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The tide doesn’t care what time you set your alarm for, and at five forty in the morning it had already started pulling back from the seawall at the south end of Calusa Cay Beach, leaving behind a hard-packed shelf of sand the color of wet concrete. Mike Ramble liked this hour better than any other the day had to offer, partly because the light came in low and gold and made everything look like it had been lit for a reason, and partly because nobody who mattered to him was awake yet to want anything.

He’d bought the detector secondhand off a guy in Vero Beach who swore it had found a Spanish four-reale piece once, though he couldn’t produce the coin or explain why he was selling the machine that found it. Mike paid two hundred dollars for it anyway, because two hundred dollars bought him three hours a day of doing something with his hands that wasn’t filling out a disability questionnaire or staring at the ceiling fan in his bedroom doing math on a pension that didn’t exist anymore.

He worked the detector in long, slow arcs, heel to toe, the way a man might mow a lawn he actually cared about. Headphones cut the gull noise down to a manageable hiss and the surf down to something like white static, but they didn’t cut the part of his brain that still ran perimeter on instinct. Two joggers up by the access ramp, both regulars, both harmless. A man in a folding chair with a cooler set up too close to the rocks, new, hadn’t been there yesterday, probably harmless. A woman walking a fat Labrador who let it swim out past where she should’ve, also a regular, also harmless. He didn’t decide any of this consciously anymore. It just happened, the way breathing happened, the residue of twenty years spent assuming the worst about strangers until they proved otherwise.

He found a fishing weight shaped like a torpedo, two quarters fused together with beach tar, and a Bud Light can so old the typeface looked like something from a museum. He found a man’s wedding ring, eighteen-karat by the stamp, and stood there a minute turning it in his fingers, wondering what kind of fight or what kind of grief put a ring like that into the Atlantic Ocean. He bagged it to drop at the lost-and-found box at the pier bait shop, because that was the rule he’d made for himself the first month he started doing this: jewelry goes to the box. Everything else is his.

Four hundred yards down, past the public access, the beach narrowed where the rock jetty cut out toward the inlet, and beyond that the masts of Tucker’s Marina stood up against the brightening sky like a stand of bare winter trees, sailboats and a couple of charter rigs and old man Tucker’s own boat, the Conch Republic, tied up crooked the way it had been tied up crooked for as long as Mike had lived here. He didn’t know Earl Tucker well. Knew him to nod to at the bait shop, knew the marina the way you know a building you walk past — a fact of the landscape, not yet a fact of his life. That would change soon enough, though on this particular Tuesday morning, with the sun coming up orange over the inlet, there was no way for Mike to know it.

The detector screamed at something three inches down and he crouched, working his fingers through the wet sand until they closed around a rusted belt buckle shaped like an anchor, eaten through in two places, the leather long gone. He held it up, turned it over, decided it dated from sometime after Vietnam and before cell phones, and dropped it in the mesh bag with the rest of the junk that had accumulated in his garage like sediment. His garage looked like the bottom of an aquarium that had given up on itself. He kept meaning to throw the bulk of it out. He never did. There was something about a pile of objects nobody wanted that felt, lately, like company.

He was thinking about coffee, and whether he had enough milk left to make the good kind or whether it’d be the black kind again, when a voice came at him from behind, too loud for the hour, the particular cheerful loudness of a man who’d had two cups of resort coffee and nowhere he needed to be.

“Hey — hey, I know you.”

Mike didn’t turn right away. There was a half-second where he ran the voice through old habit, filed it under civilian, not a threat, but not nothing either, the way you might note a car alarm going off three streets over. Only then did he look up.

Forties, soft around the middle, a golf shirt the color of a tennis ball that had probably cost sixty dollars at a pro shop somewhere it didn’t belong on a beach vacation. Sunburn coming in hard across a scalp going thin on top. Behind him a woman stood with two kids and a mesh beach bag, already three sentences ahead in a conversation she wasn’t having, the universal posture of a wife who has done this particular performance with this particular husband in six other states.

“You’re that guy,” the man said, snapping his fingers like that might shake something loose between them. “The CIA guy. From the news. The hearing, the — what was it — "

“Wrong guy,” Mike said, and kept the detector moving.

“No, hang on, you look exactly like — Linda, doesn’t he look exactly like — "

“Bobby, leave the man alone,” Linda said, not looking up from adjusting a kid’s swim vest, with the flat patience of someone who’d already decided this vacation had used up its quota of interesting things and a beachcomber wasn’t going to refill it.

“Lot of bald guys with a tan,” Mike said. Friendly enough. Final enough. The tone he used to use closing doors on men who hadn’t earned the right to keep talking, dialed down about sixty percent so it read as Florida-friendly instead of something with an edge on it.

“I swear to God, though,” Bobby said, to nobody now, since Mike was already three steps gone, headphones back over his ears, detector swinging in its slow arc like nothing had interrupted it at all.

It worked, mostly. It had worked for three years. Six weeks of cable news a while back had put his face on enough screens that he’d become the kind of half-familiar that itched at strangers for about four seconds before they either let it go or, like Bobby from wherever Bobby was from, couldn’t quite manage to. Long enough to ruin a beach walk. Not long enough, anymore, for anyone to follow him home, take a photo, ask him on the record what it had felt like to watch a Senate committee decide his career was the most convenient thing in the room to set fire to.

He gave himself another two hundred yards of sand before his shoulders came down out of his ears.


The house was a block and a half off A1A on a street that didn’t have curbs, just grass running straight into asphalt, a 1962 concrete-block bungalow with jalousie windows in the back that he never got around to replacing and a carport instead of a garage, except he called it a garage anyway because that’s where the junk lived. He rinsed the detector under the spigot by the side door, hung it on its hook, dumped the mesh bag’s contents into a Folgers can that used to hold two hundred Folgers cans’ worth of finds and now held about four hundred, the can itself rusted through at the seam.

Inside, the window unit in the front room rattled like it was filing a complaint, and the kitchen smelled like the bananas going soft in the bowl on the counter. He checked the milk — good for one more day, maybe — and made real coffee instead of black, because finding a wedding ring put a man in the mood for something with a little ceremony to it. He drank it standing at the window over the sink, watching Mrs. Alvarez two doors down walk her ancient dachshund in the same loop she walked it every morning, a loop so consistent you could set a clock to it, and for about ten minutes that was the whole of Mike Ramble’s life — coffee, a dog on a leash, a window with a crack in the corner he kept saying he’d fix.

He’d had a life before this one that didn’t have ten quiet minutes anywhere in it. He didn’t miss it as much as people probably assumed he should.

He spent the afternoon the way he spent most afternoons that didn’t involve hauling tourists’ luggage at the marina office for cash, which was the closest thing he had to employment these days — a few hours a week unloading boats and hosing down docks for Earl Tucker, paid under the table because Mike’s name on a W-2 anywhere tended to start conversations nobody wanted to have. He cleaned the buckle with vinegar and a toothbrush on the back step, watched a little of a ballgame with the sound off because the announcers’ voices put him to sleep faster than the heat did, and around four he showered and put on a clean shirt, because showing up at Gus’s in a clean shirt was about as close as Calusa Cay came to a dress code.


Gus’s Tackle & Tavern sat where the road bent toward the public boat ramp, a low cinderblock building with a sign out front shaped like a leaping marlin, the paint on it faded down to the kind of pastel blue that only happens after about thirty Florida summers. Six trucks filled the gravel lot at five-thirty most evenings, same six, give or take, plus on this particular Tuesday a rental sedan with Ohio plates belonging to a couple who’d wandered in two nights running because they thought the marlin sign was charming. It was charming. It was also the only thing in a five-mile radius that served liquor past nine, which did more for the bar’s survival than the marlin ever managed.

Inside it smelled like fryer oil, salt, and the particular mildew-and-Pine-Sol smell that every bar within two hundred yards of saltwater eventually surrendered to. Gus Calloway stood behind the bar in a shirt that had been white sometime during the Clinton administration, running a rag over the same six inches of counter he’d been running it over for as long as Mike had known him, which was three years, which in Calusa Cay terms made Gus one of his oldest friends.

“You find your galleon yet?” Gus said.

“Found a wedding ring. Eighteen-karat.”

“Somebody’s having a bad year.”

“Found a belt buckle too. Vietnam era, maybe. Cleaned up nice.”

“Big year for buckles.” Gus set a Modelo down without being asked, the bottle sweating already, lime wedged in the neck because Mike never asked for it that way and Gus did it anyway, some private joke between them that had outlived whatever made it funny the first time.

Mike took his usual stool, the one at the end where the wood had gone pale and smooth from years of forearms, under the ceiling fan that didn’t quite reach that far and left the air heavy in a way he’d stopped minding. He drank the first third of the beer before he let his shoulders drop the rest of the way down.

Down the bar, Dewey Pruitt sat working a scratch-off ticket with a key that didn’t belong to any vehicle Mike had ever seen him drive, three fingers missing off his left hand courtesy of a boat winch back in 1994, an injury Dewey had described to Mike in four separate versions over three years, no two of them matching, all of them ending with Dewey as the hero of his own story. Seventy-one years old and constitutionally incapable of minding his own business.

“They ever gonna let you back?” Dewey said, not looking up from the ticket. “CIA. I read they do that sometimes. Bring fellas back when they need ‘em.”

“No.”

“You miss it?”

“I miss the dental plan.”

Dewey laughed like that was the funniest thing he’d heard all week, which in Calusa Cay it might genuinely have been, and went back to scratching silver dust off a ticket that was never going to pay out more than two dollars.

The Ohio couple sat in a booth by the window, the husband working on a basket of conch fritters with the focused dedication of a man on vacation from a job he hated, the wife taking a photo of the marlin sign through the window glass for the second night running. Patty Sutton, who waited tables three nights a week and tended bar the other two, dropped a basket of fries in front of Mike without being asked, same as the beer, the kind of service that came from three years of watching a man’s habits instead of asking about them.

“You look like you got some sun today,” Patty said.

“Tourist made me on the beach. Wanted to talk about a Senate hearing.”

“They still do that?”

“Some of them. Less than they used to.”

“You ever think about just telling ‘em yeah, that’s me, sign my arm?”

“Every single time.”

Patty laughed and went to refill the Ohio couple’s iced teas, and Mike ate fries and watched the TV mounted in the corner running a muted rerun of a fishing show, a man in a flat-brim hat holding up a tarpon like it had personally wronged him, and for about twenty minutes nothing in the world asked anything of Mike Ramble at all. This was the trade he’d made, somewhere down deep where he didn’t examine it too closely — a career, a reputation, a pension, traded for exactly this. A stool. A beer with a lime he hadn’t asked for. A town small enough that the worst news on a given evening was whether the red tide had moved north of the inlet yet.

He liked it more than he was supposed to admit out loud to anybody, even Gus.

His phone buzzed against the bar top, screen lighting up against the dark wood, a Miami area code he didn’t have saved in his contacts. He looked at it the way you look at a strange car parked outside your house — not alarmed exactly, but paying attention.

“Bill collector?” Gus said, refilling a bowl of peanuts two feet down the bar.

“Maybe.”

“You want, I’ll tell ‘em you died.”

“Tempting.”

He almost let it ring through to voicemail. There was a version of this evening — the good version, the version that had been playing out the same way three or four nights a week for three years now — where he let the call go, finished the Modelo, walked the half mile home in the dark with the tree frogs going off in the ditches on either side of the road, and woke up Wednesday morning to do the same sixty yards of sand all over again, the wedding ring already dropped at the bait shop box, already forgotten, already somebody else’s grief and not his.

Instead he picked it up on the fourth ring, right before it would’ve kicked to voicemail.

“Ramble,” he said.

Three seconds of dead air on the other end, the specific kind of pause that meant a person on the other end was deciding something, weighing whether to speak or hang up and try again in an hour when they’d worked up more nerve, and then a voice came through that Mike hadn’t heard in three years, a voice that used to mean a windowless room and bad coffee and a problem that wasn’t officially his yet but was about to be.

“Mike,” Jenny Baker said. “Don’t hang up.”

He didn’t say
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