildings and then back at Running Ragged. “That will be another mare.”

      “I thought you said it wasn’t the season.”

      “I said not peak season, but as I mentioned, some breeders are more concerned about getting a good bloodline than what time of year it is.”

      I turned my attention back to the horse in the field. “He doesn’t look exactly, you know, up for it.”

      Renfield nodded. “Oh, it won’t be happening today. He’s already performed today. But I can assure you once he gets into the breeding barn, he’ll be ready to go.”

      “So what happens to the horse that just arrived?”

      “I assume they’ve come some distance. We have many mares that come from as far away as Kentucky to breed with us. We have accommodations for both horses and people here on the farm. Others come from here in Marion County. They simply bring their mares on the day.”

      “Can we take a look?” I asked.

      “Of course.”

      We walked back along the row of oaks and then down the flagstone path. Renfield stopped at the point where the grass turned into gravel as if it was some kind of force field, a physical barrier between the nobility and the help.

      A large pickup truck was towing a silver horse trailer that looked like a giant Airstream camper. I saw Wills helping a woman open the rear of the trailer. Once the platform was lowered, the woman went up into the trailer and then came out leading a fine-looking animal. I didn’t know much about horses, but I liked the look of this one. Dark brown in color, with a hide that shone even in the failing light.

      “So how does it work?” I asked. “You just put her in the field with Running Ragged and let them go at it?”

      “No, sir,” Renfield said, shaking his head. “It’s a touch more methodical than that. More controlled. We bring the stallion into the mare. She’ll be waiting in a special corral to prevent injury, and we let them spend some time together. You know what I mean?”

      He flicked his eyes at Danielle, who smiled and swallowed what I assumed to be bile.

      “It’s usually not a long process. Once they get a hint of each other, then the stallion will be brought in behind the mare and assisted into position.”

      “When you say ‘assisted into position’ . . .”

      “It’s a very hands-on job. We leave nothing to chance, Mr. Jones.”

      I nodded and watched the mare get led toward the stables.

      “I’d like to see that,” I said. I glanced at Danielle and enjoyed the shock on her face.

      “Well, as I say, it won’t happen today. This mare will most probably be served tomorrow. I’m sorry you’ll miss it. It’s quite the process.”

      “That might not be a problem,” I said. “We were planning to stay in the area tonight—it’s a little bit late to be driving all the way back to Miami. Maybe we could come back tomorrow and get a look.”

      Renfield tried to do the head tilt thing again, but it didn’t come out right, and he ended up frowning. Maybe he found my interest in the mating rituals of thoroughbred horses a little kinky, a touch deviant. But he looked at me long and hard.

      “Could you recommend some accommodation in town?” I asked.

      Renfield looked at me longer than was necessary and then said, “Why, you can stay here on the ranch. We have a few RVs parked up the way that we offer to the handlers of the mares who come to stay.”

      Renfield turned his attention in the direction of the stable manager, Wills, and I thought he was going to call out, but he didn’t. Instead he snapped his fingers. The sound echoed across the gravel lot.

      It was like a sheep dog reacting to a whistle. Wills’s head snapped in our direction, and he came, perhaps not at a trot, but at a decent-paced walk.

      “Mr. Renfield,” he said.

      “Wills, this lovely lady and gentleman will be spending the night in our staff quarters.”

      Wills didn’t do a head tilt. He just flat-out frowned. “Really?”

      “Yes. Mr. Jones would like to see the live cover tomorrow.”

      Wills frowned again. “Are you serious?” he said to me.

      I shrugged. It felt like a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. But I had a sneaky suspicion there was a lot more to see here.

      Wills turned his eyes back to Renfield. “I’ll set them up, sir.”

      “Thank you, Wills.” Renfield turned to Danielle and offered his hand. “I have business to attend to. I leave you in Wills’s capable hands.” He shook her hand and then mine and then tucked the riding crop under his arm and strode away.

      “Is he going riding in this light?” asked Danielle. “The sun’s almost gone.”

      “No,” said Wills. “That’s just how he likes to dress.”
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      We waited until the recently arrived mare was bedded down in her stable, then Wills walked Danielle and me away from the big house toward the east. Beyond some strategically planted hedges sat three RVs. They didn’t look brand new, but they certainly weren’t old. Each had a wooden deck outside and chairs to sit on to enjoy the bucolic view. Shrubbery around the RVs provided privacy should they have more than one mare visiting at a time.

      Wills took us to the furthest RV from the big house. It was a large class-A Winnebago, built like a tourist coach. He stepped up through the door, powered the vehicle on, and then hit a few buttons to extend the sides of the RV outward. When he was done, the living room was as spacious as a decent-sized apartment. There was lots of blond wood and soft, plush furnishings. Even a La-Z-Boy recliner that had to weigh a ton.

      “This is pretty nice,” I said.

      Wills turned to me. “No expense spared for the breeders who come to Versailles.”

      It sounded like something Louis XVI might have said, and for a moment I pondered his demise.

      Wills told us there was a coffee machine along with cream in the fridge and if we needed anything else at all to come down to the stables and find him.

      He left, closing the door with a solid thunk. Danielle watched him step out and then turned her eye to me.

      “What are you up to?” she asked.

      “You don’t think there’s something fishy going on here?”

      “I’ll admit, the guy is a little eccentric, but that doesn’t make him a criminal. And so far, we don’t have anything to link Leo to this place.”

      “Leo rode for the guy.”

      “No, Leo rode workouts for a trainer who worked for the guy.”

      “I think you’re splitting hairs.”

      “I think my boss is gonna go crazy if I tell him I’m not coming in tomorrow.”

      “All I’m saying is that we should take a look at what they’re up to. If I’ve learned anything about this horse business, it’s that things happen early. Let’s take a look. See the horse. Get a feel. If there’s nothing suspicious going on, we head back. You can be in the office by lunchtime. Earlier if you use your lights and sirens.”

      “I’m not going to use my lights and sirens to speed home.”

      I shrugged. “Your call. Seems a waste.”

      Danielle put her hands on her hips and looked around. “This is nicer than my last apartment.”

      “Your last apartment was our studio dungeon in Little Havana.”

      “True.” She turned to me. “So, genius. What do we do now?”

      “I think we need to go see a man about a dog.”

      “What man?”

      “That’s what I need to find out.”

      I left Danielle to wander down to the SUV and grab our duffel bag. I walked the other way up the slight rise. It wasn’t really enough to be called a hill. There really weren’t a lot of those in Florida. Old landfills and lighthouses were the highest points in the state. But I wasn’t looking for a killer view. I just wanted slightly better cell phone reception. I made it to the top and got both of those things: an extra bar on my cell phone and what was a pretty decent vista. The falling sun sent spears of alternating shadow and light between the trees, coloring the grass lavender.

      I turned away from the view and called Ron.

      “How’s Miami, Miami?” he said. It had become his catchphrase of late, and to say that it was wearing thin would be to understate the matter.

      “Where are you?” I asked, although I wished I hadn’t. I didn’t need to. I could hear the hubbub and the clinking and the familiar sounds of Longboard Kelly’s down the line.

      “I’m on my stool,” Ron said. “Where are you?”

      “I’m in Marion County.”

      “Okay. Pray tell.”

      “Looks like there’s a little bit more to this whole jockey-dying-on-a-winning-horse thing than we thought.”

      “There usually is,” said Ron.

      “It’s a real horse scene up here. You know?”

      “Yes, I’ve heard.”

      “You wouldn’t know anyone up this way who might be tapped in to that scene?”

      The fact was, places like this were like mini networks. All small towns and small communities got to know each other’s business. Days and weeks and years and decades and, in some cases, centuries of history were put away to be shared and used and abused at a later date in the cafes and bars and hair salons. Every small community, even sporting communities, was the same. I played a lot of minor league ball in a lot of small towns. They all had their own variant on the grapevine, each with its own idiosyncrasies. But they essentially worked the same way. If you could tap in to it at one point, you could find out almost anything about any other point in the network.

      “I know a guy,” said Ron.

      I knew he would. “Where is he?”

      “Ocala.”

      “We’re not too far away.”

      “I’ll give him a call,” said Ron. “I’ll text you the number.”

      I thanked Ron and told him to have one for me, and he said he already had and was just about to head home to Palm Beach.

      I stood on the top of the rise and did a three-sixty, taking in the fields and the fences and the few horses, and what looked like a flock of goats in the distance.

      After a few minutes, my phone beeped, and I saw a number and a name appear.

      I hit the number and made the call, and within a minute I had set up a meeting at, of all places, a local bar.

      As I walked back I noticed Danielle’s SUV in the lot below. I wandered past the RVs and the oaks and across the gravel to scratch an itch I’d had since before we had arrived at the farm. I opened the back of Danielle’s SUV and found a field print kit. I was no expert at it, but I was good enough. I found the item in the rear of the SUV that I wanted to check and dusted it softly with the brush. As expected, there were nice fat latent prints. I knew who they belonged to and how they had gotten there, but I just didn’t know if they linked to anything we were investigating. I could have had Danielle get the prints checked, but I wasn’t quite ready for the FDLE to get involved with what I was tossing around in my mind. I pulled some prints off and taped them to a card, then I packed up the kit and walked back.

      When I got to the RV, Danielle was sitting in the La-Z-Boy reading her emails. “What do you think for dinner?” she asked.

      “Maybe you could ask our esteemed host if he can suggest somewhere?”

      She looked at me over the top of her laptop, like a schoolteacher looks at a student over the top of a textbook. With a good dose of suspicion.

      “And what are you planning on doing?”

      “I’m just gonna have a quick wander.”

      That was the thing about being a PI. While I couldn’t exactly break the law, I could monkey with procedure a little more readily than a special agent of the FDLE.

      Danielle and I walked down past the hedges. She cut right to go over to the big house, while I continued down to the stables. The truck and the trailer that had arrived while we were there were now parked to the side.

      I wandered over to the longer stable building. Inside I found a young guy pouring water into troughs. Like so many who worked in this business, he was Latino.

      He gave me a nod, and I mentioned how quiet it was. He looked at me like he didn’t understand.

      “Quiet,” I repeated. “Tranquilo.”

      He nodded again and said something about it being the countryside.

      I clarified by suggesting I meant there weren’t many people around.

      In his broken English, he told me that the boss had let some people go. He shrugged and said, “It’s the business.”

      I nodded like I got it. It seemed that everybody in this business was either poor and staying that way, or rich and working toward poor. I was reminded of an old painting I had once seen of a yacht sale. The guy standing on his new yacht wore a smile on his face and was saying, “Oh, happy day.” The guy who had just sold the yacht was running up the gangway with an even bigger smile, singing, “Oh, happy day.” I was getting the feeling that horses were like yachts. They were money traps, sinkholes for cash. It looked like an expensive game if you weren’t winning, and it seemed not winning was the most likely state of being.

      I asked him if Running Ragged was in one of the stalls yet. He looked confused at first and then shook his head.

      “No.”

      “Who looked after Running Ragged when he went down to Miami to race?” I asked.

      The guy thought about it for a moment. I wasn’t sure if he was coming up with an answer or just trying to figure out how to best say it in English. It wasn’t a complicated response either way.

      “Paco,” he said.

      “Who’s Paco?”

      The guy frowned and then shook his head and said, “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know Paco?”

      “I don’t know who take horse. I no go down to race.”

      “How long have you been working here?” I asked.

      The guy shrugged. “Just start today,” he said.

      I took a long little walk through the stable, looking into each of the stalls. There were a few horses but more empty stalls than not. I assumed one of them was the recently arrived mare, but I didn’t go in for a close enough look to tell who was who. I got to the far end of the building. The barn door was open toward the field where I had seen Running Ragged earlier. I couldn’t see him out there now, but the light was getting low, and I imagined the stablehand would be calling him in soon for some chow.

      For a few minutes I watched the guy work. When he’d finished with the water, he put fresh hay in some of the stalls and then got some kind of feed and handed it out. Then he followed it up with what I guessed was dessert: apples. He put away a pitchfork and a broom, then hung up some bridles and what looked like a rather large garden hose.

      I walked out and left him to his business. “Good night,” I said.

      “Buenas noches,” he replied.

      I headed back toward the RV thinking that for a guy who had just started work, he sure knew his way around the place.

      The RV was empty when I got there, so I took the opportunity to open Danielle’s laptop and check on my prints. I compared what I had on my card with all the main suspects in the case file and found no matches. I hadn’t really expected to. Then I checked one last print and got a hit. An exact match. It explained a few things, but I resolved to not tell Danielle about it. I didn’t feel great about keeping it from her, but I knew she would understand and agree with my reasons. If she knew what I knew, she would have to say something about it, and at this point I wasn’t convinced it was relevant to solving the mystery behind Leo Casper’s death. If that changed, so might my position.

      I closed the computer and sat on the sofa and waited for Danielle to return. Clearly Renfield was putting on the charm. My eye kept going back to the laptop. It was mocking me with the secret that only it and I knew. I wasn’t a fan of secrets. They rarely made things better. But they also came in various shades, from No, your butt does not look big in that to I slept with your sister. I didn’t have to use either of those with Danielle, but that didn’t mean we didn’t spare each other from things from time to time. So with one final withering look, I told the laptop that if it truly became important for her to know, I would tell her.

      The laptop said nothing.
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      We didn’t go all the way into Ocala. The bar we wanted turned out to be a little place just outside of Summerfield called Annie’s Full Moon Saloon. It was indeed the kind of place where everybody knew your name. At least everybody except us. It was a true locals’ dive bar, the kind of place where people stopped by still in their work shirts and boots.

      The pool table held the best real estate in the place, right in the middle of the room, and the drinks of choice were Bud Light and bourbon. Creedence Clearwater Revival played in the background. When we walked in, the music didn’t stop and the room didn’t turn to look at us. A couple of guys sitting at the bar gave Danielle the once over, and then had a second look, but I didn’t hold that against them. I’d done it myself once or twice. She was always worth a second look.

      I walked up to the bar and asked the bartender for two beers, and she plunked down a couple of ice-cold bottles and did it with a smile. Danielle and I tapped our bottle necks and took a sip.

      I turned to the room and pressed my backside against the bar. There wasn’t much to see. There were a couple of round tables to sit at but not much more. A couple was playing a game of pool.

      I turned back to the woman behind the bar to ask about the guy we were there to meet, but the words didn’t get out of my mouth.

      “He’s outside, darlin’,” she said. “In the beer garden.”

      I nodded my thanks and headed in the direction that she had looked toward. We moved around the pool table and out the side door and stepped out into a small outdoor patio. There was a wooden pergola and a picnic table. A fence had been erected to keep the traffic noise at bay, of which there was almost none. I imagined the whole place baked in the summertime, and the parched earth beneath my feet suggested I was right. But a couple of hanging lights gave the space an easy mood.

      One man sat alone at the picnic table. He was a broad guy. Short gray hair that was mostly gone on top. He had the bronze skin of a man who had spent a lot of his life outside.

      “Lyle Dennis?” I asked.

      The guy gave a friendly smile and nodded. “That’s me,” he said. “Take a seat.”

      Danielle and I sat on the opposite side of the picnic table from him and introduced ourselves.

      “So how do you know Ron?” I asked, breaking the ice.

      “We got into a few scrapes together, here and there, back in our younger days.”

      “Have you been in this area long?” Danielle asked.

      “I went to college in North Carolina, when I left the army, pretty much straight after Vietnam. When I finished college I worked in a few clinics in Florida before I got a job on a farm up here. That was about thirty years ago. Been here ever since.”

      “What is it you do?” I asked.

      “I’m a vet,” he said. “What about you?”

      “Ron didn’t tell you?”

      “Nope. He just said you were a guy he’d do anything for.”

      I nodded, not really sure how to acknowledge that, so I didn’t. “I’m a private investigator.” I glanced at Danielle, not wanting to do her introduction for her.

      “I’m a cop,” she said, keeping it tight.

      Lyle Dennis nodded, like being a cop was as good a job as any. “What brings you fine folks to Marion County?”

      “We’re looking into the death of a jockey down at Gulfstream,” said Danielle.

      “Yeah, I think I heard something about that. Guy rode a winner. Is that right?”

      “It is,” she said.

      “That’s got to be the unluckiest dumb luck I’ve ever heard of.”

      I nodded.

      “How does that get you up here?”

      “There are a few irregularities that have come out,” she said. “We’re up here visiting with the owner who the jockey regularly rode trackwork for.”

      “Who’s the owner?”

      “Dwight Renfield,” I said.

      Dennis made a face that reminded me of a Muppet and then took a sip of his beer.

      “You know him?” I asked.

      “I know him.”

      “What can you tell us about him?”

      “Have you met the guy?”

      “We have.”

      “What did you think?”

      “Interesting character.”

      “Got that right.”

      “What’s the backstory?”

      Dennis took a sip. “Renfield’s a Kentucky guy. One of those guys who’s big into the tradition and establishment. You know what I mean?”

      I nodded. I knew. I was from New England, and establishment and tradition were big things there and excellent ways to keep the status quo and prevent interlopers from breaking in.

      “But like a lot of guys who end up in Florida, he never really broke into the establishment up there. It’s a pretty tight-knit community, a lot of old money, that sort of thing, you know? So after butting his head against a brick wall for a while, I figured old Renfield decided to come down to Florida and make his own establishment.”

      “A lot of people in Florida like that,” I said.

      Dennis nodded. “True enough. The ones that make it work create new traditions. Like they take what they had up north, they mix in some sun, a little Spanish, some tropical fruit punch, and voilà. They’ve got their own unique thing. A new tradition. The ones that don’t make it work? In my experience, they try to bring the old stuff here lock, stock, and barrel, and it ends up like a square peg in a round hole.”

      “How do you mean?” I asked.

      “Well, you’ve seen the guy, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “So he’s basically tried to re-create what he couldn’t get in Kentucky. Down here on the rolling plains of Marion County.”

      “He certainly dresses the part.”

      “Yeah. Not even old Kentucky money dresses like that anymore. And with the plantation house and mightier-than-thou attitude, the end result is he didn’t fit in there but he doesn’t fit in here either.”

      “He does have that Southern country gent thing going on.”

      “Right. We’re not like that here. Things are a little more down to earth.” He gestured around the small yard we sat in.

      I could see that. Everything about the place said down to earth, from Mim’s to the bar that I sat in at that moment. There was no pretension to be had. People were who they claimed to be, and they didn’t claim to be anything more. I liked it a lot.

      “So has Renfield been here a long time?”

      “Not so long, maybe a decade. Lots of folks come and go. The thing you’ve got to know, whether it’s Kentucky or Florida, the fillies are a costly game. Fact is, most owners lose money, unless you’re Sheik Muhammad-whatever. You put a ton of cash in. Horses eat like horses, right? And there’s property and staff wages, even if they earn peanuts because half of them are undocumented. But you don’t tend to see too many trophies. There are always more losers than winners. People with a bit of spare cash get into the game only to find out the big costs aren’t the new suit and the fancy hat. The net result, owners come and go, ranches change hands. It’s all part of it. So Dwight isn’t new in town, but he isn’t a long termer either.”

      “Speaking of which,” said Danielle. “There’s a for-sale sign on Renfield’s farm.”

      “Yeah. I think old Dwight has been letting down the bank. I know a few months ago he sold a lot of his stock.”

      “His breeding stock?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t have said so, but I guess any horse can be breeding stock. He was mainly racing at that point. A lot of midweek stuff. A lot of tracks that were out of the way, a lot of low-value races. That’s okay if you’re trying to make your way up in the business, or you’re a dentist in it for a little fun, but I got the distinct impression that getting stuck at that level got in old Dwight’s craw. So he bought a bunch of moderate pedigree runners at Keeneland with high expectations that he ended up offloading.”

      “Why?” asked Danielle.

      “Money.” Dennis sipped his beer, and then continued. “Like I say, it happens. Farm finds itself a bit short. They sell off some of their stock and have to pick a winner at the next year’s yard sales to try to break back in. It’s like gambling at that point. Dwight did buy another horse, a relatively expensive one, a stakes winner, but not through the sales. It was a private thing.”

      “Big Red?” I asked.

      “Who?” asked Dennis.

      “That’s what Dwight calls his prize horse, Running Ragged.”

      Dennis rolled his eyes. “That figures.”

      “Why?”

      “No one, and I mean no one, calls their horse Big Red.”

      “Why?”

      “You ever heard of Man O’ War?”

      “No.”

      “Secretariat?”

      “Him I’ve heard of.”

      “Back in the early 1900s, there was a horse called Man O’ War. His nickname was Big Red. He went on to become the greatest runner of his time. For fifty years, no one dared give their horse the nickname Big Red. And then one lady did, and that horse became Secretariat.”

      “Maybe it’s a good omen,” I said.

      “Where you from originally?” he asked me.

      “Connecticut.”

      “Yankees or Red Sox?”

      “Sox.”

      “You got kids?”

      I didn’t look at Danielle, but I felt her looking at me. “No.”

      “Well, imagine you did. Imagine he’s in Little League and you start calling him Big Papi. You think that’s a good omen?”

      “I think it’s a lot of pressure.”

      “Right, so no Big Red. But to answer your question, yeah, it was Running Ragged.”

      “I heard the horse might have bad lungs,” I said.

      Dennis nodded. “Yeah, I know the vet who checked him out prior to sale. Word is, he was put up for sale because he had EIPH.”

      “That’s the horse asthma thing,” I said.

      “In a manner of speaking. Pulmonary hemorrhage is when the capillary walls in the lungs break down and start to bleed. The horse runs with blood streaming out of its nostrils.”

      “That sounds awful,” said Danielle.

      “It ain’t pleasant,” said Dennis. “Lots of horses have it, though. You got to remember, they have real big lungs, and they run hard. There are drugs to alleviate it, like Lasix, but more and more the authorities are cracking down on horses that have to be medicated constantly. It’s like the opioid thing with people. The drug is a wonder—to be able to alleviate pain during recovery from surgery or injury is fantastic. But it’s not a long-term solution. Constant use kills.”

      “So why did Renfield buy a sick horse?”

      Dennis sipped his beer and looked like he was thinking through the answer. “The guy who checked him out recommended that Renfield not buy him. He told him if they ran the horse, the animal could die. Fact is, stuff like that doesn’t make any friends. Not with the stewards. Not with the tracks, not with the other owners. Having horses die on the track, that’s bad optics.”

      “Bad optics?” said Danielle.

      “Yeah. There’s a lot of bad press right now about horses dying at race meets. The track owners, the Jockey Club, the associations, they’d all prefer that if horses were going to die they didn’t do it on camera.”

      “Even more reason to not buy the thing,” I said. “So why?”

      “My guy said Renfield told him that they were gonna take the horse to stud. My guy said even that was risky.”

      “The breeding was risky?”

      “Sure. Think about it. Doing the business can get pretty strenuous. If it’s not, you ain’t doing it right.” Dennis winked at Danielle. A lesser woman might have blushed. Danielle just cocked an eyebrow.

      It didn’t seem to faze Dennis, though. “It puts a different complexion on it if every time might be your last, huh?”

      “But if it’s not healthy for the horse, can’t they do IVF or something like that?” I asked.

      Dennis shook his head. “AI is certainly a thing with horses, but not thoroughbreds.”

      “What’s AI?” I asked.

      “Artificial insemination. I do plenty of it myself, for standards, quarter horses. But it’s against the Jockey Club rules. All thoroughbred breeding has to be under live cover.”

      “Meaning they have to do the physical act?”

      Dennis nodded.

      “We’re gonna see a live cover tomorrow,” I said.

      Dennis smiled. “Enjoy.”

      We sipped our beers and Dennis finished his, so I offered to grab another round. I went and got them from the bar, and I stepped back outside to hear Danielle ask Dennis, “Can they make money off the stud fees?”

      Dennis nodded as I put the bottles down on the table.

      “Sure. Word is, he’s asking around six thousand a cover, which is reasonably pricey, but far from top shelf.”

      “That’s six thousand to mate?” I asked.

      “Yes,” said Dennis. “It’s not a half a million, but it’s a decent chunk of change.”

      “Half a million? Who would pay half a million?”

      “Owners do, for a top runner. See, here’s the thing you got to know about thoroughbred racing. It’s not about the racing anymore. It’s about the breeding. Most of the top races around the world, here and in Europe, they’re designed for horses that are not more than three years old. Take the Triple Crown, for example, probably the three most famous races in the world, certainly this side of the pond.” Dennis sucked on his beer, wiped his lips, and continued. “The Triple Crown races are not the furthest. They’re not the hardest. They’re not the fastest. They’re not even the best-performing horses. Thoroughbreds often reach their peak racing form when they’re six or seven. So three-year-olds are not really the pick of the crop.”

      “So why do they get all the attention?” I asked.

      “Like I say, breeding. Those races aren’t really about deciding which are the best runners in the world. They’re about cataloguing breeding rights. You’ll notice that when a horse wins any of the big ones—the Belmont, the Kentucky Derby, the Preakness—they’ll often be put out to pasture within a year of having won any one of those races. Because once they win a big one, they’re worth more at stud than they are on the racetrack. A horse that wins one or two or even all three of those can ask big money for a live cover. Half a million for a Triple Crown winner would probably just be the beginning.”

      I whistled, low and slow. “That’s a lot of money.”

      “It is, and the people involved at that top end, they have a lot of money.”

      “But Renfield is not at that end,” said Danielle.

      “No, ma’am. But still, if someone’s spending six thousand for a cover, they’re hoping for good things. Now, don’t get me wrong, Running Ragged has a pretty good pedigree, and he did win a couple of handy races here and there. He’s probably worth that kind of money, to some folks, anyway.”

      “But he’d have to do a lot of live covers to get back his purchase price,” I said. “I heard he went for like a million dollars.”

      “No, I don’t think it was quite that much. What I heard was somewhere around six hundred thousand.”

      “Still a lot of money for a guy who had to sell all his horses to stay afloat,” said Danielle.

      “It is,” said Dennis, “and he better be getting not just a good price for each cover but plenty of them.”

      “Why is that?” she asked.

      “Having sold most of his stock to fund the bank debt, I don’t think old Dwight’s got a lot of backup in the stud. Running Ragged is his whole play. And word is that he got the money to buy the stallion from Lex Kovalenko.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Kovalenko,” said Dennis. “He’s a mob guy. Russian or something.”

      “Ukrainian,” said Danielle. “Out of Jacksonville. Not a guy to mess with.”

      “So you’re saying that Renfield is not just under pressure from the bank, but he’s now in debt to the mob?”

      “That’s the word on the street.”

      “And I imagine they’re not that patient about getting their money back.”

      Dennis shrugged. “When it comes to the mob, I only know what I’ve seen in the movies.”

      “But if he’s getting six grand per cover,” said Danielle, “he needs a hundred covers to make his money back.”

      “Assuming zero interest,” said Dennis.

      “And I think that’s a bad assumption,” said Danielle.

      “Plus, now’s not a good time to breed,” I said.

      Dennis frowned at me. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean, it’s not, you know, peak time. The stallion is probably not getting as many covers as Renfield would like right now.”

      “I don’t know where you’re getting that information from, pal. Right here, right now, this is one hundred percent peak breeding time.”

      “It is?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But Renfield told me . . .”

      “Told you what? This was midwinter?”

      “So now is peak time?” asked Danielle.

      “It is. Early spring or even late winter to early summer. February through July, give or take. That’s when it happens. Most mares naturally come into estrus—that’s in heat—in the spring.”

      “I thought baby animals got born in the spring?” I asked.

      “They do,” said Dennis. “But a horse’s gestation period is approximately eleven and a half months. So a foal conceived at the end of February is probably going to be born somewhere around the beginning of February the following year.”

      “That’s a long time,” I said, glancing at Danielle.

      She shrugged.

      “It is what it is,” said Dennis. “But the thing is that all horses in North America are aged on the first of January, regardless of when they were actually born. So a horse that’s born in late January this year will be eleven months old biologically on next January first, and a horse that’s born in July is biologically only six months old. But they’re both classed as yearlings. So the ones that are born earlier in the season are more mature when they hit the racetrack, even though they’re in the same age class. It’s an advantage.”

      “So you’d want to breed as close to the first of February as possible?”

      “It’s there or thereabouts. A few months here and there doesn’t make a lot of difference by the third year, but as a yearling it can. And you don’t want to time it so close that the foal gets born early and ends up being delivered on December thirtieth. Gestation does not have an exact timeframe, just like people. Some babies get born days early, some get born days late. Others could be months early. It happens. So you want to give yourself a little wiggle room. But anything up until early summer, that’s when you want to do it.”

      “So now,” I said.

      “Exactly.”

      “So why would Renfield tell me that now is not the busy time?”

      “Maybe he’s not getting the business he wants,” said Dennis. “Maybe he’s just trying to make himself look good. You’ve seen the guy. You know what he’s like. Saving face would be a big thing for him.”

      I nodded and sipped my beer. I had to agree. He did seem like the kind of person for whom saving face, looking his best in a bad situation, would be important. But if he wasn’t getting the covers he needed, how was he paying back the mob? I wondered if he wasn’t. I wondered if that was why he had let his staff go—because he couldn’t pay them. Then I thought about the guy I had watched working in the stables.

      “So Lyle, where do the stable workers hang out?”

      “Oh, there’s quite a few places, but the guys who work down toward Renfield’s place? Some of them come here. But most of the stablehands are Latino, and they often hang out at one of two bars.”

      “Do you happen to know a guy called Paco?”

      Dennis put his bottle to his lips and shook his head. After he’d finished his sip, he pointed his bottle finger at me. “But if a farm manager is looking for help in their stables, they’ll go check out one of those bars.”

      He glanced at Danielle. “But if you go asking around there, I wouldn’t mention the cop thing.”
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      I left Danielle and Lyle Dennis drinking in the beer garden and wandered back out through the bar to the roadside. The evening had gotten cool but pleasant, and the stars shone brightly in the absence of big city lights.

      It was late-ish but not late. I ummed and ahhed about calling an old man at this time of night, but I figured worst-case scenario was he’d fallen asleep in front of Wheel of Fortune. I took out my phone and called Sally Mondavi.

      It took more rings than was necessary, but eventually he picked up.

      “What do you want at this time of night?”

      “Hey, the kids aren’t heading out to the clubs for another couple of hours, you know.”

      “If you think I have anything in common with the kids, then you don’t know me at all. Or yourself, as it happens.”

      “Sorry, Sal, I didn’t mean to wake you from your beauty sleep.”

      “That’s enough from you. I was just watching my Netflix. What kind of trouble are you in?”

      “Amazingly, none this time, at least not that I’m aware of. I’m up in Marion County.”

      “What the heck are you doing up there? You know they have spring training in Miami, right?”

      “I do. Danielle is following up a case. There was a jockey who died at the races the other day.”

      “Yeah, I heard. Some of my boys were at the track, said the guy fell asleep on the job.”

      “That pretty much sums it up, except for the fact that he’s never going to wake up.”

      “What’s this got to do with you?”

      “Kind of helping out his widow, so to speak.”

      “So to speak? Is Danielle with you?”

      “She is.”

      “Good.”

      “Why is that good?”

      “You don’t want to be the knight in shining armor for helpless widows, that’s all I’m gonna say. What is it you need?”

      “The jockey did some riding for an owner up here who might be in a bit of financial trouble. Seems to have borrowed some cash from a guy called Lex Kovalenko. I wondered if you knew him.”

      I heard Sal sucking air through his yellow teeth. “Yeah, I know him. Not personally, but, you know. He comes out of Jacksonville, and he’s a nasty piece of work.”

      “How nasty is nasty?”

      “See, how it works is this. We, and by we, I mean the Italians, got down to Florida early. We basically cut back the mangroves down here. So all the action, it belonged to us. Now, the thing you got to know is, in order to get into a place where somebody’s already got the action, you got to work harder. That pretty much means you got to be mean and nasty.

      “So there’s a few other groups, Albanians, Maltese, even a handful of Greeks who tried to muscle in over the years. The only ones who got any traction was the Cubans, and they didn’t do it on the back of violence as much as the fact that they all spoke the same language and brought their own entire market with them.

      “But then came the Russians, right after Gorbachev and that whole glasnost thing. They started pouring out of Russia with money in their pockets, setting up shop all over the country. You already know about some of the run-ins we had up in New York.”

      “I do,” I said.

      “Well, you got to believe they tried their hand down here, too. And they got some territory. But the way they got it, like I say, meaner and nastier. So then a little while later, you get some other groups coming through the iron curtain—the Ukrainians, for example. Now you’ve got guys trying to break in on the territory of guys who’ve already broken in on the territory of other guys. So the level of nastiness kind of has to go up again. These Ukrainians, they’re ruthless. Plus they like taking territory off Russians. It’s an historical thing. Let’s just say they don’t get on.”

      “What’s the point, Sal?”

      “The upshot of it all is this. You don’t want to mess with Kovalenko. He looks like Kojak. He’s got the darker skin—not the pale Russian look—and the bald head. He wears these aviator glasses. The guy even chews on Chupa Chups. I mean, he’s a walking, talking cliché, but a real mean one. If I can tell you anything, I’m going to tell you to avoid him.”

      “I intend to, but it seems like this guy we’re investigating, he’s already in the thick of it. Sold off a bunch of his horses to pay bank debts. Then he got in with Kovalenko to buy another horse to breed.”

      “Well, he better hope he breeds good and he breeds hard.”

      “So this Kovalenko wouldn’t be looking at this as some kind of long-term deal? Like he’s not that keen on the ponies?”

      “I wouldn’t assume he’s looking at anything as a long-term deal. These are short-term guys. They lend you money, you pay it back, or else.”

      “So I can assume that our guy is under a fair bit of pressure?”

      “You assume correctly.”

      “Okay, thanks, Sal.”

      “You got it, kid. Listen, we gonna catch one of these spring training games or what?”

      “Definitely. I’ll talk to my guy at St. Lucie. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Night, kid.”

      I left Sal to his Netflix and wandered back through the bar to the picnic table. Danielle and Dennis were finishing up their drinks. I thanked Lyle Dennis for his time and his information and said we needed to go and check out the places he had recommended.

      He nodded and said we should drop by for a beer anytime we were in the neighborhood. He seemed like a nice guy, and I figured if I ever found myself around these parts again, I’d take him up on his offer.

      We headed down Highway 25 toward Lake Weir and stopped off at a place called Merry Times Saloon. It sounded like a Japanese massage parlor but looked like a biker bar from the outside. Inside it wasn’t a million miles away from the place we’d just left. The patio, however, had been redone with new pavers and sunshades and those tables made out of wine barrels. There was an outdoor bar that piqued my interest. It wasn’t under a palapa, but it was outdoors, and it did have stools. But it was shuttered. There were a few people drinking outside and a few more inside.

      It was a decent-looking group, white and Latino and black, and mostly older. There was a hipster at the bar with a heavy beard that was neatly trimmed at the sides. It was not the kind of place I would go to look for a stablehand. The people here were washed and clean. The kind of bikers who had day jobs as dentists and Realtors. We left and decided to head back up toward Ocala, to the second bar on Lyle Dennis’s list.

      We drove in the lot of the second bar, and I knew we were on to something. Every vehicle in the place was a pickup truck. Most of them were more than a decade old. I’d been through a few cars in my day, but I’d never felt the need to own a pickup truck. I didn’t carry equipment or tools, and I didn’t need to pretend that I had a job that did. I didn’t really understand the logic of housewives and soccer moms driving Dodge Rams in the middle of Miami traffic, trying to find parking spots at Whole Foods. It made absolutely no sense. Not for the planet—if you were so inclined—but certainly not from a scratched-paintwork and load-the-kids-in-the-back point of view.

      But the pickups in this lot were owned and run by guys who worked for a living. Guys who kept their trucks until they just stopped working, which often happened thirty years after they bought them. They were sun faded and dented, and almost all of them had some kind of crap in the back—tools, pool cleaning equipment, lawn mowers, lumber, or pipes.

      We wandered inside to find a dive bar. Unlike Annie’s, the pool tables didn’t have the prime real estate. They were in a little alcove at the back. That made more room for tables at which sat groups of people.

      The place wasn’t exactly humming, but there was a lively energy to it. It might have been the Gloria Estefan playing on the old jukebox or the soccer posters on the walls next to bunting that proclaimed support for the Tampa Bay Buccaneers.

      I went to the bar and ordered two Bud Lights.

      I always found in bars it was best to order before I asked the questions, and I resolved to listen to my own wisdom in coffee shops in the future. Although I wasn’t convinced that purchasing my coffee before sweet-talking her would’ve made old Mim any more congenial.

      This crowd was younger, but not young, and decidedly more Latino. There was a lot more Spanish being spoken. Although in an ironic twist, the bartender and the servers were white.

      I sipped my beer and Danielle sipped hers, and I waited until I was halfway through my bottle before I nodded again to the bartender, and he came over.

      “Help you?”

      “I’m looking for Paco,” I said.

      “Paco?” He frowned as if he didn’t know either what I meant or who Paco was. But he didn’t frown hard enough.

      “Yeah, I got some work I need doing. I hear he knows his way around a stable.” The guy dropped the frown and nodded.

      “He’s not in tonight.”

      “Does he come here often?”

      The guy shrugged. “Most days. He works part-time now at the feed store up on route four forty-one.”

      “I take it it’s not open at night.”

      “It’s a feed store. You want another beer?”

      I was driving, and I was driving a vehicle that belonged to a law enforcement officer, so I didn’t want to go too hard. In my favor, I was drinking light beer, so I was more likely to float away like a helium balloon than get a DUI.

      I ordered two more beers and asked if they had a bar menu. The guy said they did hamburgers and tacos. Pork, chicken, or beef. I wasn’t sure if that was the tacos, the burgers, or both.

      We went with the tacos. It was a sound choice. They were excellent. I always go with the when in Rome theory. And in a bar full of Latinos, I figured the place made a decent taco.

      Danielle and I took a table in the corner and sat for a while, drinking and eating and watching people enjoying themselves. It wasn’t an upmarket place, but it wasn’t rowdy at all.

      The noise level was high from all the hubbub and the clinking of pool balls and the Miami Sound Machine in the background. There were adults laughing and smiling at tables, and there were children running around between them. The mood was familiar and easy. It wasn’t Longboard Kelly’s, but if I were a horse guy and I lived in this neck of the woods, it wouldn’t have been the worst substitute.

      Danielle ordered another round, and for a while I forgot about horses and mobsters and jockeys that were dead and the people they’d left behind. I just enjoyed the now, the sight of people who clearly meant everything to each other enjoying one another’s company, while I enjoyed the company of the person who meant everything to me, regardless of what the state of Florida said.
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      It was late by the time we got back to the Versailles horse ranch. All the buildings were dark, and only a single porchlight glowed from the veranda of the big house as we walked by. There was a lamp on in the first of the RVs, probably the handler of the mare who had arrived earlier that day.

      We stepped up into our RV, each had a glass of water, brushed our teeth, and climbed into the queen-size bed at the end of the vehicle. It was tight around the sides, but given the thing could move at sixty-five miles an hour, it was a pretty comfortable bed.

      The skies were clear and the stars were bright, and I could see a faint glow coming in through the window. I lay on my back with my hands behind my head looking out toward the semi-darkness.

      Eventually, I heard Danielle’s breathing deepen as she fell asleep. I, on the other hand, wasn’t going anywhere near the land of nod, so I waited another twenty minutes and then got up.

      I moved slowly through the RV. Like Carol Martin’s mobile home, the RV tended to jiggle under the weight of movement within, and I didn’t want to wake Danielle. I hoped it would feel like the to and fro of sleeping on a yacht.

      I put on my pants and my shoes and stepped quietly down onto the deck outside the RV. I could see more or less everything. It wasn’t any kind of daylight, but the stars were so bright that it was like looking through those night vision goggles that military folks used.

      I felt my phone in my pocket and stepped quietly down onto the grass, past the hedges and the big house, and stopped against the trunk of one of the oak trees that separated Dwight Renfield from his minions.

      The open gravel area glowed, and now that I was away from the trees around the RV, I could see that the majority of the light was coming from an almost full moon.

      I was about to walk over toward the horse stalls when I noticed movement. A man was standing near the closed stable doors. He was shifting from one foot to the other in place, as if trying to stay warm. I knew the move. I’d done it a thousand times on football fields in New England. It wasn’t a move you saw all that often in Florida, except when some brainless tourist forgot to put their flip-flops on as they meandered across the baking hot beach. But this guy was neither cold nor hot.

      What he seemed to be was bored.

      I tried to make out whether it was the same guy who had been working in the stables earlier, but I needed to get closer to be sure. And to get closer, I was going to have to walk out in the open. I wasn’t quite ready for anybody to know that I was standing there, so I retreated.

      I walked back around the big house. The rear of the house was completely dark, but I took it slow and stayed quiet. I came to the training corral that stood between the big house and the post and rail fence surrounding the field where we had seen Running Ragged.

      I slipped through the bars of the corral and followed them around. I hadn’t noticed before, but the corral was curved, so the space wasn’t rectangular but closer to a long oval. Most importantly, it was empty. I got to the other end and found myself behind the stables. I slipped through the fence once more, then walked up to the sliding barn door at the rear, where I had looked across the fields while the stablehand did his work earlier that day.

      The door was closed and locked now. I kept moving, behind the other smaller stables to the end. I knew I was looking down toward the main road, but I couldn’t quite make it out. I edged around the farthest of the stables until I was looking back toward the gravel area.

      I glanced along the line of buildings to see if I could spot the sentry stepping from one foot to the other.

      He was gone.

      Perhaps he’d gone inside. Perhaps he’d left. Perhaps he was making his rounds and would walk up behind me. That thought made me turn around and check.

      Finding nothing, I edged around the front of the stable until I came to a door.

      It was a regular, ordinary door like you’d find on a garden shed. It was about five feet along from where the main sliding barn door would open to let horses in and out.

      I tried the handle and found it locked. I checked the gravel area once more, then I took a few long steps to reach the edge of the barn door. There was a latch and a loop where a padlock could seal the door closed. But there was no padlock in place.

      I flipped the latch off and tried as gently as I could to push the door. It was heavy, and I expected it to be loud. But whoever had the job of greasing the thing was a master at his work. It slid on its casters a foot or so, just enough for me to slip inside.

      I considered looking for a light switch but didn’t consider it for long. I figured keeping things as dark as possible was the best policy. I wasn’t breaking and entering, per se. It was more entering than breaking. But I was certainly being a nosy Parker, and I knew I would raise the suspicions of anybody who found me there, at the very least. At the very worst, Florida’s stand-your-ground laws might see me get shot dead.

      I took out my phone and flipped on the flashlight and panned it across the room. It looked like some kind of medieval torture chamber. It was a large open area, but against the wall there were all kinds of bizarre contraptions that were completely foreign to me.

      A device that was reminiscent of old-fashioned stocks—the kind they used to lock people in the main square—and chains and cables and such. Hanging from the roof was a wooden partition behind which was a sluice and a short hose. If a serial killer was looking for a property, this place looked purpose designed for their line of work.

      I moved to the rear of the room and found another interior door. It wasn’t locked, so I stepped through and closed it behind me. I found myself in a room that took a moment to fully conceptualize. It was so fundamentally unexpected, so different from that which I had just seen.

      It looked like a doctor’s office or maybe one of those laboratories in a university somewhere, the ones that they show as B roll on the nightly news when they’re talking about the discovery of a cure for cancer or some random virus.

      All the surfaces looked sanitary. The area had a cleanliness not shared by the rest of the barn. There was a first aid cabinet and a refrigerator, the type that held pharmaceutical drugs. I saw a couple of microscopes and a large container that reminded me of some kind of science fiction robot.

      I snapped a few photographs with my camera, not really sure what I was shooting or why. The camera set off bright flashes on every shot, and I took four or five before I started to feel like I was advertising my presence to the world.

      There were no other doors, so I went back out the way I’d come. I crept across the open space of the main area. I reached the barn door and stood by it for a moment, listening for the sound of footsteps on gravel. Hearing none, I made to step out. Just as I did, I heard a cough.

      I was halfway through a step, and I began to wobble like a drunkard. I managed to engage my core and lever myself back inside, winding up in a silent crouch like a superhero.

      I stood up and got behind the door and then listened to the guy arrive on the other side. I heard him make a quizzical grunt, as if he was puzzled by the fact that the door was slightly ajar, and I waited for him to pull it all the way open and find me inside.

      But he didn’t.

      He pulled it the other way. He closed it with an easy thud, and then I heard him slip the latch back over the hook. I didn’t hear the sound of a padlock being applied, but it didn’t really matter. At that point, from my position on the inside, the door was as good as locked.

      I gave him a few minutes to wander away, and then I turned my cell phone flashlight back on and surveyed the barn. There were windows, but they were all higher than I could reach. I figured lower windows might get kicked by a feisty stallion. Most of the equipment I might’ve used to climb up on was way too cumbersome and heavy to move.

      Option two was the doctor’s office. I retreated back through the door and into the clinically clean room. Again, there were windows in the exterior wall. But they weren’t designed for taking in the view. Each of the windows was at least six feet from the floor.

      Unlike the barn, however, there were counters running along two walls. I looked down at my dirty shoes and figured I didn’t want to leave a calling card on a counter. Footprints on the floor would be one thing—it was a working farm, after all—but on a counter they felt not only like bad protocol but also like something that whoever worked in there would notice.

      I slipped off my shoes, held them in one hand, and, with the other, levered myself up onto a counter beside the microscopes. The window before me was a long, thin rectangular unit about three feet wide and maybe two feet high. I unlatched it and pushed it open and then peered outside.

      Behind the barn was soft Bermuda grass. It wasn’t as well tended as the lawn around the big house, but it was going to be a lot quieter to land on than gravel. Softer too.

      I dropped my shoes out the window and reached the point of no return. It was always bad karma to get caught wearing no shoes, except on the aforementioned beach. I put my phone in my pocket and pulled myself up so that my belly was on the windowsill. Then I pivoted into an inverse V so that my head was out the window and my legs were dangling inside. Then I edged further and further out until I felt the sting of the steel window frame digging into the tops of my thighs.

      It was going to be ugly. At best, I was going to be able to curl up and maybe land on my shoulders and tuck and roll. At worst, I would land like a pile driver directly on top of my head.

      I was planning on the former.

      I got myself ready, and then once again engaging my core, I pushed away. It didn’t quite go to plan. The phone in my pocket got caught on the windowsill. The backs of my legs went flying up and hit the ceiling, and the top half of me flopped downward like the doors on a tornado shelter.

      My face smashed into the barn’s exterior siding below the window. I couldn’t sense any blood, but I felt the tears welling in my eyes, as my nose took the brunt of the impact.

      I wanted a moment to collect myself, but I just didn’t have it. The steel frame continued to dig into my thigh, so I lifted the side of my body up that held the cell phone and then wobbled the other way and did the same on the other side. Side to side, like an octogenarian walrus trying to wriggle its way across the ice. I was hoping that I would be able to get the cell phone up and over the edge of the window frame.

      It happened quicker than I had planned. One moment the edge of the phone was holding me in place like a disused marionette, and the next it was up over the lip and slipping through and I was falling headfirst at the ground. I managed to tuck my head down and pull one arm up, and I pivoted on the point of my shoulder and flipped backward, landing with a solid gut-busting thud on my back.

      The wind was completely and utterly knocked out of me. I hadn’t lost my air so badly since a particular tackle during practice when I was the backup quarterback at the University of Miami. I had, for reasons that were lost to time, become the mortal enemy of a guy who was on the practice squad for the defense—or it might have been that he was just trying to impress someone that day. Either way, despite the fact that I was wearing the quarterback’s red jersey—the one that told all the defenders to not tackle me—he came charging through the O-line and attempted to remove my rib cage via my spine.

      It had taken a good five minutes to get any kind of proper airflow back into my body that day. I remembered the gasps and the feeling that I was probably going to die, that the physical injury of the hit was nothing compared to the panic of not being able to breathe.

      I felt that same sensation now, staring up at a million orbs of light. They mocked me, my insignificant being, one tiny blip on one tiny planet, in a galaxy, among billions of others. I lay there desperately gasping for air, willing my body to recall the process of simply breathing.

      Maybe it’s a factor of age. Maybe it was a harder hit. But it didn’t take five minutes to recover. Not this night. It must have been twenty before I even attempted to sit up. The breathing eventually came back, but not the desire to run. If the guy doing security had wandered behind the building, he would have found me there and he could have trussed me up like a rodeo bull. But he didn’t.

      I just lay there allowing all my systems to reboot. When I finally sat up, I felt the stabs of pain in my shoulder, my deltoids, my thighs, my lower back, my buttocks. I stopped naming all the places that hurt because I realized I didn’t have the names for all of those parts.

      I hauled myself up and started walking away. I had gone maybe twenty steps before I realized I wasn’t wearing my shoes. I went back to collect them. I didn’t feel the need to put them on. That would have involved bending over. I just walked back around the buildings to the corral, through the fence, across the dirt, through the other fence, around the big house, past the hedges, and on to the RV.

      I left my shoes sitting on the deck and crept quietly inside, slipped off my pants and my shirt, and ruffled my hair to remove as much foliage and grass as I could. Then I slipped into bed and fell into a deep, deep sleep.
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      When I woke the next morning, Danielle was already up. I dragged myself out of bed, feeling aches and pains in places a man should never feel aches and pains. I washed my face in the kitchen sink and ran the water through my hair.

      Danielle wasn’t anywhere in the RV, so I stepped outside and found her sitting on the deck, watching the sun come up.

      She smiled a good morning, and then before any words got out of my mouth, the smile disappeared.

      “What happened to you?” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your face. You look like you’ve been in a fight.”

      “I was,” I said. “I fought a wall, and the wall won.”

      “Do I want to know?”

      “Not right now. Let’s just call it a need-to-know type thing.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned back to the view. She was nursing a cup of coffee, and I could smell the caffeine from ten feet away, so I slipped inside to make one for myself. I couldn’t find the machine, let alone the coffee. I went back out and asked her how she came about it.

      “The lady in the RV down at the end. She said she made a big pot.”

      I slipped on my shoes and stepped down onto the grass and wandered over, around the hedges, to the RV closest to the big house.

      A stout-looking woman sat on one of the chairs, in similar repose to Danielle.

      “Good morning,” she said to me. She frowned for a moment, and then the wrinkles simply dissolved. I assumed she’d spotted my injuries and very quickly decided that she didn’t want to know. Or in her line of work, maybe such a face wasn’t that uncommon a sight.

      “I’m Mary,” she said.

      “Miami.”

      She offered me a cup of coffee, and I gratefully accepted. She gestured for me to take the seat next to her, so I did the neighborly thing and sat down.

      “So you’re here to do a live cover?” I asked.

      “That’s right.”

      “I’m hoping to get a chance to see it today. I’ve never seen one.”

      “Oh, it’s quite the show,” she said.

      “So how does it work, exactly? How do you know when to bring the mare here?”

      “For us, it’s not too hard,” she said. “I’m from a farm just up toward Tampa. Basically the mare gets into estrus—do you know what that is?”

      I nodded.

      “So she’s ovulating—this happens naturally during the spring, although it’s possible to induce it. The whole process is driven by the length of the days. So some farms use lighting and such to bring the mares along. In Florida we really don’t have such a need.”

      She smiled in a way that suggested she and I shared a secret. A little inside knowledge about Florida and all of the sunshine that we got. I knew what she meant, but I wasn’t sure it was a particularly well-held secret. Lots of people vacationed in Florida for that very reason.

      “So when the mare is ovulating, you have to bring her here?”

      “That’s usually the way it’s done. The mares travel rather than the sires.”

      “Mr. Renfield suggested they sometimes get mares from as far away as Kentucky.”

      She nodded. “I’m sure they do.”

      “That’s a long way. What happens if the mare’s not interested?”

      “They wait,” she said. “That’s what these accommodations are for. Like I say, we’re not far away, but if we came from further afield, we would bring the mare here and stay until she was ovulating, then we’d introduce the stallion. Usually when a mare is in heat, the stallion doesn’t need a lot of encouragement. After the cover, we would wait here again. We can usually figure out if the mare’s pregnant about two weeks after the cover.”

      “How do they do that?”

      “It’s an ultrasound. Not all that different from the way women find out.”

      “And if she’s not pregnant?”

      “We try again. Most breeding agreements allow for three attempts.”

      “And does it usually work?”

      “If it hasn’t happened after three, the chances diminish a fair bit. But in my experience, you’ve got about a fifty-fifty shot each time.”

      She refilled my coffee, and I thanked her and said I was going to freshen up, and then I’d see her down in the barn later. I walked back to our RV and went to the tiny bathroom to check my face. If I’d been in a fight, I had probably won. There was slight bruising under my eyes, but it didn’t look a lot different from a bad night’s sleep. It was the redness of my nose that stuck out.

      I washed my face for a second time and then went out and poured half my coffee refill into Danielle’s mug.

      Mary wandered past our deck fifteen minutes later. She smiled, nodded, and said, “Showtime.”

      We put our coffee mugs in the sink and closed up the RV, then followed her down to the stables. The building that I had visited the previous evening was wide open. I saw the tight corral and the door back to the clinical room, and the device I thought might have been medieval stocks now looked more like one of those mechanical bulls you see in cowboy bars.

      Mary retrieved the mare. She led her around the gravel area and then out along the post and rail fence that led down to the road.

      The mare was dark brown and tall, if that was the terminology one used for a horse. I knew there was something that involved hands, but I wasn’t sure what.

      When she returned with the mare, the horse was brought into the breeding barn. Dwight Renfield was nowhere to be seen. But his right-hand man, Wills, oversaw proceedings. He directed us to stand well out of harm’s way, near the open door.

      The small wooden corral that I had seen before was the center of attention. It had been hosed and scrubbed down by the stablehand, and the mare was led into it. It was high enough such that she was only visible to us from the neck up. It was only wide enough for the mare alone, and the head end was notched out and padded so she could stick her head out to where her handler, Mary, stood waiting.

      From that point, it all happened rather quickly. The stablehand led the stallion into the breeding barn. It was the first time I’d had a close-up look at Running Ragged. I could see where he got the nickname Big Red. He was indeed a red-colored horse and taller than the mare, but not by a long way.

      I didn’t get the impression that there was going to be any issues from his point of view regarding wanting to get on with business. He was, for want of a better phrase, frisky as hell, lifting his knees high as he pranced and snorted his way around.

      A man came out through the door that led to the strange doctor’s office in the rear. He was wearing elbow-length plastic gloves and a smock. He proceeded to soap up and clean the mare’s private parts. Danielle grimaced as he scrubbed and then hosed the soap away. I felt like I should turn my eye, but the animal part of me said that it was perfectly natural. I checked that thought with the idea that if it were perfectly natural, they’d be out in a field somewhere with a good deal more privacy.

      When the mare was cleaned, the guy with the elbow-length gloves turned his attention to the stallion and gave him the beauty spa treatment.

      Then they brought the feisty stallion alongside the corral so he could nuzzle with the mare. There was much stomping of feet, and the stallion proved to anyone who cared to look at his undercarriage that he was ready to perform.

      “Oh my, it’s like a telescope,” said Danielle, her eyes wide open.

      Wills raised his eyebrows.

      The stablehand directed Running Ragged around the back of the corral, and when he reached the rear of the mare, instinct or learned practice kicked in. He threw his front legs up over her back with a powerful thrust that seemed highly dangerous to both animals.

      Then the guy with the gloves grabbed the stallion’s telescope and directed it where it needed to go, like a banana being put in a blender.

      From this point, it was what I expected it to be. A lot of horse grunting and groaning at the back, and at the front, a mare who frankly looked rather disinterested in the entire process. I wondered if she was thinking about food, or her home stable, or even merry old England.

      The guy with the gloves watched intently from beside the action as Running Ragged thrust back and forth. Clearly he was experienced. He waited until Running Ragged had done what he came to do, and then he and the stablehand pulled the stallion backward, slipping him out of the mare as they went. The guy with the gloves came in with a long tube that he inserted into the mare. I couldn’t see exactly what he was doing because Wills was standing in the way, so I asked him what was happening.

      “They’re catching the residual semen,” he said, “and then inserting it back into the mare.”

      “Isn’t that artificial insemination?” I asked.

      “No,” said Wills. “It’s allowed under the Jockey Club rules to capture the residual from a live cover and reinsert it. Artificial insemination is a whole other thing that doesn’t involve the stallion even being here.”

      The mare’s handler, Mary, stayed at the head end of her horse, patting her neck and talking to her gently.

      When the guy with the gloves was done, he pulled out his device and slipped back in through the door into the clinically clean room.

      The stablehand led Running Ragged away.

      “Where’s he going?” I asked.

      “We put him in the field to run off his excess energy,” said Wills.

      I nodded. Although I knew something about running off excess energy, I had imagined the stallion would be ready for a long snooze now.

      The guy with the gloves reappeared and began cleaning the mare once more. I couldn’t help feel that the entire event was more assault than amore.

      When the gloved guy gave the word, Mary helped the mare back out of the corral, and then she led her away to the dirt corral near the big house. I didn’t get the sense that she needed to work off any pent-up energy. She looked more in need of a cigarette and a police statement.

      Mary returned and washed her hands in a large trough, and then she came over to us.

      “What did you think?” she said.

      Danielle shrugged.

      I shook my head. “Brutal,” was all I could think of to say.
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      After everything had settled down, Wills invited us for some breakfast. Danielle and I shared a look that said we had both lost any appetite we may have had, so we declined. We asked Wills to thank Renfield for his hospitality, but we had to get going. We stopped by the RV and collected our things and then dumped them in the back of Danielle’s SUV.

      I wished Mary a good trip home, and she said she’d be away that afternoon and home before nightfall.

      As Danielle pulled down the long driveway, I started to wonder what it was that I had just seen and what it might have been that Leo Casper had seen here, if anything. My guts told me that I needed a better explanation, so I suggested to Danielle we do a quick pass through Ocala.

      She drove up the highway and into town, pulling into a slot outside the veterinary clinic. It was still early and the town was barely awake. Coffee shops and diners serving breakfast were the busiest establishments.

      But Lyle Dennis was at work. I guessed when a vet depended on the horse business for his livelihood, he, too, was an early riser. We sat in his waiting room for a few minutes until he appeared from the back, wiping his hands with a paper towel.

      He invited us through. There were a couple of treatment rooms where he may have inspected smaller animals like dogs and cats. Then we walked through a larger room, almost like an operating room. It had a device that looked like a canvas hammock on a lift.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “It’s a lift for horses.” He didn’t stop. He led us into a small office. It was different from the rest of the space, less of the clinical white, more dark wood and taupe walls. It could have been an accountant’s office. He sat down and directed us to the two chairs on the other side of his desk.

      “So what’s up?” he asked.

      “We just saw a live cover.”

      “Impressive, huh?”

      “That was not the first word that came to mind. Boisterous, perhaps. All I know is, some things cannot be unseen.”

      I told him I wanted to run the whole thing by him, so I gave him my impression of what had happened. The arrival of the mare, the cleaning, the arrival of the stallion, the nuzzling and the getting-to-know-you phase, and then the act itself and the collection and insertion of excess semen.

      Dennis listened to me patiently, and when I was finished, he said that he’d heard nothing out of the ordinary in my description.

      “That pretty much sounds like how it’s done. Some places won’t use the mating corral. They’ll try to hold the mare in place. But I think the corral provides a level of safety for all concerned.”

      “So nothing strange?” I asked.

      Dennis shook his head.

      I was about to thank him for his time when I recalled the photographs I’d taken the previous night. I took out my phone and showed him the first shot. It looked like a medical facility, not unlike one of the treatment rooms in his own clinic.

      “It looks like the kind of place you might do testing.”

      “What kind of testing?”

      “Pregnancy. If they’re ramping up to become a stud facility, you wouldn’t have to call a vet in every time you wanted to run an ultrasound. It looks pretty typical.”

      He flicked to the next photo, nodding, and then the next. And then he stopped. A frown gradually deepened across his forehead. His eyes moved from side to side across the screen, even though it wasn’t that big of a phone.

      Dennis turned it around and showed me the picture. “Where was this?”

      “Same room,” I said. “It’s behind the breeding barn. Why?”

      “You see this?” he said, pointing to the thing that I had guessed looked like a science fiction robot. But now looking at it as a properly lit photograph, it appeared to be more like some kind of a gas tank.

      I shook my head. “Yeah. What is it?”

      “It’s a cryo bank.”

      “What’s a cryo bank?”

      “It’s a liquid nitrogen freezer. It’s used for storing medical samples.”

      Now I developed the frown. “What kind of medical samples?”

      “Specifically, this kind of device is used for storing semen.”

      “Frozen semen,” I said.

      Dennis nodded.

      Danielle leaned forward against his desk. “I thought artificial insemination wasn’t permitted.”

      “It isn’t,” said Dennis. “Not with thoroughbreds. I use this exact equipment myself for quarter horses, standard horses, that kind of thing. But never thoroughbreds.”

      “So why isn’t AI permitted with thoroughbreds?” I asked.

      “Tradition, as much as anything,” he said. “The argument goes something along the lines that if there was too much artificial insemination, the already fragile genetics of the thoroughbreds would be risked further. But really, it’s about money. If you use artificial insemination, it’s way, way cheaper. If you could service a thousand mares with the sperm of one stallion, then each service would be worth less than a live cover.

      “Plus there’s a huge industry behind the breeding. Think about places like here, Marion County, and even more so in Kentucky, where the really big winners go to pasture. There’s a whole industry built around the mare going there to undergo a live cover. People and horses have to be housed and fed. Often they stay for long periods until the mares are ready and ovulating, then it takes at least two weeks before you know whether they’re even pregnant. And if they’re not, you try again, and you wait another two weeks. If artificial insemination could be done at the home farm of every mare, none of that economy is needed anymore. Half of the jobs in Lexington, Kentucky, and Ocala, Marion County, would disappear.”

      “I guess I can see that,” I said.

      “But it doesn’t matter,” said Dennis. “If you’re a thoroughbred breeder, you wouldn’t have anything like this equipment anywhere near your farm. See, at best, it looks bad. At worst, well, if it could be proven that artificial insemination was used, under the Jockey Club rules, every single foal born from that stallion would be disqualified from racing. Dwight would be finished as a breeder. He’d be sued into oblivion.”

      Dennis looked at the photograph once more and then back at me. “But that didn’t happen. You said you saw the live cover. You saw Running Ragged service the mare.”

      I was about to say I did when Danielle spoke over me.

      “We saw a stallion,” said Danielle.

      “Meaning?” asked Dennis.

      “Meaning, how do you tell one horse from another?”

      Now Dennis leaned forward on his desk so their heads were only about a foot apart.

      “You’re talking about a ringer. It’s not possible. First of all, all thoroughbreds are tattooed. You can check the serial number under their upper lip.”

      “You tattoo their lip?” I said.

      “Yes,” said Dennis matter-of-factly. “It would be part of the mare’s handler’s job to check that off.”

      “I didn’t see her do that,” I said.

      “She might have done it earlier,” said Dennis. “She wouldn’t do it in the breeding barn. Once the stallion is in the room, you want to let nature take its course. But she could check it before. Then you’d have to have a horse that looked exactly like the horse you’re substituting for Running Ragged. He’s a decent-sized red. You’d need to find one that looked exactly the same. Not just height but color and other markings, splashes and socks on the feet.”

      “Okay, but that’s not impossible to do,” said Danielle. “Lots of horses look similar enough.”

      “Yeah, but here’s the kicker. When the ringer mates with the mare, all the thoroughbred foals would be the progeny of that stallion. Now, all thoroughbred foals are DNA typed when they’re registered with the Jockey Club. It’s mandatory. The DNA would show that the foal didn’t come from Running Ragged. You’d be found out. If not today, then in a year’s time. It can’t be done.”

      “And the other question,” I said, “would be why? Why provide a ringer?”

      “I don’t know,” said Danielle. “I’m just following the logic.”

      We thanked Dennis for his time. He said he’d think on it further. He said it didn’t pass the smell test. Something was fishy. If he came up with an answer, he’d let us know. We wandered back outside and found the street busier. Stores were opening. People were walking around, the parking spaces on the street were getting filled.

      We stood beside Danielle’s car, hamstrung by what we knew and by what we knew we didn’t know.

      “The question I can’t get out of my head is this,” I said. “It looks so bad to have that equipment on a thoroughbred farm. Why have it? Why have storage capacity that you can’t use?”

      “I’m wondering that, too,” said Danielle. “I can’t come up with an answer.”

      I nodded. “I think I know someone who can.”
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      Danielle drove, and I used my phone to search up the feed store on Route 441. Cline’s Feed & Hay looked like a Cracker Barrel restaurant. I wasn’t sure if Mr. Cline was a fan of the biscuits, like Sally, or whether I had discovered the sign motif that Cracker Barrel was going for.

      There were few cars in the lot, and we parked right in front of the building. It was a wide, long, red barn-like structure with wood columns and a long veranda. At one end was a selection of sample-sized bales of hay. I assumed it came from different kinds of plants or grasses because it was in numerous shades of green and yellow. It looked like the salad bar at Publix, only for horses.

      At the other end of the veranda sat some rocking chairs. These ones were neither as grand nor as expensive as those that sat out front of every Cracker Barrel. But they looked like they had been made by hand, and I was tempted to get one.

      Danielle didn’t wait for me to make a purchase decision. She strode straight in through the door, so I followed.

      The inside of Cline’s Feed & Hay looked like a Scandinavian sauna. The roof and all the walls were made of a light wood, possibly pine. I wasn’t sure. I’m not really a lumber guy. There were bags of feed and shelving units holding all manner of products to be used in the rearing of animals. I didn’t peruse the shelves because I had absolutely no idea what I was looking at.

      At the far end, for reasons I couldn’t ascertain, a canoe had been attached to the wall. It had party lights around its gunnels. It was an interesting decorative effect, like a fake Irish pub with all that kitschy garbage attached to the walls, except that this was a real-life canoe. Like the surfboard on the wall at Longboard Kelly’s, it was clearly not for sale.

      I went over to the counter, and between the boxes of products piled up there, I asked if Paco was around.

      The guy nodded in the direction of the rear of the building. “He’s loading hay out back.”

      The guy didn’t tell me that I could walk through the rear of the store, but his congenial manner and his easy nod suggested that was exactly what I should do.

      Danielle and I walked outside. Hay, great bales of it, was stacked up behind the building. I saw a guy loading a pallet full of the stuff into a Ford F-150 using a small hand-maneuvered lift truck.

      I waited until he had put the pallet in place and the driver had slammed home the tailgate before walking over.

      “Paco?” I asked.

      The guy looked at me. He was probably in his midtwenties with neat black hair and a smooth face designed by Mother Nature to beat the effects of Florida sun. He wore a checked shirt with the sleeves rolled up and dusty jeans. He gave me a nod. Clearly, we didn’t know each other, so his look was somewhere between welcoming and suspicious.

      “I understand you used to work at Dwight Renfield’s farm.”

      Paco’s forehead creased. “Who are you, man?”

      “My name is Miami Jones. This is Danielle.”

      Danielle nodded and smiled. Danielle’s nods and smiles often got guys talking. But not Paco.

      “I don’t know what you want, man, but I got nothing to say.”

      He started pushing the lift truck away. But it wasn’t very far to go, so I followed him.

      “I know there’s some strange stuff going on at that farm,” I said. “A guy has died because of it.”

      Paco stopped and looked at me. “A guy died there?”

      “A jockey,” I said. “Not there. Down at Gulfstream Park.”

      His eyes danced between me and Danielle and settled on me. That was rare.

      “A guy died?” he said again.

      “Yeah.” The fact was, I wasn’t any closer to connecting Leo Casper’s death with anything that was happening at Renfield’s farm than I had been on the day Leo died. But like Lyle Dennis said, it didn’t pass the sniff test.

      “Look, you’re not in any kind of trouble,” I said. “I just need to find out what they’re up to. And I know it’s something, and I know you know.”

      Paco looked around the empty yard. “I can’t talk here, man. I’m at work.”

      “I understand,” I said.

      “I could lose my job.”

      “I don’t want that to happen. Can we buy you lunch?”

      Paco agreed to that, so we spent the rest of the morning wandering around Ocala. It was a nice, neat little place. Small enough to be friendly and big enough to have more than one Chinese restaurant.

      As we wandered, Danielle’s phone rang. She listened more than she spoke and then hung up.

      “That was my colleague in financial crimes. He says Leo used his debit card three times up here. Eight days before he died he bought coffee at Mim’s in the afternoon. The following morning he again bought coffee at Mim’s, as well as gas at the station next door.”

      “So he was here overnight,” I said.

      “Yes. But no accommodation was charged to the card.”

      “Maybe he stayed with someone, maybe he slept in his car. He wasn’t exactly loaded.”

      “But why be here for the night?”

      “Same reason we were. To see a live cover, first thing in the morning.”

      “I don’t think they would have invited him in, do you?”

      “The barn door was open for the whole thing. He could have watched from an adjacent field, or even through binoculars.”

      Danielle shrugged. I could tell that she was getting increasingly antsy about being away from work and so far having absolutely nothing to show for it. We drove back to the bar where we’d had dinner the previous night and were waiting at a table in the back when Paco arrived.

      I told him to order anything he wanted, and he went with a couple of tacos and a beer.

      “What time do you have to be back to work?” Danielle asked.

      “I don’t,” he said. “I only work mornings.” Mornings were a big thing in the horse industry.

      While we waited for food to arrive, I asked him how long he’d lived in the area, and he told us that he had been born in Ocala and that he had never left the state of Florida.

      I didn’t get the impression that he was overly disappointed by this fact. Perhaps, like Ron, he was an advocate of the idea of never bothering to leave Florida. Ron fell firmly into the Why would you need to go anywhere else? camp, and Paco gave the impression he agreed.

      Our lunch arrived, and we each tucked in to some tacos. I took a bite and then wiped my mouth with a paper napkin.

      “So tell me about Running Ragged.”

      Paco stopped chewing for a moment. He looked around the half-empty bar and then swallowed. “Who are you, man?”

      “I’m a private investigator,” I said. “I’m helping the widow of the guy who died. Trying to find out what happened to him.”

      Danielle smiled but said nothing. I assumed she was mindful of Lyle Dennis’s recommendation to keep the cop thing in her pocket until she needed to use it.

      “I can’t have no trouble,” said Paco.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “This isn’t about you.”

      Paco took another bite and ate it and then took a long pull on his beer. I could tell he was of two minds. He was worried about telling me anything and getting labeled a snitch. I knew what he meant. Small towns were interconnected in good ways, like how I had been able to use Lyle Dennis. But those same networks also had a downside. If you got a reputation for not being trustworthy, finding work could be tough. It wasn’t like there was a 7-Eleven on every street corner. On the other hand, I could see in Paco’s eyes that something was eating at him.

      So I did what Danielle does and I said nothing. I didn’t eat. I didn’t drink. I just waited.

      Eventually, Paco put his half-eaten taco on the plate and wiped his mouth.

      “That horse was sick, man,” he said. “From day one.”

      “I know,” I said. “I spoke to the vet who pulled him up at the training track.”

      “Yeah, they tried him in trackwork at the farm and thought he was okay, you know. But training is different from a full gallop in a workout, or even a race. It ain’t the same. It’s like training at football versus playing. You can’t replicate game time, and you can’t replicate what a horse feels when it’s in a pack of other horses, charging down the straight. They gave him Lasix, but it didn’t help. Well, not a lot. He bled, like, every time he ran.” Paco shook his head. “This horse, he had the devil in his lungs. It was bad. I knew when they first brought him to the farm, if he runs in a race, he’s gonna die. Maybe not the next race, maybe in two or three races, but soon it would kill him.”

      “But they made the decision to not race him. I heard Renfield bought him purely for stud value.”

      “That dude thinks ’cause he was born in Kentucky he’s some kind of horse whisperer, but he don’t know nothing about horses, man. Yeah, he might have gotten a discount because of the lung thing. But the boss needed the money. Not just the stud money, but any money. He was going to enter him in a few races just so he could scoop up some cash. Some winnings and probably a few side bets.”

      “But be didn’t.”

      “He wasn’t gonna cut it. We took him down to Palm Meadows and tried to work him out. But even JJ, he knew. I didn’t think the horse could even breed. You know, it’s not the same as racing, but in his state? The stallions, they get pumped up. They kind of have to. It’s, you know . . .”

      Paco looked at Danielle as if talking about the live cover in front of a woman embarrassed him. He gazed down at the table in deference. For a moment our table fell quiet.

      “So what did he do?” I asked.

      Paco played with his lunch but made no move to eat any more. “He had to breed him. You hear what I’m saying? He needed the money bad. But Big Red, he wasn’t going to perform on the track. And he wasn’t going to be any kind of stud. Maybe here and there, once or twice. But every day or more? That’s what the boss man needed. The stallion couldn’t give it to him.”

      “So what did he do? Tell me about the cryo bank.”

      “You seen that?”

      “Yeah. What do you know about it?”

      “Not much. It’s not my area, but I know the boss decided to keep Big Red’s semen.”

      “How much?”

      Paco shrugged. “Lots of it. Every day, they collected it. When he was at the farm, they collected it. When he was at Palm Meadows, they collected it. Hid it away. You look in the barn, there’s a breeding phantom in there.”

      “What’s a breeding phantom?”

      “A jump mare. It’s a thing that the stallion mounts in place of a real mare, then the vet collects the semen using a—” Paco glanced at Danielle again and then leaned toward me. “They use an artificial vagina. It’s like a big can they hold up for the stallion to, you know, ejaculate in.”

      “Is the phantom mare that thing that looks like a mechanical bull?”

      “Yeah, but it don’t move.”

      “Okay, but he has to know that using frozen semen is against the rules.”

      “Of course he knows, man. But he also knows if the horse dies during a live cover, he’s a dead man. He needs the money. See, his farm, it doesn’t do so good. He sold all these good horses ’cause he owed the bank money. And then bought Big Red. See, Big Red was going to be like his savior. So we brought him down to Palm Meadows to get in some workouts so that he can run a race, but he breaks down in training. The vet there on the track, he said he wouldn’t let Big Red run. He said he was gonna have to inspect him. Wills said if he does that, then he has to report the condition and rule him out of racing. And if word gets out that Red has this problem, maybe people don’t want to breed with him. So we loaded him straight on the trailer and brought him back before the vet could see him.”

      “And what did Renfield do?”

      “What you gotta know is, the day before we went to Palm Meadows, a man came to the farm.” Paco picked up his beer and took a sip. He finished the bottle and jiggled it as if that would magically make it refill. Danielle took the cue and went to the bar to grab him another.

      “I heard this guy argue with the boss,” said Paco. “You know what I mean? This guy says he has to make it pay. Or the boss can give him his six hundred back right there. The boss, he was scared, man. Like, he’s always wandering around like the lord of the manor. But talking to this guy, he was afraid. He said he’d make it work. He said he was gonna breed Big Red and he was gonna do it hard. But by that time I knew Big Red wasn’t going to breed hard, and I told him that. He says not to worry. But then the day after we come back, the boss comes to me and he tells me, things are slow. Business is not so great. And he fired me. He said he was sorry, but it was the way it had to be. He said I should keep quiet about anything that I’d seen. If I didn’t want this bad hombre coming for me.”

      “He actually said bad hombre?”

      “He did. He thinks it helps him connect to the Latinos if he tosses in a bit of Spanish here and there.”

      I shook my head. “So who was the guy?”

      “I don’t know his name.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “He’s a bald guy. Dark glasses, like you see in Top Gun.”

      I nodded and thought about the description of Lex Kovalenko. Sal had told me that he was one bad dude. There seemed to be a growing consensus on it.

      “And he fired everyone?” asked Danielle.

      “No. Not Wills, he’s the boss’s guy. And Jose, the stablehand.”

      “The young guy, squashed in face?” I asked.

      “That’s him.”

      “He told me he just started working there.”

      “Jose? No, he’s been there a year or two. But he’ll say nothing and work for peanuts because he has no papers.”

      “Okay, Paco,” I said. “There’s one thing I don’t understand. If Renfield was stockpiling frozen semen from Big Red—Running Ragged—what was he doing that for?”

      “Breeding, I guess.”

      “But the rules don’t permit it, and it makes no sense anyway. Running Ragged is breeding.”

      “No, he’s not.”

      “But he is, Paco. I saw Running Ragged do a live cover this morning with my very own eyes.”

      Paco took a beer from Danielle and thanked her, then he leaned back in his chair.

      “You maybe saw a live cover, but you didn’t see Big Red.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because Big Red? He’s dead.”

      I glanced at Danielle and she at me.

      “How do you know he’s dead?” she asked.

      “The day he broke down at Palm Meadows, we got him back to the stable and he just couldn’t breathe. He was having trouble standing up. I knew it was bad. We knew he was gonna get banned and word would get out.”

      “Who knew this?” Danielle asked.

      “We all did. Me, the boss, the trainer.”

      “JJ Cripps?” I asked.

      “That’s him.”

      “So what happened?” asked Danielle.

      “I took him from the stable, and we put him in the trailer before he could get inspected. And we took off. We drove him back here. Wills drove, and I was in the trailer with Big Red. He didn’t make it. He died in the trailer on the way back.”

      I watched the sorrow on Paco’s face. There’s a lot of talk about how horses were treated in thoroughbred racing. How many of them got injured, how many died. I was getting the sense that there were too many people in the business who simply treated the horses like meat, nothing but numbers, figures on a balance sheet. But I was also coming to the understanding that for every one of those people, there were ten who were involved in this game because they loved the animals. Paco grabbed me as being one of those guys.

      “What happened to Running Ragged? I mean, where do you hide a dead horse?” I asked. “Is he buried on the farm?”

      Paco shook his head. “A truck came, took him to a slaughterhouse.”

      “A slaughterhouse?” said Danielle. “For horses?”

      Paco nodded.

      “That’s not legal.”

      “It’s not legal,” said Paco. “But lots of people want cheap meat.”

      “There’s a market for horsemeat?” I asked.

      “Not so much in the US. Not anymore. Like you say, there’s no legal slaughterhouses in the United States anymore. But many horses, when they finish running, they don’t have much value at stud. They get shipped live to Mexico or Canada, and they’re slaughtered there.”

      “For what?”

      “Ground meat,” he said.

      I couldn’t speak. I had nothing to say. I resolved that I would never eat a burger again.

      “So Running Ragged went to Mexico?”

      “Nah, man. You can’t ship a dead horse across the border. Big Red, he went to a slaughterhouse somewhere in Georgia, I think.”

      “Okay, wait a minute,” I said. “If Running Ragged is dead, then what did we see this morning?”

      I looked at Danielle. She was running the permutations through her head. “A live cover by a horse that isn’t Running Ragged,” she said, “but we know that it will get discovered once the foals are born.”

      “Renfield couldn’t be that stupid.”

      “Desperation is the father of stupidity,” she said.

      “Do you know what they’re doing?” I asked Paco.

      He shook his head. “I don’t. But whatever it is, it ain’t right.”
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      We thanked Paco for his time, paid the check, and left him to his beer and the remainder of his lunch. We left the bar and stood in the sunshine.

      “It makes no sense,” said Danielle. “Why would you stockpile frozen semen knowing it’s against the rules and then pretend to mate a stallion when you know that the whole con will be discovered when the foal gets DNA typed?”

      “Search me,” I said. “Unless . . .”

      “Unless what?”

      We got in Danielle’s SUV, and I let the thoughts run wild through my mind like a herd of mustangs. The images bumped up against the inside of my skull and sent me in a particular direction without fully resolving themselves. I connected my phone to Danielle’s car and called Lyle Dennis.

      “If you guys keep eating up my day,” he said with a note of joy in his voice, “I’m gonna have to send you a bill.”

      “Feel free,” I said. “I’ve got a special file for them.”

      “What’s your problem now?” he asked.

      “We know that Renfield was stockpiling semen.”

      “Okay,” said Dennis.

      “We just found out that that semen belonged to Running Ragged.”

      “Okay, but they’ll never be able to use it.”

      “We also found out that Running Ragged is dead.”

      “Dead?” he said. “Are you sure?”

      “I haven’t seen the body. But I think the source is good.”

      “None of this makes sense.”

      “Unless,” I said. “Is it possible that the entire live cover is a pantomime?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Could the ringer be fixed?”

      “Fixed?”

      “So he was impotent.”

      “You mean castrated?” said Dennis.

      “Sure.”

      “No. I don’t think so.”

      “Why? That doesn’t happen to horses?”

      “Of course it happens to horses. Stallions are gelded all the time. But the thing is, only the most incompetent handler on the mare’s side would fail to notice.”

      “What’s there to notice?”

      “Do you understand what castration is, my friend?”

      “I’ve never really gone into great depths on it, I have to admit.”

      “The testicles get removed. When a stallion gets aroused? Well, let’s just say they’re pretty obvious. A half-decent handler is going to notice a horse with no testicles.”

      I grimaced and looked at Danielle. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why, but she was smiling like a Cheshire Cat.

      “Plus, there’s the behavior,” said Dennis. “Gelded horses don’t behave the same way. One of the reasons why you geld a stallion in the first place is not about preventing pregnancy, it’s about changing their behavior. Stallions tend to be highly strung, and when they’re in the mood, they’ll try to mount almost anything. They’re also aggressive. They fight. It makes them hard to manage. But the testes are where the testosterone gets produced. A horse with less testosterone? Well, they’re essentially better behaved. And they aren’t so interested in the mares anymore.”

      “At all?”

      “Well, I’m not saying at all, but a lot less. Castration is often a behavioral remedy for a horse’s version of boorish behavior, but like I say, there’s no way to do that without it being pretty damn obvious, unless . . .”

      He didn’t finish his thought, and we didn’t give him the opportunity to do it.

      Danielle slapped my arm and directed my attention through the windshield to the vehicle on the other side of the highway. It was a pickup. That in itself was nothing unusual. Not in this part of the world. But this pickup wore the badging of Versailles Stud Farm.

      We could see our old friend Wills in the driver’s seat. He was looking at us and talking to someone else on the phone. It took him a second, but eventually he noticed that we were staring at him, too. And when he did, he dropped the phone onto the passenger seat and pulled the truck in a wide U-turn and sped away.

      Danielle fired up the SUV and pulled out of the lot in an eruption of rocks and dust.

      I yelled into the phone at Lyle Dennis.

      “Meet us at Versailles,” I said. “Now!”
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      The pickup had a good head start, but Danielle had better training. We screamed down the road at a speed that was far from safe. As we went, Danielle made a hands-free call to the local sheriff’s office asking for backup at Versailles farm.

      We skidded into the long driveway of the farm like Starsky and Hutch. The rear of the SUV drifted some, but Danielle caught it and powered on.

      When we reached the gravel parking lot, we saw the pickup had been left outside the stables in front of a horse trailer. Wills hadn’t yet had a chance to hook it up, but that looked like part of the plan.

      Danielle and I split up. She sprinted in the direction of the big house. I turned my attention on the breeding barn.

      The door had been pulled closed but not locked. I pushed it open, not caring about the sound anymore, and charged into the dimly lit barn.

      It smelled of soap and sweat and lost opportunity. I ran through the door to the medical room. Everything looked as it had before. The fridge, the cameras, the microscopes. Everything except the cryo bank.

      It was gone.

      I came back out through the barn to find lights and sirens screaming up the driveway. I stood outside the barn with my arms away from my sides so the deputies wouldn’t get any ideas about putting a round through me.

      Danielle came back down from the house holding out her ID. Dwight Renfield was twenty paces behind her. He was wearing a deerstalker hat like Sherlock Holmes. It might have worked on Benedict Cumberbatch, but it looked ridiculous on Renfield.

      Danielle convened with the sheriff and his deputies and told them that I was safe and that there was some illegal activity occurring on the farm.

      “Illegal activity?” said the sheriff. “Can you be more specific?”

      Renfield joined their little group. “Sheriff Moore,” he said.

      “Mr. Renfield,” said the sheriff.

      It made sense that a local owner would know the county sheriff. Sheriffs were elected, so they had to do a lot of politicking. I wondered briefly whether Renfield had donated to the sheriff’s campaign.

      “This agent, so called, has lost her mind,” said Renfield. “She’s harassing me for reasons that I do not understand.”

      “Okay, Mr. Renfield,” said the sheriff. “Let me handle this.” He turned to Danielle. “What exactly is it you think is going on here?”

      Danielle looked at me. I put my hands in the air.

      “The cryo bank is gone,” I said.

      “The what?” asked the sheriff.

      “This man has been breaking and entering,” said Renfield. “I wish to press charges.”

      “I’m sure you do,” I said, lowering my hands. “But I’m not breaking anything, and as for entering, you invited me to stay on your property. And your stable manager invited me into this barn. This unlocked barn.”

      “He did not give you carte blanche to go into restricted areas.”

      “What restricted areas?” I said. “I didn’t see any sign.”

      “Listen,” said Renfield. “I don’t know what you think you saw. But I do know that you do not have permission to be in there.”

      “Where’s the stallion?” said Danielle.

      Renfield spun toward Danielle. “What stallion?”

      “You know what stallion, Mr. Renfield. Running Ragged.”

      “He is currently off-site.”

      “Off-site?” she said. “What does that mean?”

      “It means he is servicing a mare elsewhere. Now, Sheriff, will you please escort these lunatics off my property.”

      Before taking us away, the sheriff pulled Danielle aside and asked her if she actually had anything on the guy.

      She started to lay out some of the pieces that we had established. But I knew they wouldn’t sound all that convincing and that proof was pretty light. As Danielle spoke, I glanced toward the stables and saw Mary, the handler for the mare. I ambled over to her. She was standing with her hands on her hips, watching the commotion with barely concealed amusement.

      “I thought you guys already left,” she said.

      “We did. We came back.”

      She looked around the lot. “What did you do with the RV?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Where did it go?”

      “It didn’t go anywhere.”

      “But I saw you leaving in it.”

      “You saw us leaving in the RV?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where, when?”

      “Just a few minutes ago. I was in my RV packing up my things. I told you, we were heading out this afternoon. I saw your RV pull away from its spot up on the hill. I thought you must have left via the back road.”

      “There’s a back road?”

      “Not one I’d take, but it’s there.”

      I turned and ran over to Danielle. “They’re getting away,” I said.

      “Who’s getting away?” asked the sheriff.

      The fact was, I wasn’t exactly sure who was getting away.

      Renfield was standing nearby. Wills had arrived from the direction of the fields beyond the big house.

      “There’s a back road,” I said to Danielle.

      She made to mouth the word What? but didn’t say it. Instead, she turned to the sheriff and said, “Do not let anyone leave.”

      We took off at a sprint, jumped into Danielle’s SUV, and took off in another spray of gravel, headed up across the grass and around the line of oak trees. Danielle drove straight past the hedgerows, and we saw the lonely deck that had previously been out front of the RV we had spent the night in. The deck chairs and table were still in place.

      We continued up the rise across the field to the point where I had called Ron from the previous day. While up there, I hadn’t noticed any back road. It wasn’t until we started down the other side that I saw tire marks in the grass.

      “That way,” I said, pointing.

      Danielle sped across the field. To the naked eye, it looked like a fairly smooth field. The reality in a speeding vehicle was something different. We bounced all over the place.

      Danielle drove with one hand and attempted to lock in her seat belt with the other. It was like putting a cork in a bottle on a ship on a rolling ocean. I grabbed the buckle and the belt and connected them for her. Then, bouncing in my own seat, I put my own belt on.

      When we got to the bottom of the field, we noticed the track. It was somewhere between a dirt road and a hiking trail, and it led away from the property.

      “They’re headed for the interstate,” I said.

      Danielle nodded and mashed the pedal to the floor. We zoomed down the track and out onto the county road, where she skidded around the corner and took off toward the interstate.

      It was about a ten-minute drive to I-75 on a normal day, but it took us six minutes to catch up to the RV. Whoever was driving was going as hard as they could. But the RV was big and had the aerodynamics of a brick. I didn’t know what the gas mileage was on one of those puppies, but I imagined it was gallons to the mile.

      Danielle flicked the switch and turned on her lights and sirens. Finally, I thought.

      There was no way that whoever was driving didn’t see the flashing lights and hear the blazing klaxon, but they made no effort to stop.

      “The interstate’s just up ahead,” she said. “You want to call the sheriff or the state troopers?”

      She looked at me and I looked at her.

      “What about the National Guard?” I asked.

      “We need to slow this thing down now, before they get into some traffic and hurt somebody.”

      “I could just jump on board.” It didn’t seem like the smartest idea. Jumping onto moving vehicles was never as easy as they made it look in the movies. That hadn’t stopped me from doing it once or twice.

      Danielle shook her head and then sped up and pulled onto the wrong side of the road. She tried to get beside the RV, but the driver pulled wide and then cut the other way, up onto the interchange with I-75.

      I was impressed by the sight of the indicator being used. It was very conscientious driving for a guy who was in a police chase. We got onto the interstate, and I directed Danielle to pull up alongside the RV.

      There weren’t a lot of other cars in this part of the state, but that was going to change the closer we got to Orlando. Then the risks would multiply.

      Danielle pulled to the left, and then as the RV moved left to match her, she yanked hard on the steering wheel and came right, hitting the accelerator and pulling alongside the RV.

      The side door to the RV was on the passenger side of the vehicle, and the vehicle itself was now inches away from Danielle in the driver’s seat. I unclipped my belt and crawled into the back seat and scooted over.

      “Get a little closer,” I yelled.

      Danielle eased over so we were only inches away from the side of the RV. I hit the button to lower the window and then leaned out. As she moved forward, I scooped my hand into the latch on the door.

      It could have—and probably should have—been locked. But I was banking on the driver making a fast and not so thorough getaway. I yanked on the lever, and the door flew open.

      I had visions of my less than stellar effort climbing through the window the previous night rushing through my head as I leaned out the window of the SUV and grabbed hold of the doorframe of the moving RV.

      I don’t know if the driver was watching in the rearview mirror or if it was unintentional, but suddenly he yanked away and I lost my grip and found myself falling forward as I had the previous evening. This time I was quick enough to use my hands to stop my face from denting the outside of Danielle’s vehicle.

      She didn’t need any further coaching at this point. She readjusted, moved in closer, and got me to the door that had slammed closed again. I pulled the latch once more, crouched into something resembling a sprinter’s starting position, and I pushed away, diving for the interior of the RV.

      The top half of my body landed on the floor inside the vehicle, my legs dangling out into traffic. I clawed my way further in and then rolled into the now tight quarters of the living space.

      The RV veered across the lanes, slamming the side door closed again and cutting off the road noise. I was impressed by the insulation properties of the Winnebago. It was actually much quieter inside than I had figured it would be, screaming down the interstate.

      I rolled over onto my knees and got up into a crouch. Then I moved forward toward the front of the vehicle.

      The driver turned out to be the stablehand I had seen at work the previous day. He had said that he was new to the job. But Paco had told me otherwise. And I figured it was unusual to let the new boy drive a quarter-million-dollar RV cross-country on your behalf.

      I came up behind the driver’s seat and stuck out two fingers like how a child pretends to hold a gun. I pressed my fingers into the base of the stablehand’s skull.

      “I think you need to pull over now,” I said.

      I looked up at the rearview mirror and saw his eyes squinting at me.

      “You don’t got a gun,” he said.

      “I do too.”

      “No, you don’t. Those are your fingers.”

      I knew it wasn’t the cleverest ruse in the world. I was just trying to save everyone a bit of effort and pain. But he had decided to not make it easy on me. So I concluded that I wouldn’t make it easy on him.

      I edged my way back into the living area of the RV to the kitchen, rummaged through a couple of cupboards until I found a frying pan neatly stowed away. I hefted the frying pan in my hand to feel its weight, like a baseball batter swinging at nothing while waiting in the on-deck circle.

      I moved back to the rear of the driver’s seat and held the frying pan forward so he could see it from the corner of his eye.

      “I will smack you in the head with this frying pan if you do not stop right now.”

      “You will not,” he said.

      “No, seriously, I will.”

      “Will not.”

      It felt like a very childish game to be playing, and I wasn’t sure what his long-term strategy was. Perhaps he didn’t have one. Perhaps he was delaying while he tried to think of something. The most obvious move was to hit the brakes hard and have me fly forward into the windshield. Maybe he was going to come up with that idea sooner or later. I didn’t give him the chance. I wound back and, like Babe Ruth at Yankee Stadium, I swung for the bleachers. The frying pan connected with his temple and knocked him sideways, the other side of his head smashing into the side window.

      It was at that point that I saw the flaw in my own plan. He wasn’t unconscious, but he was closer to it than he was to dancing a jig. Not only had his attention been taken from the road, but his motor function had been diverted from the task as well.

      The RV pitched across the lanes of the interstate. I leaped forward and yanked on the steering wheel to pull us back toward the middle, overcorrecting and sending us back across lanes of traffic toward the grass median.

      I couldn’t think of anything else to do, so I sat right on top of the stablehand, mashing his foot into the brake pedal. The RV screeched to a halt as I punched it out of gear. Putrid smoke rose from the brakes as if the tires had almost caught fire.

      And then the man beneath me started getting his thoughts together. Apparently the first thought that came into his head was to attempt to strangle me, because he wrapped his hands around my neck. I simply leaned forward and then thrust my head back, cracking him in the face.

      Once again, it didn’t knock him out. This wasn’t the movies. People didn’t go down so easy. But when you cracked them in the nose, it usually gave them something else to think about.

      He dropped his hands, and I pulled the key from the ignition so we could go no further. Then I glanced at the passenger seat of the RV and saw the cryo bank strapped in tight, like a safety-conscious passenger.
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      Danielle cuffed the stablehand and locked him in the back seat of her SUV. I drove the RV the long way around back to the farm. It didn’t handle anywhere near as well as the minivan, but then the minivan didn’t have as comfortable a bed.

      We pulled in the long driveway and drove up to the flock of law enforcement vehicles. The truck and trailer with the mare inside were at the side of the gravel lot waiting to leave. Blocking everyone in was another pickup truck. This one belonged to Lyle Dennis.

      Danielle met me in front of her SUV, leaving the stablehand inside. The sheriff came out of the breeding barn and told her that he had searched all the stables for this mystery horse and found no sign of it.

      Danielle asked Mary if she had seen another trailer leave, and she said no. The only trailer on the farm sat unhitched behind Wills’s pickup.

      I recalled that we had seen the horse playing the part of Running Ragged in the field down from the big house. I headed up that way for a look. Danielle followed me and the sheriff followed her, so the deputies fell in line with Renfield and Wills and Mary. We trooped up in a long line of civilians and law enforcement officers, around the oaks and then down to the post and rail fence that cordoned off the stallion’s preferred paddock.

      The field was empty. It was then I noticed soft plumes of dust periodically blowing past. I headed down to the corral, went behind the big house, and found a horse walking slowly around in the training circle that I had snuck through the previous night. There had been no animal in there when I’d crept through earlier.

      We lined up against the fence of the corral, each of us resting our arms on the top rail. Me, Danielle, Lyle Dennis, the county sheriff, a selection of deputies, Dwight Renfield, and his man, Wills.

      Mary sidled up next to me. The horse we were looking at was definitely red and looked basically like the one we had seen cover the mare that morning. But I was no horse expert. My analysis ended at red and horse.

      “Who’s this guy, then?” I asked.

      “That’s nobody,” said Renfield.

      “Must be somebody,” I said.

      “Clearly the mare from the cover this morning,” he said. “This is where they recuperate.”

      “I don’t know much about the ponies, Renfield, but even I can see that isn’t a mare. Is it, Mary?”

      “No, Miami, it is not. Besides, my mare is in my trailer waiting to get out of this madhouse.”

      “Before you go, could you do us all a favor? You checked Running Ragged’s registration tattoo before the cover this morning, didn’t you?”

      She nodded. “I did.”

      “Would you mind doing the same thing for this horse here?”

      She stepped in through the fence and calmly walked over to the stallion, patting him on the neck and then along the nose. Then she asked Lyle Dennis if he would assist her in checking the horse’s tattoo.

      Lyle held the halter while Mary lifted up the horse’s top lip and folded it over on itself. It didn’t seem like a very pleasant experience for the horse, but he made no real attempt to pull away. Mary moved in and checked the numbers. Then she dropped the lip and turned to me.

      “It’s Running Ragged,” she said.

      “You’re sure?” I said.

      “I have a copy of his registration from the Jockey Club. This is his ID. It matches.”

      “There’s just one problem,” I said. “This isn’t Running Ragged at all.”

      Lyle Dennis said something to Mary, and then they changed positions, she holding the halter and calming the horse while he moved to the rear and did an inspection of the horse’s hind quarters. Dennis got in close and personal with the horse like my proctologist. I wondered if the vet ever bought drinks for the animals after.

      When he was done, he stood with his hands on his hips and looked at me. “Just as I thought,” he said. “You made me think of it when we were talking earlier, about the horse being castrated.”

      Mary glanced down at the stallion and frowned. “But this horse hasn’t been castrated.”

      “You’re right,” said Dennis. “He’s had a vasectomy.”

      “What’s the difference?” I said.

      Dennis took a couple of steps toward me, kicking up dust as he moved. “You don’t know the difference between castration and a vasectomy?”

      “It’s never been particularly high on my list of things I needed to know.”

      “Well, a castration is where the testicles are completely removed. In a vasectomy, we cut the vas deferens. That’s the duct that takes the sperm from the testicles into the urethra.”

      “Okay,” I said. This time I didn’t look at Danielle. I didn’t want to see the smile.

      “And this is like the thing that men have done sometimes,” I said.

      “Exactly,” said Dennis. “But it’s pretty uncommon in horses. Like I told you, a lot of the time, castration in horses is not about preventing pregnancy, it’s also about curtailing the negative behaviors of stallions. Gelded horses often change their behavior. Calm down, are less . . .” He raised his shoulders as he looked for the word.

      “Horny,” I said.

      “Yes,” he said. “It’s not a miracle cure—it doesn’t always change negative behavior in a stallion. Because especially depending on the age, behavior is learned and will not disappear. But the thing with a vasectomy is that it doesn’t stop the sperm or the testosterone from being produced. It simply prevents the sperm from reaching the urethra and, therefore, from impregnating the female.”

      “If it can’t come out, what happens to it?” I asked.

      “Oh, the semen simply gets absorbed back into the body. It’s no big deal. But the point is that it’s a more complicated procedure and not a very necessary one. See, the vasectomy—the snip—does nothing to change the horse’s behavior. It won’t make them less aggressive. Or as you say, less horny. They’ll still act like a college kid.”

      “So they’ll still have all the same reactions to a mare in heat.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And they’d still mate in exactly the same way?”

      “They will.”

      “But with no effect.”

      “Exactly,” said Dennis. “This horse could mate with a mare but not get her pregnant. In the same way that a human man who has had a vasectomy can continue to have sex but not get a woman pregnant.”

      “This is all totally ridiculous,” said Renfield. “This isn’t even the right horse. This isn’t Big Red.”

      Mary turned on him and said, “If it’s not, why does it have Running Ragged’s ID tattoo on its lip?”

      “You’ve misread it, you silly woman,” he said.

      “I’ve got copies of Running Ragged’s registration papers in my truck, and I’ve been reading horse ID tattoos for decades. You want me to go and get the documents? I’d be more than happy to shove them up your—”

      “I know what you’re doing,” I said. I was looking at Renfield when all the pieces finally clicked into place.

      “You knew that Running Ragged was unwell. That’s how you got him for a bargain price, albeit six hundred thousand dollars. He was sold for stud value, but your money troubles meant you needed to squeeze every last penny out of him. You planned on racing him even though your own vet told you it might kill him. But a dead stallion was no good to you, so you started collecting his semen on a regular basis and storing it.”

      “That is ludicrous,” said Renfield.

      “Not so. I have the cryo bank—your cryo bank—and I’m willing to bet dollars to donuts that the semen that we find in there will be an exact DNA match for Running Ragged.”

      I looked at Mary. “Would I be correct in assuming that Running Ragged’s DNA is on record with the Jockey Club?”

      “You would,” she said.

      I turned back to Renfield. “You’ve been charging six thousand a pop to mate mares with an impotent ringer. A horse that had a vasectomy. You found a horse that looked somewhat like Running Ragged and gave him the snip so his DNA couldn’t be transferred to the foal.”

      I jerked my thumb toward Wills. “See, your man Wills told me that under a live cover, the rules permit collection of excess semen to then be inserted back into the mare. I saw your vet do it this morning. But he didn’t collect anything. You’re not using excess semen. Your guy was sneaking in and out of that medical room right next to the mating corral. You were mating with your fixed stallion and then implanting Running Ragged’s previously frozen semen into the mare.”

      “You can’t do that,” said Mary.

      “You’re right,” I said. “He can’t. Not within the rules. But that’s what he did. And the mating corral was set up so the handler of the mare couldn’t see what was going on.”

      Renfield didn’t look his confident self anymore. But he wasn’t giving up. “That is ludicrous,” he said again.

      I stepped toward Renfield. “Leo Casper found out, didn’t he?”

      “What?”

      “He was there that day. He was riding Running Ragged when he broke down, and the vets were gonna rub him out. You knew that an official report that Running Ragged had exercise-induced pulmonary hemorrhaging would turn off a lot of prospective breeders, and with your friend Lex Kovalenko on your back, you needed every breeder you could get. You took the horse away from Palm Meadows and brought him back here before anyone found out about the horse’s health state. But Leo got wind of your breeding activities. He knew you were up to no good.”

      “This is nothing but supposition.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “At this point, it is a fact that the horse was diagnosed by the vet at Palm Meadows. And it’s a fact that you took the horse away without the proper movement documentation being filled out. And it’s a fact that you did all of that before the vet could do his follow-up and official inspection. You did it because you knew the horse was on death’s door. You had a stockpile of frozen semen that you couldn’t use if everybody knew the horse was dead. But people knew, didn’t they?”

      “Oh, did they?” said Renfield at his smug best.

      “Yes. Wills knew, but he’s in it up to his neck, and so is your vet. JJ Cripps knew, too. They’re obviously getting a cut, but you had to keep the number of payoffs to a minimum because you needed the money to pay off Lex Kovalenko. So you fired your handler and used the threat of Kovalenko to keep him quiet, and your stablehand doesn’t have work authorization, so he can’t talk. But you forgot someone: Leo. He wasn’t here, but he knew about your fraud because Leo knew horses. He had spent his entire life riding them. And he knew Running Ragged wasn’t just sick, he was dying.”

      “Oh, Big Red’s dying now, is he?”

      “No,” I said. “He’s dead.”

      The corral went quiet. Renfield was flapping his gums but no sound came out. Wills stared at his boss and went pale.

      “Are you serious?” asked Mary.

      “I’m afraid he is,” said Danielle. “We have eyewitness testimony of the fact.”

      “So when Leo heard about you breeding a horse he knew had only hours left in him, he got suspicious.”

      “I don’t know who or what you are talking about,” said Renfield.

      “Sure you do, because he came to see you. We can place Leo up here. His girlfriend told me that he’d come up here regarding what he called some work. That he was going to come into some money. He blackmailed you, didn’t he? Asked for his share of the pie to keep quiet. Leo knew it didn’t add up. He knew that you’d gotten rid of all of your other horses. He knew that Running Ragged was the only way you were going to save your farm, and probably at this point your life, and he knew it had to be a scam.”

      “You are out of your mind,” said Renfield.

      “Maybe, but Leo wasn’t. He came up for a look, didn’t he? He saw you were doing live covers, but he knew Running Ragged too well. He’d ridden him in workouts, and jockeys know their horses. The animals all look pretty much the same to me, but not to a good jockey. Not to one with the experience of Leo Casper. He figured out that the horse you were using for these so-called live covers wasn’t Running Ragged at all. He knew you were using a ringer. And he wanted cold, hard cash for his silence. Because there was something about Leo that you didn’t know. He had a history. He’d run racing scams before.”

      “A dead man told you that, did he?” said Renfield.

      “No, the state of New York told me that. He’d been caught and done jail time for race fixing in New York.”

      Now Renfield looked shocked. I could see the color draining from his face. Even his jodhpurs looked pale.

      “But there were no more pieces of the pie to go around, were there? You didn’t have any money to pay him. You were passing every penny that came in to Lex Kovalenko because whatever Leo might have had on you, Lex had more. So I’m wondering, did you tell Lex about Leo’s blackmail? Or did you just take care of matters yourself?”

      “Matters? What matters?”

      “I’m talking about Leo’s sports drink. A drink that had been spiked with so much depressant that it would put an elephant to sleep. A drink that Leo had before he went out to race on a horse that he wasn’t even supposed to ride. He was recommended by your trainer, JJ Cripps.”

      Renfield’s mouth was slowly dropping open, and I didn’t think he knew it.

      “But you didn’t know about the ride, did you? You figured Leo would be doing what he normally did at Gulfstream Park, which was mulling around doing nothing, hoping one of the other jockeys might rip a toenail or something and not be able to ride. Did you figure that he would just get a bit sleepy and go back to his car? Maybe he’d make it halfway home and drive off the side of the road? Either way, he’d be a long way from you.

      “But he didn’t do any of that. He got a ride. And he rode it with a gut full of GHB—in such high quantity that it stopped his heart during the race.”

      “You have no proof of anything,” said Renfield. “I will listen to this no longer.” He turned to leave, but Danielle stepped in his way. He didn’t looked too pleased about being held up by a woman, and I knew that was going to win him no points with her.

      “We have Leo here in Marion County,” she said. “He got coffee at Mim’s just down the road in the afternoon and the following morning. We have testimony that Running Ragged died on the return journey from Palm Meadows, and we have further testimony that you sent the body to an illegal slaughterhouse for processing. I can assure you, I will track them down to confirm. We also have a second set of prints on the drink that drugged Leo.”

      I wasn’t sure why she mentioned that last thing, given she didn’t know whose prints they were, but I understood her method pretty quick when Renfield shot a look at Wills.

      I gave Wills a wink. “That’s murder, my friend.”

      “No,” said Wills. “No, it’s not. They’re not my prints, they’re the kid’s.” He pointed in the direction of the stablehand locked in Danielle’s vehicle. Then he turned back to his boss. “You said it would just make him sleepy. That’s all.”

      “Shut up,” said Renfield.

      I looked at the Kentucky reject and said, “And that is conspiracy to commit murder.”

      Danielle stepped over to the sheriff. “Sheriff, could I borrow your lockup?”

      The sheriff nodded. “With pleasure.”
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      Danielle stayed in Marion County to wrap up all the loose ends. I felt like a loose end, so I left her to do her work. I had no way of getting anywhere—my rental car was in Miami, so I called Ron and he drove up and got me.

      I took the opportunity to cruise on by West Palm. I hadn’t spent a lot of time in my office of late. Not that there was anything unusual in that. But while Ron was driving back down the turnpike, I made a couple of calls and arranged a couple of meetings, both in my building.

      The first was with the law firm of Croswitz and Allen. Allen was mostly retired and off working on his golf game in Naples, but Croswitz was at his messy desk. We chatted for a while and outlined what I needed from him, and he said was easy and would be done within the day, so left him to it and strode up the stairs to attend my second meeting.

      Carol Martin was sitting in the reception area talking with Lizzy when Ron and I walked in. She looked up at me with the same uncertainty that she had worn every other time I’d seen her.

      Lizzy had already gotten Carol a cup of coffee, so Ron and I grabbed waters and I suggested that everybody come into my office.

      I sat behind my desk, and Ron took up his position on the sofa. I had a fleeting concern that our positions were somehow wrong, switched around maybe. That in my absence he had been sitting and using my desk and that in some way it had become his. But then I remembered that he, in fact, had his own office that had become our de facto storeroom because he never used it. I wondered if Ron actually made all of his calls sitting right there on the office sofa. Carol and Lizzy sat opposite me on the other side of the desk.

      “I’ve got some news,” I said to Carol.

      The frown deepened, as if she expected the worst. I guess when someone you love dies and then the state says you can have no part to play in what happens to them—you can’t even see the body to say goodbye or hold a funeral—bad news is exactly what you expect.

      “The Florida Department of Law Enforcement has a man in custody relating to Leo’s death.”

      “Did they kill him?” she asked.

      “I’m afraid it would seem so.”

      She nodded but said nothing more.

      I noted that there were no tears in her eyes. Perhaps she was all dried up. Perhaps she had no more tears to cry. Perhaps she was holding them back, waiting for the really bad news.

      “What that means is that the insurance company has no grounds to deny the life insurance claim.” I looked at Ron on the sofa. “Is that right?”

      “It is,” said Ron. “I spoke to them a couple of hours ago. Their first instinct was, of course, to deny the claim. The profitability of those high-premium, low-value insurance carriers is really based on the assumption that they never have to pay out. In your case, it’s better to incur twenty grand in legal bills to deny that claim than to pay a fifty-thousand-dollar policy. And they’re banking on the fact that you don’t have twenty thousand dollars to fight with anyway.”

      “I don’t,” said Carol.

      “Yeah, but they don’t know that. I got together with a friend of ours downstairs. He’s a lawyer. He sat in on the call with me and made it known that should we have to fight the claim, we wouldn’t just be looking for the policy amount. We’d be suing for damages. We probably wouldn’t win that. But it would certainly cost them extra money, which tipped the balance of profitability back toward your payout. They saw the light of day. You should have a check within the week.”

      Carol Martin had turned in her seat to look at Ron as he spoke, and I saw her jaw slowly drop open, as if she could hardly believe what she was hearing. She glanced back at me across the desk and gave me that quizzical look.

      I just nodded. “As for Leo’s estate,” I said, “there’s no will, so it has to go to probate. As we already established, Florida has no common union statute, so your relationship won’t be recognized by the court.”

      “Leo only had a little savings,” she said. “The money that we were putting aside for the condo. I don’t really care about that. I just want to make sure he gets a proper funeral.”

      “Right,” I said. “As I mentioned to you before, without any formal recognition of your relationship, the state has, I guess you’d call it a pecking order, of people they look at who can handle a person’s affairs after their death. It obviously starts with the spouse, which unfortunately Florida does not recognize you as, then moves on to children, parents, brothers, sisters, and cousins through the family line. Technically, it could go on and on and on until they find someone even tenuously related. In practice, the state doesn’t have the resources to search that hard. In fact, they barely have the resources to search at all. Which puts us in a bit of a limbo. So we did the state a favor. We searched for the next of kin for them.”

      I looked at Lizzy. “Lizzy here did all the work. What did you find?”

      Lizzy cleared her throat. “I was able to trace back through Louis’s—sorry, Leo’s—New York records. He had no living spouse, no living parents, no living siblings. The only next of kin I was able to track down was in upstate New York. A cousin. He was, of course, interested in the estate, but not so interested in having to organize anything like a funeral. I let him know that in order to get the one he would need to be responsible for the other.”

      “Is that true?” asked Carol.

      “It’s a gray area,” she said. “It’s between me and my Lord. Regardless, rather than being on the hook for the costs and bother of burying a cousin he never knew, I got him to sign a document waiving his rights and responsibilities regarding Leo’s funeral arrangements. He could technically come after the estate in some way, but . . .” Lizzy shrugged and didn’t finish that thought.

      “How does this help me get Leo’s remains?”

      “Did you go to the hospital like I suggested?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said. She opened her bag and pulled out a manila envelope. She unclipped the little brass tie that held it closed and pulled out a document. “Is this what you wanted?”

      I directed her to hand the document to Lizzy, who took a quick look and nodded.

      “I don’t understand,” said Carol. “What good is a health service surrogacy form if Leo is dead? He has no health.”

      “It goes back to that pecking order of people able to take care of a deceased person’s affairs. Like I say, it starts with the spouse and works down through the family. But at some point, as in this case, legal family dries up. The state doesn’t really want to have to go through the effort and expense of interring people with no next of kin. So the hierarchy then moves on to anyone who has written authorization to take care of such matters.”

      “A will, you mean?” she asked.

      “Exactly. Except that, of course, in this case, there is no such will. But I spoke to a guy I know at the county courthouse. He said that because Leo had a health surrogacy designating you to make decisions on his behalf, and because the only legal kin has waived rights, the court is most likely going to allow you to organize the funeral. See, the health surrogacy proves a connection between you and him—that in life you were someone he trusted with his care. The state doesn’t have to accept that as anything, technically, but in practice, in the absence of anyone else standing up for the job, they’ll accept it as evidence of his desire to have you look after his affairs in life as well as death.”

      Carol’s hands were shaking as she put them to her mouth. “I don’t even know how much a funeral costs,” she said. “I guess I’ll have to wait until the insurance money comes through.”

      I pulled a card out of my pocket and slid it across the desk to her.

      “Call this guy,” I said. “He’s a funeral director. I’ve already spoken with him. He’s down in Boca, but he’ll help you out. It won’t be a state funeral or anything, but he’ll do it nice.”

      “But I can’t pay him. At least not yet.”

      “He’s agreed to send the bill to Leo’s estate.”

      “He’s willing to do that?”

      “He is. It’s not unheard of to bill the estate. Often family members don’t have the money to pay for a funeral, so probate courts have basically agreed to put funeral directors at the front of the line when it comes to paying out expenses from a deceased person’s estate. They don’t want funeral directors refusing to inter people because they fear they won’t get paid. So don’t worry, he’ll be looked after. The only thing is, it will have to be a burial. The state doesn’t like to do cremations when things are being organized by non-family because it leaves both the funeral director and the state open to lawsuits if some random family member later gets involved.”

      “Why would they care?”

      “Honestly, I don’t think they ever will. But it’s the state working out of an abundance of caution. The deal is, if someone objects later to, say, where the body is laid, a court could have it moved. If they object to a cremation, there’s nothing a court can do, and they might hold the state responsible.”

      “I think that’s okay,” Carol said. “I mean, we never really talked about that sort of thing. Burial, cremation. I don’t think it would bother Leo either way. He wasn’t a particularly religious man, and I think he’d be pretty pragmatic about everything, given that he’s dead and all.”

      We walked Carol Martin out to the reception area, and I told her that Lizzy would be in touch to help her wade through the bureaucracy that was about to hit her like a tsunami.

      She thanked me, and then she thanked Lizzy, and she offered Ron a quiet nod.

      “I don’t know how I can thank you enough,” she said to me.

      “It’s nothing,” I said, although I knew that wasn’t true. “I’m just glad that you’ll get to say goodbye properly. I’m sorry you won’t see any of the estate money.”

      She shrugged. “After we pay for the funeral, there probably won’t be much of anything. He didn’t have a lot of savings.”

      “Well, the insurance money should come through within the week. Then maybe you can get that condo after all.”

      “Yes,” she said, but she didn’t look happy about it. The condo represented a step up. A chance at a better life. The opportunity to own a piece of the American dream rather than having to rent it from somebody else.

      “We were going to get the condo together,” she said. “Now, it doesn’t feel like I’m buying a home. It feels like I’m just buying a part of a building. I don’t know what I’m going to do alone,” she said. “I don’t know if there’s any point anymore.”

      “You told me that Leo wanted you taken care of.”

      She caught my eye and nodded softly. “He did. He said that.”

      “Well, this is the last chance that he has to do that. You don’t have to rush. And you don’t have to do anything before you’re ready. But when you are, you’re right, you’ll just be buying a property. And then in time, maybe it becomes something else. Maybe it becomes a home. Because a home is not about concrete and stucco, it’s about what you bring into it.”

      She nodded and thanked us all again, and then she left.

      Lizzy took her seat at her desk, and Ron slipped back into my office. I stood for a moment staring at the door where Carol Martin had gone. I thought about her buying her piece of property. I thought about the mercenary nature of a real estate transaction, and I thought about the thrill of being given a key that opened the door to a new home and a new chapter. Most people undertake such a thing with their loved ones. That had been Carol Martin’s plan. That plan had been torn apart. But I knew something about what she was going through. I had picked up my place on Singer Island during one of the lowest times of my life, when I had lost my friend and mentor, Lenny Cox. The place didn’t feel like my home, and it didn’t feel like it would become anything special.

      And then it had. Not because I’d rebuilt it or remodeled—although we had to do a bit of work after one particular hurricane. It became something because at the lowest point in my life, the brightest star began to shine, and Danielle had come to stay.

      I hoped that at some point in the future, such a star might shine for Carol Martin.
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      Ron and I drove out to Boynton Beach to visit Palm Meadows training facility. The guard in the gatehouse wasn’t keen to let us in. The place was a bit of a madhouse, but I dropped Brian Quick’s name and told the guard that we were there to make all this mess go away. He didn’t completely believe me, and that was a sound piece of intuition, because the truth was, it was a lie.

      But it worked, and he let us in. The parking lot near the accommodation building was full of vehicles. There were at least three television vans standing in a row with their little satellite dishes set up on the roof.

      Things were happening. The stable of JJ Cripps had been shut down, and JJ had been banned pending an investigation by both the Florida Division of Pari-Mutuel Wagering and the Florida Department of Law Enforcement into his connections to Dwight Renfield and the demise of Running Ragged.

      Ron and I walked along the stable buildings until we came to a cordoned-off area. It wasn’t police crime scene tape, but it was the next best thing. Orange plastic tape had been tied up around all of the stalls used by JJ Cripps. I could see a few horses sticking their heads out of their stalls, and I hoped that someone was still around to look after them. A couple of news reporters were talking to the lone deputy who stood sentry over the area. It wasn’t a crime scene, per se. I don’t think anyone expected to find traces of Running Ragged’s blood or anything like that. But we were all being kept out as a matter of prudence.

      I didn’t mind. I didn’t want to talk to JJ Cripps. I didn’t need to see his stables or any of the horses within. With Ron following my lead, I cut across to the stable building opposite JJ’s. Over there it was more or less business as usual, except for the odd reporter asking questions about the operations on Cripps’s side. Who was Cripps? What did they know? What did they see? Nothing, nada, and naught was pretty much the response they were getting.

      I walked to the end of the opposite stable building and found a young guy carrying a bucket of feed.

      He was Latino, probably in his midtwenties, and he looked trim and fit, like he spent most of his downtime in a gym. I asked him if he knew the old man who kept the area swept clean. He said he did and asked me why. I told him that I needed to pass on a message and I needed the young guy to translate for me. My suspicion was that the old man’s English wouldn’t be quite up to understanding the message that I needed to send, and my Spanish might have ended up ordering a cheese omelet with a side of country potatoes. The young guy led Ron and me up to the next building and into the doorway of a stall.

      The old man was doing what he did, sweeping the floor clean. Perhaps preparing it for another runner. He looked at us through weary eyes and leaned against his broom as if it were the only thing preventing him from collapsing to the concrete floor. His eyes dropped to the bucket that I held in my hand, and his chest collapsed in a sigh of resignation.

      I turned to the young guy and asked him to translate.

      “Can you please tell him that I know he gave his fingerprints to Leo Casper.”

      The guy spoke to the old man in Spanish. The only words I understood were Leo and Casper. The guy didn’t look shocked by this revelation. He didn’t look anything other than tired and old.

      I wasn’t sure if he comprehended what I was saying, or whether he had reconciled with himself the fact that this day would come, or whether he just really didn’t think it was that big a deal.

      I spoke to the young guy again. “Tell him that I know Leo used his fingerprints to register as a jockey in Florida.” The young guy frowned at me and then spoke to the old man, who nodded slowly. Perhaps not an admission of anything, rather an acknowledgment that he understood.

      The young guy looked at me and said, “Are you guys cops?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “ICE?” he asked.

      “No. We’re not immigration, we’re not cops, we’re not any of those things. And we’re not here to cause trouble for the guy. I just want you to tell him that his fingerprints are now on record. If he tries to use them for anything else—”

      The young guy frowned. “What else would he use them for? You know his situation.”

      “I do,” I said. “I understand that he’s undocumented, and I don’t care. That’s not my job, and he’s not hurting anyone. But if he does it again, if somebody else pays him to use his prints or if he tries to enter or exit the country and gets printed, it’s gonna send up a red flag. He’s going to get linked to Leo’s death. And he doesn’t want that.”

      The young guy nodded as he thought through what I was saying, and then he spoke to the old man. I got the impression it wasn’t a direct translation, more an explanation, filling in the gaps that I had left for the young guy to figure out for himself, reading between the lines.

      The old guy listened and then looked at me. He said something in a raspy voice and stayed leaning on his broom.

      The young guy turned back to me. “He says thank you. He says he didn’t know it would be trouble. He’s got nowhere to go. This is his home. He says he’ll die here.”

      I nodded at the old man, and he nodded back.

      The young guy said, “You’re not gonna report him?”

      I looked at the frail old man leaning on his broom. I wondered how many people were lining up to take such a job, sweeping floors, cleaning horse dung for probably half the minimum wage. I didn’t see that line being very long. I didn’t know the old man’s story, and I really didn’t care. Because I knew one thing was true. This was his home. Not just Boynton, or Florida, or even the United States. This man belonged in these stables. He belonged working among these thoroughbreds. I couldn’t see any upside in changing that.

      I shook my head at the young guy. “No,” I said.

      I handed the old man his bucket, the one I had carried away full of empty sports drink bottles. I had the idea at Renfield’s farm that Leo might have used someone close, someone who both needed the money and couldn’t use their own prints for anything, to substitute as his own on his jockey application. I had tested the bucket for prints in the back of Danielle’s SUV and found no match to the suspects but a solid match to Leo’s own fingerprint file. The prints that were never matched in the database because they belonged to an old man who swept floors for a living. I hadn’t told Danielle, and I was fairly certain I never would. If she knew, she would be duty-bound to do something about it, even if that meant logging the prints in the system, where the old man might be discovered, and the bureaucracy might find itself compelled to do something about it. Danielle wouldn’t sleep knowing that had happened, even though she would have felt compelled to do it.

      I offered a nod to both men, and then Ron and I walked by the throng of journalists and onlookers out into the parking lot, back to Ron’s car.

      We got in and looked at each other and said nothing. Sometimes communication has to be written, like a legal document for others to be able to see when you’re not around to explain the story yourself. Other times, it has to be verbal to make your point known and understood by someone who needs to hear it.

      And then there were times when communication was neither written nor spoken. It was nebulous, ethereal. I said nothing, and Ron didn’t smile.

      He just started the car, pulled out of the training center, and headed for Longboard Kelly’s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I was sitting on my stool, the one that had been worn down into the exact shape of my backside, under the palapa in the courtyard bar at Longboard Kelly’s.

      The sun was fading into memory, and a warm breeze wafted across the state like a foretelling of the heat to come.

      I took a long, deep breath as I watched Ron sipping on his beer. Muriel stood behind the bar pouring drinks for some of the people who were sitting under the umbrellas in the courtyard. Mick was moving around in the darkness of the inside bar, serving the patrons who preferred the cavelike interior, offering them beers and grunts and minimalist shots of wisdom.

      I had resolved that Singer Island would not be my home for the foreseeable future. I had further resolved that Grove Isle was. Although I knew that Singer Island had grown on me over the years, it hadn’t been love at first sight. I suspected the same would not happen at Grove Isle. I knew it wasn’t a hundred percent for me, and I wasn’t a hundred percent for it. But I also knew that the concrete and glass wasn’t the thing that made the place my home.

      She walked in from the parking lot through the rear entrance to the courtyard. She was wearing her same jacket but had changed into a white cotton T-shirt and a pair of jeans. I watched her saunter across the courtyard, my eyes locked on hers and hers on me.

      Danielle reached the bar, gave me that half smile, the corner of her mouth turned up, and said, “Of all the bars in all the world.”

      Ron looked up. “I think it was gin joints.”

      She gave Ron an elbow to the ribs. “I don’t like gin.”

      “Vodka tonic, then,” he said to Muriel.

      Danielle took the stool on the other side of Ron and watched Muriel make her drink, then once she had it in her hand, she took a long, slow sip. Not downing a huge quantity but allowing the bitterness of the tonic to sparkle across her taste buds. She had her eyes closed and looked a million miles away.

      I turned and looked around the courtyard. The people here didn’t come for any kind of view. There was nothing Instagram worthy at Longboard Kelly’s—the fish dip was to die for, but it was no one’s idea of art. The beer and wine and liquor could be had at any number of establishments within a stone’s throw. So why were we here?

      The people at Longboard’s came for the people.

      Their people, their group, their tribe, some of whom I only knew to nod hello, others I’d gotten to know well. Others still were my family and always would be even if I moved away, even if I didn’t see them as often as I’d like. Even if—and I felt an involuntary shudder as I thought it—even if I found myself a new bar down in Miami, a place where I could meet a few people, make a few friends to chew the fat, watch a game. A place that could be my home away from home.

      Not a place that would replace this one. I had resolved that such a thing couldn’t be done and shouldn’t be tried. This was a place to which I would always return, and as I swung back around on my stool, I watched Danielle open her eyes.

      I knew that home had nothing to do with engineering. It wasn’t about buildings or structures or state lines or borders. People became rooted to a place not because of the place but because of the people.

      I waited for Danielle to come back to us. It was obvious it had been a long, hard couple of days, pulling together all the pieces in her case, and she needed to decompress like those cleaning chambers that people walked through when they came from a sterilized room back to the rest of the world.

      “All good?” asked Ron. He had clearly been having, if not all the same thoughts that I was, then at least one of them, and he, too, allowed Danielle to rejoin us at her own pace.

      “Heading in that direction,” she said. She took a long, slow breath, in through the nose, out through the mouth, and then looked at us.

      “We were able to match the prints from the bottle that Leo Casper drank from,” she said. “They matched Renfield’s stable boy, José.”

      “The guy working for him up at the farm?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did the stablehand in Marion County get a doctored drink into the jockeys’ room at Gulfstream Park?”

      “The stable manager, Wills. He took the guy down there and told him to run the drink in for Leo. The kid had no reason to believe that there was anything in it other than sports drink.”

      “But you need ID to get into the jockeys’ room,” I said.

      “The stable boy said Wills gave him an ID badge—Paco’s ID badge.”

      “Who’s Paco again?” asked Ron.

      “He was the handler when Renfield sent his horses to race down south,” I said.

      Danielle sipped her drink. “Exactly. The guy at the door probably just gave it a passing glance.”

      “So he left the bottle for Leo and returned to Marion County with Wills. And what is Wills saying?”

      “He’s denying everything. But we’ll get him. He’s blaming Renfield, so I imagine at some point he’ll need to get himself out of the fraud and possible murder charges that are coming his way, and then he’s gonna sell Renfield up the river.”

      “And what’s Renfield saying?”

      “Apart from ‘This would never happen to a good man in Kentucky,’ he’s not saying anything.”

      “He’s got Lex Kovalenko on his mind,” I said.

      Danielle nodded. “And Kovalenko has a long reach. But there’s more.”

      “Do tell.”

      “The drug tests came in from Aaron Pashton’s stables. Seems that the handler for his horses, the one who was looking after Sims Quartet that day, he’s got a bit of a habit, and he passed it on to the horse. Like Pashton said, not in any kind of amount that would help in any way. An animal that size probably wouldn’t even notice. But rules are rules, and the winner will be disqualified and Pashton will be suspended or fined. The D’Olivera family won’t get their prize money, and they’ll have to return their trophy.”

      “That’s tough luck,” said Ron. “But here’s the thing I don’t get: How did Renfield find a horse with Running Ragged’s ID tattoo?”

      “He didn’t,” I said. “He got the ringer at a sale auction. Lyle says you can just check the pictures on the auction website and find one that looks similar. He suspects Renfield has had the ringer from the beginning, because the horse is more than a year old now. He may have even had him all along, even before the scam came into being. But they don’t get tattooed until they are ready for racing and their name has to be registered with the Jockey Club. So Renfield just had to ensure he got the horse before that registration happened. Then he paid someone to tattoo Running Ragged’s ID on the ringer horse, and that was that.”

      We stayed at the bar for another hour. Danielle had another vodka tonic, and I switched to water, which brought a frown from Muriel. But Danielle needed the self-medication, so I would take the reins and drive home. Ron offered the spare room in their apartment, but something was calling me.

      It was the idea that my future was but one step ahead. That it was time to embrace all that was before me, the pros and the cons, to minimize the one and maximize the other. Except that I knew I couldn’t always control the world around me. I could, however, control how and when I reacted. I had done it as a pitcher. Somedays I got hit out of the park and I had to let it go and focus on the next one. Somedays I got close to a no-hitter and had to remember to hold the ball like an egg.

      Tonight wasn’t just a simple matter of driving up the road to Singer Island. We were two hours from Miami, maybe less if Danielle fell asleep and I turned on the lights and sirens. But regardless, someone needed to ensure that we got home, and that someone was me.

      When we were ready, we thanked Muriel—there was no sign of Mick—and I slapped Ron on the back and said that I’d be talking to him tomorrow.

      Then Danielle and I wandered out toward the parking lot hand in hand, like a couple of homing pigeons who’d finally gotten their bearings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      I went with the Jeep. Danielle gave me a ride over to the dealership, and we selected a four-door Wrangler that was sitting in the lot. It didn’t feel like a particularly adult vehicle, but Danielle felt it was about my speed, and in a concession to maturity, we got the version with the hardtop. It was going to make it more difficult to switch from roof to no roof, but I figured I could learn to live with it. Hopefully I wouldn’t run into too many instant South Florida thunderstorms.

      The manager at the dealership took care of the registration while I rang Ron and got him to take care of the insurance. He came back with a request from the insurer to try to keep the vehicle in running order for at least a year. When we were all done and I was ready to roll off the lot, Danielle gave me a kiss and headed off to work.

      I drove back to Grove Isle, picked up my rental car, and returned it. I could have gotten a taxi home, but I wanted to walk. It felt like things were changing in Miami. There was a warm edge to the air, as if spring was easing its way toward summer. It wasn’t easy to tell from looking around. South Florida didn’t have the metamorphic foliage of my childhood. There, spring was delineated by an explosion of buds and blossoms, and the summer was closed when the leaves turned brown and gold and red and then fell to the ground below. In Miami, palm trees were palm trees all year round, and yet I could smell something different in the air. Perhaps it was just change.

      I wandered through the commercial area of Brickell and the tall buildings and the well-dressed people going about their business. I wandered out past the ballpark and then cut down into Little Havana. The music and sounds and smells, Cuban born but uniquely Miami.

      I walked back to Grove Isle and got in my new vehicle. I drove to the Publix and did a grocery run, then took my goods home and prepared dinner for Danielle’s arrival. I made grilled mahi fish sandwiches with the coleslaw not so sweet and a nice vinegar kick. I chilled a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc and had the bucket sitting on the balcony when she walked in the door.

      “What are we celebrating?” she asked.

      “Another great day in the neighborhood,” I said.

      She shrugged like she didn’t really need any kind of reason to pop the cork out of a bottle of wine. I poured some wine and we enjoyed our fish as the sun sank low into the Miami suburbs. The yachts below us eased and swayed, the rigging tinking against their masts, the motorboats simply bobbing in place like soldier crabs.

      I sipped my wine as I looked out over the view, pondering Leo Casper and Carol Martin and Dwight Renfield and Wills and how a confluence of circumstances had brought each of them to where they had ended up.

      Danielle pulled me from my thoughts by saying, “You thinking about Carol Martin?”

      “Among other things,” I said. “It seems perverse to me that when a man’s life is all said and done, he should be defined by the pieces of paper he chose to sign.”

      “I’m not sure I’d say he was defined by them,” said Danielle. “It’s just perhaps the last rites were.”

      “It seems sad that we can’t find a mechanism to acknowledge a relationship like Leo and Carol’s, that in this day and age the state would not recognize them.”

      “You know we’re in the same position,” she said.

      I nodded. I knew. It had been wearing on me.

      “We have, for all intents and purposes, a civil union,” she said.

      “Which counts for naught in Florida,” I said.

      “Right. And you don’t have a will.”

      I turned to her and gave her my furrowed brow. “And you do?”

      “As it happens, I think I do.”

      “When did you do this?”

      “I’ve been married before, remember, and Eric is a lawyer.”

      “He’s a politician.”

      “He’s still a state attorney.”

      “Only until he can get elected to something. So, who’s in your will?”

      “I suppose it’s still Eric.”

      I thought about that for a moment. I had to admit the idea stung more than it should have. The truth was, Danielle had been married before, and that wasn’t anything to get all worked up about. It was a part of her life that had happened before she became a part of mine. Prior history. We all had it, and yet the idea that the state of Florida might consider Eric Edwards, her ex-husband, as more important in the hierarchy than me set me on edge.

      Danielle put her wine glass down and turned in her lounger to look at me. “We really need to change that,” she said. “We need to get you written up.”

      I put my own wine down and then stepped inside. When I came back, I handed her the large manila envelope that I had brought back from West Palm.

      “What’s this?” she said.

      “It’s my last will and testament.”

      She looked taken aback. “Where did this come from?”

      “I just had Croswitz write it up.”

      “That feels very adult of you, MJ.”

      I flopped down into my lounger and picked up my wine and took a long slug. “I know, right?”

      “And should I ask what it says?”

      “It says what it needs to say. It says that what happens in my life should happen in my death. Let’s face it, when I’m not at the top of my game, when my brain isn’t functioning the way it should, who makes decisions for me?”

      “I do.” It was half question, half statement.

      “Of course, and that’s how it should be if I’m gone. You make all the decisions. The responsibility falls with you. There is nobody else.”

      The little dimple appeared between her eyes as she frowned. “Are you sure?”

      “Are you kidding? Of course I’m sure. And all my worldly possessions, as meager as they may be—everything goes to you.”

      “Okay, we should probably talk about what our wishes would be in such an event.”

      “That’s what Croswitz said. He put it in there. It’s all written down.”

      “Okay, we should still talk about it anyway. Don’t you think?”

      “I do.” I poured myself a little more wine. “But not tonight.”

      Danielle turned and looked over the dark suburbs below our penthouse perch. Clearly, things were churning through her mind. Without looking at me she said, “We need to get my situation changed. I don’t want Eric making decisions for me. You have to make the decisions.”

      “I know. I had Croswitz write up your last will and testament, too.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes. It’s in the envelope as well.”

      “And what does it say?”

      “That even though it would be the hardest thing I would ever have to do, it would be my greatest responsibility not just to take care of you for as long as you live, but even after that.”

      She turned and looked at me and raised an eyebrow, and I could see the tears welling in her eyes.

      “Who did you leave my estate to?”

      “You know the answer to that. Everything that’s mine is yours, and vice versa. There’s an addendum that you simply need to fill out, sign, and get notarized where you can detail any bequeaths that you want to make. I know you would want to look after lost souls and sick puppies.”

      She smiled and shook her head.

      “And honestly, if you want to give it all away, it’s no great shakes to me. I told Carol Martin that there was a future ahead, that even if she got a place that didn’t feel like home now, in the years ahead it might grow to be that. But I really don’t know if that’s true. I don’t know if after you there’s anything.”

      I let my eyes fall to where Danielle’s hands were resting in her lap, and I noted that she was subconsciously playing with the ring on her finger. It felt like a significant move at the time, asking for her hand, giving her the diamond, but now as I saw her play with it, I wondered if I had been playing at the whole thing—being a man, being an adult, being the husband that I wasn’t. I felt the urge to say something, but I couldn’t put the words in the right order, so I picked up my wine, took a sip, and thought it through.

      As I was thinking, Danielle’s phone rang. She looked at the screen, frowned, and answered it as she strode back inside. I waited and watched the lights twinkle in the distance. It wasn’t the Intracoastal and it wasn’t Singer Island, but we had our loungers and a hell of a view. And we had each other.

      Miami had once been my home for four years. I couldn’t say that I had loved every minute of it, but it was close. College years aren’t all beer and skittles, but they feel that way with the benefit of time. As I looked toward the campus in the distance, I wondered how I would go about making the city mine again. I wasn’t sure what the answer was, but I knew there was one. I knew I would do it, and if life took us in another direction, to California or Timbuktu or, God forbid, Tallahassee, I would find a way. Because if talking with Carol Martin had taught me anything, it had taught me that life was short and could turn on a dime, and the things that really count don’t get built by general contractors. They get built by hearts and minds.

      I heard the sliding door open again, and Danielle stepped out but didn’t sit. She looked down at me, her face taut.

      “I have to go,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s my dad. I have to go to Arizona.”

      I needed no further explanation. I stood.

      “There’s a nine thirty out of MIA tonight,” she said. “I have to call my boss.”

      “Do it,” I said. “I’ll pack a bag.”

      She strode back inside to call her boss to tell him that having spent a few days out of the office in Marion County, she now needed personal time. I hoped he would be receptive to the idea. It was going to happen whether he liked it or not, but I just hoped that closing what had become a pretty big case in the media would buy her some leave.

      I grabbed the duffel and filled it with her clothes and anything else that seemed relevant. Then I grabbed an old Oakland A’s gym bag and threw in a few things of my own. When she stepped into the room, she looked at the bags on the bed and frowned at me.

      “The taxi is on its way.”

      “Okay,” I said, zipping up my bag. “You might want to check you’ve got everything you need.”

      She looked at the bag that lay open and at the one I had just zipped closed and then back at me.

      “You don’t have to come,” she said.

      “Yes, I do.”

      She didn’t say anything to that. She just leaped into me and grabbed me so tight I thought my ribs were going to crack. She held me for as long as was necessary, then she dashed into the bathroom to collect a few things that only a woman would know to collect.

      I went back out into the living room, dropped my bag, and then cleaned up the items on the balcony. I tossed the scraps in the garbage can and put the plates and glasses in the dishwasher and set it running. Then I wandered back to lock the sliding door.

      For a moment I watched Miami twinkle below, as if the lights and the sounds of the yacht rigging and the traffic along Bayshore were the rhythmic breathing of a giant at rest. I pulled the door closed and met Danielle in the living room. We each took a bag and stood in the darkness of an apartment we didn’t own but that belonged to no one else.

      For a moment she looked me in the eye, then she nodded affirmatively, definitively, and together we walked out the door.
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      Thanks for reading Past The Post. If you would like to read the exclusive Miami Jones novel Three Strikes, as well as the novella The Compound from the John Flynn thriller series, you can sign up as a member of AJ Stewart’s readers’ crew. Click here for details.
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