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            Prologue

         
         
            One Month Ago

         

         The rain had just stopped when the convenience store clerk asked the customer not to heat up his urine in the microwave.

         
         The customer explained that the urine he was heating wasn’t his.

         
         Which meant it was Florida.

         
         At the other end of the store stood two Abbott-and-Costello-shaped customers.

         
         “Serge, what are you looking for?” asked the plump one.

         
         “Coleman, I told you at the last store,” said the thin one. “Baseball cards and kites.”

         
         “What are those guys up there arguing about?” asked Coleman.

         
         “Urine heating,” said Serge. “Sunshine State Tip Number 327: Never use convenience store microwaves because there’s now an epidemic of addicts borrowing someone else’s peepee for drug tests, but many were getting caught since the samples were too cold, so the drug culture had some kind of meeting to resolve it, and now I can’t melt the cheese on my Cuban sandwiches.” 

         
         At the cash register, an argument broke out with another clerk over a cardboard box on the counter. “No, you can’t trade your
            pet snake for beer. Just money . . .”
         

         
         Coleman idly pulled a gift card for international cell minutes to El Salvador off a pegboard hook. “Why are you in such a
            bad mood?”
         

         
         “The golden age of convenience stores is officially dead.” Serge’s eyes scanned the shelves. “The priority of convenience
            stores used to be the children. They were magical places where your allowance money set you free. It was total empowerment,
            the first time you alone could make purchase decisions without your parents around, and the mini-marts had everything you
            could dream of: yo-yos, wax lips, slingshots, bags of green army men, plastic handcuffs, suction-cup dart guns where the suction
            cups were easily removed for further empowerment. But baseball cards and kites stood at the top of the mountain. The cards
            were obviously popular because they were the currency of the schoolyard, but kites took it to a whole ’nother level.”
         

         
         Coleman put the gift card for Central America back on the hook. “Kites?”

         
         Serge continued scrutinizing shelves in vain. “Even more empowerment. Kites allowed six-year-olds to send something up into
            FAA airspace. Most important, you had to assemble them from flimsy sticks and even flimsier paper, then the tail, and learn
            how to deal with the wind. You had to earn your empowerment. Today, kids just pull a drone out of a box.” Serge turned around in sadness to face a locked display case.
            “It’s all gone now. Instead of wax lips, we have glass hash pipes, roach clips and bongs.”
         

         
         Coleman reached into his pocket. “I think I have some allowance money.”

         
         “Don’t reward them for stealing childhoods.” Serge picked up a box and headed for the register. One person was ahead of them.

         
         “Fine! I’ll take my urine elsewhere!”

         
         It was Serge’s turn. He placed the box on the counter.

         
         The clerk rang it up and made change. “Will there be anything else today?”

         
         “Just the drone,” said Serge. “Please think of the children.”

         
         As they headed out of the store, there was a rumbling sound overhead. Then a muted scream. The ceiling tiles busted open and
            a naked woman fell into the potato chips.
         

         
         Coleman nodded. “Drugs.”

         
         Serge pushed the door open. “I don’t even notice anymore.”

         
          

         
            Miami

         

         An oversize brown corkboard hung from a wall in a bright office. It was an open floor plan with a grid of gray government-purchased
            desks. On another wall hung a law enforcement seal.
         

         
         The corkboard was covered with photographs and notecards, names and dates, witnesses and victims, locations of bodies. It
            was all tacked up with different-colored pushpins, and connected with crisscrossing strands of yarn. All arranged roughly
            in the shape of a pyramid. In the middle, a final notecard, blank except for a question mark.
         

         
         In another part of Florida hung another corkboard. Quite similar, in fact. Photos, cards, pins and yarn. But the room was
            not bright. Actually, it was quite dark. Some of the photos had been taken while the victims were still alive. There was no
            card in the middle with a question mark.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            A Week Before Christmas

         

         Down on the southernmost tip of England lies a quaint fishing village in the county of Cornwall.

         
         Simply called Looe.

         
         During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the British constructed six ships named after the town, including the HMS
            Looe, a forty-four-gun frigate commissioned in 1740.
         

         
         The ship saw military action during something called the War of Jenkins’ Ear, because someone got his ear cut off and, naturally,
            war. The conflict was primarily fought in the Caribbean and off the coasts of Georgia and Florida. In 1744, the Looe captured a Spanish merchant ship and towed it along the coast about twenty-five miles from Key West. Just after midnight
            on the fifth of February, it ran aground on an unnamed sandbar in the Gulf Stream.
         

         
         In the centuries since, the sandbar has washed away, as well as much of the doomed vessel. But the ship left something else behind, her name, and today the place where she went down is called Looe Key. 

         
         Looe isn’t an actual key, as it rests entirely underwater, consisting of a patch reef with parallel rows of coral fingers.
            What makes it so distinct is that it lies seven miles offshore south of Ramrod Key, rising up out of the deep surrounding
            ocean to unexpectedly shallow depths. It has become known for some of the finest diving, both scuba and snorkeling, in all
            the Keys. In 1981, it was named part of a national marine sanctuary.
         

         
         Sometime in the 1950s, a modest concrete-block motel went up on Ramrod, housing twenty rooms on its two floors. It was the
            opposite of fancy, just this plain rectangular box, providing a cheap roadside layover for weary motorists. Then someone had
            a brainstorm.
         

         
         There was a canal behind the motel, leading out to the sea. And that fabulous finger reef. The owners bought a boat and air
            compressors, and converted half of the motel office into a dive shop, and, in 1978, the Looe Key Reef Resort was born.
         

         
         “There it is!” Serge pointed through the windshield at a red sign with a diagonal white stripe. “My home away from home!”

         
         Coleman popped a magic mushroom in his mouth and chased it with a Jäger Bomb. “Doesn’t look like a resort.”

         
         “Can you not splash that stuff all over the car? The guy I borrowed the last one from won’t talk to me because of an upholstery
            beef.”
         

         
         “Mostly on my shirt, but it’s worth it.” Coleman upended the cocktail to chase the toadstool. “Just drop a shot glass of ’meister
            into a bigger glass of Red Bull.”
         

         
         “And what can possibly go wrong?” Serge pulled into a gravel parking space just shy of mile marker 27. “The ‘resort’ part
            of the nomenclature is a misnomer, sort of.”
         

         
         Coleman did a line of coke off the back of his hand and unwrapped a Twinkie.

         
         “Man, you’re in overdrive,” said Serge. “But it’s the Keys, so there’s blame to go around.”

         
         “Resort?” Coleman wiped frosting and white dust from his upper lip. “Explain.”

         
         “People say ‘resort’ and you think of gilded luxury and wallet-busting prices, which are equally negative,” said Serge. “I
            don’t want amenities, I want authenticity, and this is as real as it comes down here, a bargain with bells!”
         

         
         “Groovy.”

         
         “But wait! There’s more! You walk out the back door of your room, and you’re on the dock, and a few more steps, you’re on
            the Kokomo Cat II, a spacious pontoon dive boat—mere seconds from bed to on-board! Plus there’s a convenience store next door, and not just
            next door but right up against the building. That’s my definition of resort. And the tiki bar!”
         

         
         Coleman bolted upright in battle-station mode. “Tiki bar?”

         
         “I know what you’re thinking: tiki bar, a little shack with bottom-shelf rum. But not here! It’s a huge open-sided lounge
            with live music most nights under a vaulted, thirty-foot-high thatched roof, with a full seafood menu including my required
            smoked-fish dip. After showering off brine, the divers congregate here in their endorphin glows to compare notes and tips
            and underwater video like an aquatic Algonquin Round Table. Once, I set up at the counter with my briefcase and busted out
            my latest Internet find, a January 1906 edition of National Geographic with an article on the Keys before there were any bridges, and everyone was all over me like yellowtails on puke.”
         

         
         “Wow, that really is a resort.”

         
         “But I’m not done!” Serge got out and walked around the back of the car. “A quick stroll up the road is the Five Brothers Grocery Two, spun off from the original in Key West on Southard Street, a delightfully crammed corner store with an espresso machine and pressed cheese toast. One of my favorite routines at this resort is to get up way before dawn and stroll up the road in total darkness for the grocery, then stand outside with all the construction workers and their pickups, waiting for the clock to strike six, and then we all rush inside for nirvana: a Cuban breakfast sandwich. When I first saw it on the menu board, I was like, ‘Heart be still! You mean someone has figured out how to genetically
            splice the ecstasy of an Egg McMuffin and a Cuban sandwich? I don’t think I can handle that much morning goodness.’ . . .
            And of course there’s a Dion’s just over the bridge on Summerland Key.” He popped the trunk.
         

         
         “Mmmmm! Mmmmm! . . .”

         
         Coleman’s head jerked. “They have a Dion’s near here?”

         
         “I know, I know. It’s just finger-licking rapture.” Serge grabbed a tire iron. “Now normally any food that’s deep-fried in
            a vat at a gas station should set off civil defense sirens to don biological warfare suits. But not Dion’s! Some of the best
            fried chicken you’ll ever taste!” He swung the tire iron until the trunk’s passenger became quiet. “And the mashed potatoes!
            The gravy! You won’t find a lot of tourists in Dion’s because, well, it’s a gas station. But all the locals know and love
            it, and at noon every day the residents form long lines for their Styrofoam boxes of to-go joy. Ask anyone. It’s a Keys thing.”
         

         
         He closed the trunk and led Coleman through the office door.

         
         “Serge!” “You’re back!” “We got your regular room!”

         
         Serge smiled at Coleman. “They kind of know me here.” He pointed along the front of the counter at a row of homemade Christmas
            stockings with names: “‘Will,’ ‘Wanda,’ ‘Christian,’ ‘Robert,’ ‘Tony,’ ‘Kim,’ ‘Phil,’ ‘Mark,’ ‘Tim (aka Boss Man!),’ ‘McMoosie,’
            ‘Divemaster Diane’ to differentiate from the other ‘Diane,’ ‘Capt. James,’ and ‘Twins plus Kelly.’
         

         
         “For quick reference, that’s the staff,” said Serge. “You’ve just got to love a place that hangs Christmas stockings for the whole crew. It’s family around here, not like those big cattle-boat diving outfits that talk shit behind your back.” He bellied up to the counter with his wallet. “Since I’ve auditioned all your rental gear on my previous excursions, I’m ready to buy! Holiday presents for myself!” 

         
         “What do you want?” asked Christian.

         
         Serge pointed to the right side of the office, which displayed every manner of diving equipment. “The works! Snorkeling is
            my life! One of everything! Especially those super-long, steel-reinforced open-ocean fins! I really zip in those things. And
            booties and a wrist strap for my new GoPro camera!” After loading all the top-of-the-line snorkel gear in a giant custom mesh
            backpack, Serge hoisted the padded straps over his shoulders. “And book two for the afternoon trip.”
         

         
         The manager looked at the office clock. “It leaves in a half hour.”

         
         “More than enough time.” He headed for the door. “To the reef!”

         
         They walked around the corner, past rows of palms and natural limestone boulders, arriving at the last unit on the west end.

         
         “Room number one! My favorite!” Serge kissed the door and opened it.

         
         Then he was back in the car.

         
         “Don’t we have a boat to catch?” asked Coleman.

         
         “Yes, but this is mandatory.” Serge navigated isolated roads up through scrub on the north side of the island. “You have to
            see Ramrod Beach to properly focus your third eye for a dive trip.”
         

         
         “I like beaches,” said Coleman. “You get to drink beer, even if you have to sneak.”

         
         “And they do drink at this one, but it’s not like the others.” Serge looked out the window at a swath of hurricane-downed
            palms. “Only the locals know about it.”
         

         
         A blue-and-white Cobra approached the end of the island, far from all the homes and everything else, including decent pavement. Palmettos and buttonwoods. Then the tires were on dirt where scrub plants dropped to knee-high. Serge parked in marl amid the quiet of a cool breeze off the back country. “Here we are.” 

         
         Coleman got out, confused. “Where’s the beach?”

         
         “This is it. We have it all to ourselves right now because it’s a weekday.”

         
         “I’m still not seeing it.”

         
         “That’s because beaches are different here due to geology.” Serge took a panoramic video of the pine-green shrubs, pale-orange
            dirt, gray plateaus of rock, and bright mint-green water. “The upper Keys run parallel to the highway and are composed of
            ancient marine life that created beds of what’s called Key Largo Limestone. But down here after the Seven Mile Bridge, the
            islands lie perpendicular to the road, and the bedrock becomes a less porous type of limestone called Miami Oolite.”
         

         
         “Where’s the sand?”

         
         “There isn’t any,” said Serge. “The beach is these large slabs of limestone with tidal fissures. Isn’t it great?”

         
         “No beer or big bikini boobs?”

         
         “Walk this way.” Serge led him over to a remote spot where, in the middle of nothing, stood what was barely a twig of a bleached,
            leafless tree about four feet high. Someone had draped the pitiful thing with Christmas ornaments, solar-powered lights, and
            a frosty star on top.
         

         
         “That’s freaking weird,” said Coleman. Then a giggle. “Know what it reminds me of? Charlie Brown’s poor tree in those TV specials.”

         
         “That’s exactly what it is,” said Serge. “More importantly, this tells you everything you need to know about the species of
            people around here.” He looked at his dive watch.
         

         
         Then a breakneck race back to the motel room. Serge immediately unbuckled and dropped his cargo shorts. “Coleman, I know this violates the theory of relativity, but you’re going to have to be fast. Get your swim trunks on.” He pointed out the back window at a perfect view down the main canal bisecting the southern half of Ramrod Key. Other motel guests were almost finished boarding the forty-eight-foot pontoon boat. “Our ride’s here!” 

         
         Moments later, they exited the back door of room 1, took a few steps and climbed aboard.

         
         “Man, that was convenient,” said Coleman. “Less chance for problems with the ground.”

         
         A voice from behind the center-console steering wheel. “Well, if it isn’t Mr. First-In-Last-Out.”

         
         Serge stood at attention and saluted. “Aye-aye, Captain Katie.”

         
         “Serge,” said Coleman, “why did she call you that?”

         
         “Because I’m always the first in and last out at the dive sites. I like to milk my snorkeling dollar.”

         
         The captain set out the tip jar. “I’m surprised you almost missed the boat. You’re usually jumping up and down by the cleats
            before the crew even arrives.”
         

         
         “Had to show my friend Ramrod Beach.”

         
         “Why am I not stunned?” said Katie. “You’re the only non-local who knows more local spots than the locals.”

         
         “Due diligence,” said Serge. “I showed him the Charlie Brown Christmas tree.”

         
         “It’s a Keys thing.”

         
         The last divers boarded and they secured the gate chains. The captain got the attention of the dozen passengers for safety
            instructions and locations of life preservers. “. . . And the weather service is calling for three-foot swells, so it might
            get a little rough out there today. If you feel like you’re going to get sick, lean over the side. Not in the boat, please.”
         

         
         Coleman bent over the starboard railing and began heaving.

         
         “We haven’t even left the dock,” said Katie. “That’s a first.”

         
         “Not for Coleman.”

         
         Serge reached for a pump bottle and smeared his face. Then he took a seat directly in front of the console as Coleman came
            back wiping his mouth. “You look weird. Your face is all white, like one of those Japanese dancers.”
         

         
         “Because I care,” said Serge, smearing his arms. “This is coral-friendly sunscreen. I’m trying to get the word out. Most stuff for sale in stores contains chemicals that wreak havoc on reef ecosystems.” 

         
         Coleman took a seat next to him and looked around. “Everyone else seems to be putting it on and not looking all white. They’re
            staring at you.”
         

         
         “The key to life is always to risk social awkwardness for the good of the planet.”

         
         The Kokomo Cat pushed off and idled down the canal. Near the end, the captain: “Everyone, hold on. We’re about to pick up speed.”
         

         
         The craft turned the corner toward open water and aligned the bow with a narrow cut marked by orange and green channel markers.
            The throttle went up, and the boat took off at surprising velocity for pontoons.
         

         
         Coleman gazed over the side. “It’s only a few inches deep. And it looks like solid stone.”

         
         “Because you’re looking outside the channel,” said Serge. “We’re in the cut that was hewn through the ancient rock. Some tourist
            clowns come down here and rent boats, then ignore the channel markers and snap propellers so fast they have to duck.”
         

         
         The boat cleared the channel and planed across Newfound Harbor. In the middle, they passed the tiny sandbar called Picnic
            Island, with sparse brush, a couple of lawn chairs, and an anchored houseboat flying a pirate flag. Passengers got out cameras
            as a pair of dolphins leaped playfully in the vessel’s wake. The Kokomo skirted west around the Little Palm Island resort, still torn up from the last storm.
         

         
         Then ocean.

         
         The bow slammed across the swells for another five miles, sliding stuff around the deck and spraying salt water.

         
         The captain leaned over the console to Serge. “Revised forecast: It’s going to get even rougher than I thought today.”

         
         “Damn the torpedoes!”

         
          

         
            Miami

         

         Harsh sunlight streamed through the blinds, creating a striped pattern on the commercial-grade tile floor.

         
         A thin man with a thin black tie entered the room carrying a box with a cellophane window on the lid.

         
         “Doughnuts!”

         
         A stampede.

         
         Someone named Archibald brought up the rear. “Dammit, you all take the jellies first.”

         
         Someone named Dudley spoke with his mouth full. “It’s Darwinian. If you can’t get here fast enough, you don’t need jellies . . .
            Hey, Heather! Want one?”
         

         
         “When have I ever?” She resumed sipping a protein shake at her desk.

         
         On the wall sat an institutional white clock with black hands that were always five minutes late. Above it hung a circular
            seal depicting the shape of Florida over a golden starburst with some letters.
         

         
         FDLE.

         
         The Florida Department of Law Enforcement is like the state’s FBI. Exactly like. Headquartered in Tallahassee, with seven
            regional operation centers and thirteen field offices. The doughnuts were being swarmed in the satellite location in Miami,
            sandwiched between Florida International University and the Dolphin Mall, which now had a Bass Pro Shop.
         

         
         Someone named Drago held up a glazed cruller. “Heather? One left?”

         
         No response.

         
         In the last thirty-six hours, a bank robbery had been solved, a hostage rescued, and a shipment of counterfeit basketball shoes intercepted at the port. Now, nothing. That was the pattern. Periods of franticness followed by dead time. But they were still expected to keep working. 

         
         “Heather, what are you working on?” asked another agent, named Snooki.

         
         “If you were working, too, you’d know.” She opened an evidence box. “Cold case.”

         
         “Which one?” asked Archibald.

         
         “That serial killer who started twenty years ago.” She removed a sealed plastic bag containing a medical vial. “May have gone
            dormant a decade back.”
         

         
         “May have?”

         
         “The more recent cases haven’t been definitely linked yet because of a profile shift.”

         
         “What kind of shift?”

         
         “They’re getting weirder.”

         
         “What’s in the test tube?” asked Dudley.

         
         “Medical examiner said there was enough DNA from the Hialeah case that he could spare some. He prepared a sample.”

         
         “What are you going to do with it that he can’t?”

         
         Heather logged on to a website. “You know that genealogy company, Ancestors R Us?”

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         “I’m sending it to them.”

         
         “I don’t think they track serial killers,” said Drago. “Just great-great-grandparents from Albania.”

         
         “I’m not telling them it’s a serial killer.” Heather swabbed the inside of the test tube with a Q-tip. “I’m pretending it’s
            me researching my family tree. See what hits.”
         

         
         “I doubt the serial killer has sent his DNA to the company.”

         
         Heather sighed. “Familial hits.”

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “If we’re lucky, you’ll find out.”

         
         “But you can’t use your own name.”

         
         “Duh.”

         
         “I got it,” said Snooki. “How about Lykes Redrum?”

         
         “Very clever,” said Heather. “Backwards for ‘Murder’ from The Shining.”
         

         
         “So you really like it?”

         
         She resumed typing on her keyboard. “I’m busy.”

         
          

         Two weeks later.

         
         Another box with a cellophane window, and another pastry scrum.

         
         “Heather?” said Dudley. “They’re good.”

         
         “Shhhhhh!” She leaned toward her screen.

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “Just got the results back from Ancestors R Us.”

         
         “And?”

         
         “We caught a break.” She leaned back in her chair and pointed at the digital spreadsheet. “A second cousin, a third cousin,
            and a fourth cousin once removed.”
         

         
         “I thought you said it was a break.” Archibald continued chewing. “What can we possibly do with that?”

         
         She gave him a momentary blank stare. “How long have you been doing this?”

         
         A napkin wiped crumbs. “A while.”

         
         She gestured at an empty corkboard on the wall. “We build a family tree.”

         
         “I’m still not following.”

         
         “I’ll explain it as simply as I can,” said Heather. “There’s no way in the present that we can find all the living relatives
            with this wide range in relationships. So we need to go back”—she stopped to analyze the spreadsheet again—“about five generations
            to find the one common ancestor of these three hits. Once we identify that person, we reverse the process, and flow back down
            until we have a list of all his current descendants. Then we check ’em out.”
         

         
         “How many is that?”

         
         “Probably hundreds.”

         
         “Is what you’re doing even legal?” asked Snooki.

         
         Heather got up and headed for the corkboard. “Sometimes it’s better to ask forgiveness than permission.”

         
          

         The corkboard soon overflowed.

         
         There were photos, notecards, colored pushpins and strands of crisscrossing yarn.

         
         Doughnuts notwithstanding, the rest of the team pitched in like eager beavers, scouring birth certificates, newspaper obituaries,
            passports and driver’s licenses.
         

         
         Dudley tacked up another notecard on the cluttered board and stood back, pleased, with hands on hips. “This plan of yours
            is really coming together.”
         

         
         “Don’t get too excited yet,” said Heather, snipping a piece of yarn. “Computerized records are only good for a couple of generations.
            And I miscalculated. It’s now looking like we need six or seven generations. From here on out, it’s going to slow down exponentially.”
         

         
         “What’s that mean?”

         
         “We’ll need to put in for travel expenses,” said Heather. “Visit a lot of old courthouses and cemeteries, small-town libraries,
            even knock on some doors to see family albums.”
         

         
         “Ewww, family albums . . .”

         
         Heather ran her whole plan up the chain of command, and they took a liking to the project. Agents from other field offices
            were reassigned to pick up the slack while the cold case team was out of town.
         

         
         A fleet of Crown Vics with blackwall tires dispersed in various directions across the state.

         
         Heather was partnered with Archibald. “Call me Archie.” After a barren drive along the west coast, they trotted up some steps
            in the town of Mayo, Florida.
         

         
         “Look at the size of this big honking building in the middle of all this emptiness,” said Archie.

         
         “The Lafayette County Courthouse, built 1908, one of the oldest in the state,” said Heather. “Neoclassical from Indiana limestone,
            with a clock tower and everything.”
         

         
         “Must have cost a fortune.”

         
         “Forty-seven thousand back then.”

         
         “Where’d you get all these facts?”

         
         “I’m a fan of historic Florida architecture. You should see my library at home.”

         
         “I didn’t know that about you.”

         
         “Why would you?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Looe Key

         

         Pontoons crashed across ocean swells.

         
         The Kokomo Cat II cut a straight bearing toward something in the distance: a single triangular orange marker amid whitecaps over the shallows.
            A handful of other boats were already scattered above the reef, attached to mooring buoys installed by the preservation authorities
            to prevent anchor damage.
         

         
         Conversation among the divers quieted, a counterpoint to the boat’s hull loudly smashing up and down on the waves, shooting
            water over the railings. Many of the passengers—especially first-time visitors—watched over the side as the sea went by, getting
            naturally stoned on the Keys phenomenon of the rapidly changing palette of vibrant colors, from emerald green to turquoise,
            aqua and ultramarine blue.
         

         
         The orange triangle grew larger as the Kokomo began to slow. Starboard passengers pointed at a giant shell of a loggerhead turtle bobbing remotely atop the depths. Others leaned over the port side to view silhouettes of stingrays a couple of feet under the surface. 

         
         “Coleman, listen up and learn something.” Serge turned around toward the captain’s console. “Katie, you’ll dig this. You know
            how Looe Key got its name?”
         

         
         “Of course. The British ship.”

         
         “Yeah, but I dug deeper because history is the shit! The name all started when some dude got his ear chopped off!”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I swear it’s all true!” said Serge. “In 1731, the Spanish boarded the Rebecca, a big-rigged English sailing ship, right off the coast of Florida. Then they cut off the captain’s ear because I guess that
            was supposed to be funny back then. But the British weren’t laughing, and the drums of war began beating, and there’s even
            a story that the severed ear was actually held up in Parliament to rally the base. I think that’s the natural progression
            of where Washington is heading today, so don’t be surprised when C-SPAN gets bloody. Anyhow, it started a conflict that raged
            around the coasts of Florida and Georgia, and one of the dispatched ships was the HMS Looe, commanded by Captain Ashby Utting. In 1744, it captured a Spanish ship and was towing it along the Keys, but both vessels
            ran aground because who would expect it to be so shallow this far from shore? Then it really does get funny . . .” Serge’s
            eyelids began fluttering like he was possessed.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” asked the captain.

         
         “Just throwing my imagination’s engine room into warp speed.” He began slapping his cheeks with both hands. “I’m overlaying
            eighteenth-century images on today’s vista up ahead. See all those dive boats moored at the buoys? Now imagine a wacky scene
            where they’re all chasing each other around like Keystone Cops.”
         

         
         “Are you making this up?” said Katie.

         
         “If I’m lying I’m dying,” said Serge. “After the boats grounded, there were other Spanish ships in the area, and the British were sitting ducks. So they dropped the frigate’s three smaller patrol boats in the water, but they didn’t have nearly the capacity for the whole crew. And of course the Spanish are freaking out in the towed vessel, and one of the patrol boats spots a sloop called Betty—no insight there—and starts chasing it around, and other Spanish boats are coming in to join the swirling bumper-car madness.
            The sloop is captured, and the British offload onto it and set their ship on fire, and everyone scatters like roaches when
            the lights come on, with the various vessels ending up in South Carolina, the Bahamas and Cuba. Can you dig it? Can you see
            it?”
         

         
         Katie just smiled in amusement as she throttled all the way down, and the first mate grabbed a long pole with a hook to snag
            one of the buoys.
         

         
         “Hey, I got an idea!” said Serge. “Let’s chase the other dive boats! It’ll be fun!”

         
         “Serge . . .”

         
         “No, seriously! Look at them out there all relaxed, not expecting military conflict. We’ll come barreling down on them screaming
            about an ear! Imagine their delight at the extra-value entertainment from their trip as we disperse them in panic-circles!”
         

         
         “Serge . . .”

         
         “I’ll bet nobody’s thought of it before. It’ll become your signature feature, distinguishing you from the boring dive services
            that just dive. Next time we can even drag a shitty old boat to set on fire! You’ll make the news!”
         

         
         “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

         
         “You’re probably right about fire,” said Serge. “But please consider scheduling a reenactment.”

         
         “On another subject,” said Katie, “I know you’re good to go in the water, but do you think your friend needs a safety vest?
            He can always inflate it by blowing in that little tube if he gets in trouble.”
         

         
         “In that case we’d better inflate it now.”

         
         Serge fitted the yellow vest over Coleman’s head and blew it up. “Okay, buddy, this is it. They’re about to unhook the chain and the captain will say ‘The pool’s open,’ and you just follow me in.” 

         
         Serge zipped up his booties and strapped on the fins and mask. Then he sat coiled like he was about to parachute out the back
            of a troop transport plane.
         

         
         The chain unsnapped.

         
         “The pool’s—”

         
         Serge plunged over the side.

         
         “—open.” A laugh. “Mr. First-In-Last-Out lives up to his name.”

         
         Serge popped back to the surface. “Coleman, what are you waiting for? The water’s great!”

         
         “How do I get in?”

         
         “Just step off the side and let gravity do the rest.”

         
         “Here goes.” Coleman meant to drop straight in, but instead managed to pinwheel off the boat and belly flop. “Ow.”

         
         Serge helped his buddy turn his mask back around. “You know what a grouper is?”

         
         “A fish sandwich?”

         
         “There are a couple of famous goliath groupers out here,” said Serge. “Huge suckers, five hundred pounds. They like the shade
            under the boat.”
         

         
         “Cool.”

         
         “I’m telling you this to prepare you,” said Serge. “I want you to enjoy the experience and not have a heart attack. There’s
            one under the Kokomo right now.”
         

         
         Coleman turned around. “Shit!”

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         “No, shit, like, for real.” Coleman reached behind to feel the seat of his swim trunks. “Whew, false alarm.”

         
         “Don’t be embarrassing me. I’ve got to see these people again.” And then Serge took off, flattening out on the surface and
            furiously pumping the giant fins, making a series of impressively fleet laps around the boat.
         

         
         Coleman bobbed like a puffy yellow cork, keeping an eye on the grouper. He felt something on his shoulder and screamed.

         
         “Pipe down. It’s just me,” said Serge, aiming his GoPro camera below. “Want to see something really cool?”

         
         “Sure.”

         
         Serge pointed into the sea. “Stick your mask in the water and look that way.”

         
         Coleman did. And immediately came halfway out of the ocean. “Ahhhh! Shark! Shark!”

         
         “Just a reef shark,” said Serge. “Won’t bother nobody.”

         
         Coleman splashed wildly toward the swim ladder. He started up the steps, but Serge grabbed the safety vest’s straps from behind
            and pulled him back into the sea.
         

         
         “What did you do that for?”

         
         “You’re not going back on the boat.”

         
         “But I really want to.”

         
         “This time you do have a load in your britches,” said Serge. “I’m taking a wild stab, but I think they appreciate that on
            the deck less than spit-up.”
         

         
         Coleman began whimpering. “But I don’t like it in here.”

         
         Serge dragged Coleman by the vest around the bow. “Deal with it.”

         
         “Then can I get back on the boat?”

         
         “Then I want you back on the boat.”
         

         
         Coleman eventually climbed up the ladder and headed straight for the cooler where the crew sold beer.

         
         “Excuse me,” said Captain Katie. “We’re only at the beginning of the first stop. You can’t drink until you’re done diving
            for the day.”
         

         
         “Oh, I’m done all right.” He popped the tab on a cold one and chugged.

         
         At the end of the initial hour, Serge waited in the water behind the final scuba diver and climbed aboard.

         
         “Last out,” said Katie.

         
         “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

         
         “Your friend sure can drink.”

         
         Serge covered his eyes. “Where is he?”

         
         “Resting.”

         
         Serge walked toward the stern and kicked Coleman’s legs.

         
         “Ow!”

         
         “You can’t lie on the deck.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “You just can’t. I asked you not to embarrass me.”

         
         The Kokomo motored over to the second dive site, where Serge again squeezed every second from the hour. The boat headed back to port
            with the buddies sitting in front of the captain.
         

         
         “How was it out there today?” asked Katie.

         
         “Ultra-outrageous!” Serge flapped a laminated marine identification card. “I saw three sharks, a whole school of barracuda,
            that monster grouper of course, a queen angel, a French angel, a buttload of yellowtail, rainbow parrotfish, two spotted rays
            and a turtle . . .”
         

         
         Coleman was slumped over when they arrived back at the dock. Serge shook him. “Wake up.”

         
         Still out.

         
         Another shake. “Come on! It’s time for the tiki bar.”

         
         That was like smelling salts. Coleman charged through the group departing the boat, ran around the corner of the dock toward
            the freshwater cleaning tanks and disappeared.
         

         
         “See you in the tiki?” asked Katie.

         
         Serge strapped on his mesh backpack. “For the record, I just met him.”

         
          

         Traffic blew by on the Overseas Highway as the sun set in a blaze. A stout ocean breeze whipped palm fronds, both the live
            ones on the motel’s trees and the others on the tiki’s roof. The evening’s five-piece live band launched into Bob Seger.
         

         
         “. . . Ramblin’ gamblin’ man! . . .”

         
         Coleman quickly made himself a fixture on his stool, simultaneously working on a poor man’s boilermaker and directing the
            bartender’s attention to different bottles of booze.
         

         
         Serge finished station-keeping in the fabulous Room One and headed out to the blue-and-white Cobra to stow his diving backpack.
            He popped the trunk.
         

         
         “Mmmm! Mmmm! Mmmm!”

         
         “Oh, sorry,” said Serge. “Forgot you were in there. The gear will have to go in the back seat because I wouldn’t want to cramp
            your style. Need new duct tape?”
         

         
         “Mmmm! Mmmm! Mmmm!”

         
         “No? Great!” Slam.
         

         
         Serge entered the bar. He was the only customer pulling a hard-shell suitcase.

         
         “. . . Even the losers get lucky . . .”

         
         He commandeered an empty table and threw the lime-green luggage on top. Coleman ambled over with a glass in each hand and
            another clutched to his chest. “You’re back! Man, this is the greatest place!”
         

         
         Serge reached for a tiny key on a chain around his neck. “I must be getting old. Or maybe too excited about where we are.”

         
         Coleman upended one of the drinks. “Why do you say that?”

         
         “I completely forgot about the guy in the trunk.”

         
         “Don’t feel bad.” Guzzle. “I forgot about him, too.”

         
         “But it’s your job to forget stuff.” He stuck the key in the suitcase. “I’m losing a step.”

         
         “Aren’t you worried about him making noise and getting us discovered?”

         
         “Normally I would have conked him on the head,” said Serge. “But the band’s volume is effectively taking care of that.”

         
         “. . . You are a shooting star! . . .”

         
         Coleman waved the glass in his left hand, sloshing Maker’s Mark bourbon. “This is like freakin’ heaven!” He spun his face toward the rafters. “The monster of all tiki bars!” 

         
         “Always has been.” Serge scribbled. “But the roof used to be lower, not much above our heads.”

         
         Coleman’s right hand sloshed Bombay. “Why did they change it?”

         
         “They didn’t. Hurricane Irma did,” said Serge. “It was the cataclysmic storm of 2017, projected to churn straight up the west
            coast through all the metropolitan areas. And it did, in a way, wrecking large parts of Naples, Fort Myers and the suburbs
            east of Sarasota and Tampa.”
         

         
         “Stop! Back up to the part about this bar! What happened?”

         
         “The place was supposed to be evacuated, but for some insane reason two guys stayed behind in one of the rooms, and when Hurricane
            Irma came ashore, it was daylight. They watched the storm spin off one of its many tornadoes, which danced across the parking
            lot before lifting the entire original tiki bar straight up into the sky like Dorothy’s farmhouse.”
         

         
         “Freaky.”

         
         “Please watch your beverages. I have archives here . . .”

         
         A tradition: Some of the staff noticed Serge’s new piece of luggage, and they slowly congealed, pulling up chairs around the
            table. “What now?” “Funky artifacts?” “Gravestone rubbings?” “View-Masters?” “That was a great magazine you showed us last time.”
               “Wasn’t that 1906?”

         
         “Gets even better this time. Gather ’round.” Serge flipped the lid on his cushioned hard-shell, revealing four brown leather
            slipcases. Each held six to eight periodicals, and all the cases sported the gold embossed seal of the National Geographic
            Society.
         

         
         “Here’s your 1906,” said Serge. “And I raise you with a 1921 and a ’22, both of fishes off Florida, then a 1927 of the first published underwater color photos, taken in the Tortugas, and another from ’47, which, if you compare it to the 1927 issue, you’ll notice they’re short one island, which was erased by the Labor Day Hurricane of 1935 . . .” 

         
         The evening ended early so everyone could go diving again in the morning. Coleman was the last one out on the dance floor,
            gyrating bare-chested with stomach flab rolls, twirling his shirt over his head. “Woooo!”
         

         
         Serge gently packed up his suitcase. His pal staggered over and crashed into the table.

         
         “Will you watch it?” said Serge.

         
         “What do you want to do now?”

         
         “I don’t know about you,” said Serge. “But the band just quit for the night, so I need to go back to our car’s trunk and deal
            with noise control. Same old, same old.”
         

         
         Coleman plopped down in a chair. “You said we’re on Ramrod Key?”

         
         “Used to be called Roberts Island.”

         
         “What’s a ramrod?”

         
         “The plunger for a Revolutionary War–era muzzle-load rifle.”

         
         “How’d they get the new name?”

         
         “Another shipwreck.” Serge grabbed the suitcase’s handle. “Nobody knew how to sail back then.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Palm Beach

         

         The television’s remote control was so complicated that it had its own screen. A finger pressed a button.

         
         A TV flashed to life. Not just any TV, but the latest curved 110-inch ultra-high-definition that almost nobody could afford.

         
         Here’s what came on:

         
         Seagulls gliding above a sunrise over the Atlantic. Children playing Little League. A church letting out. A grandmother knitting.
            Students graduating high school. A bride throwing a bouquet over her shoulder. A father teaching his daughter to ride a bicycle.
            A cocker spaniel licking a laughing baby’s face. A flowing American flag. And then, almost as an afterthought, three handsome
            men in tailored suits walking slow-motion up the courthouse steps in downtown West Palm Beach.
         

         
         Finally, the trio froze as a company name shimmered across the screen.

         
         Reinhold, Nash & Sparrow, Attorneys-at-Law. Personal Injury.
         

         
         A finger pressed the remote again, pausing the commercial. A roar of applause from the audience. In its midst, three men smiled
            and accepted pats on the shoulders.
         

         
         Then back to live action. White-gloved caterers circulated with silver trays of champagne flutes and hors d’oeuvres that involved
            bacon, water chestnuts and sprigs of green. Outside at the curb, boys in white shorts snatched keys off a portable valet stand
            and ran to fetch six-figure cars.
         

         
         Chatter at the cocktail party was high on the decibel needle, partly due to alcohol, partly because there were nearly two
            hundred people.
         

         
         Sounds like a lot, but it wasn’t remotely a tight fit in the twelve-thousand-square-foot house, an all-white post-modern assemblage
            of blocks and glass. Lots of glass. For the view. It sat on the western shore of the island of Palm Beach, and the twinkling
            nightscape over Lake Worth was dizzying. It’s what had drawn a number of guests out back onto a lawn that looked like it had
            been tweezered by the grounds crew from Augusta National. Evenly spaced royal palms. A fountain with a statue of the Greek
            god Poseidon, trident and all.
         

         
         The evening wore on.

         
         Chatter and laughs became looser. The steadiest people were the catering staff, militantly poised as they arrived with more trays. The help was under a firm edict: Do not speak unless asked a question. But they couldn’t help listening: whining about taxes, complaining about domestic servants, tips on offshore banking, upcoming tennis engagements, what to name a new yacht, griping about how poor people were screwing them. Oh, and they loved the new security team with the metal detection wands that screened all the caterers each time they entered or left the house. 

         
         Thank Mother Jones magazine. It was just a few miles away in the same county, back in 2012, that presidential candidate Mitt Romney spoke at
            a $50,000-a-plate Boca Raton fundraiser. Allegedly he had been rude to a bartender on the staff, who proceeded to secretly
            film some comments about people of lesser means, and the video found its way onto the magazine’s website, causing quite the
            row. So now most staffs had to sign draconian non-disclosure agreements. And in a few cases, like with the service company
            running the show tonight, the employees also had to submit to the airport-style security wands in case someone tried to sneak
            in a banned cell phone. It helped put the guests at ease. They also enjoyed the indignity of the process.
         

         
         In the wee hours, a tipsy socialite crawled atop the grand piano and reclined like Lauren Bacall.

         
         That was the signal for the law partner named Nash to take a seat and show off his skills tinkling the ivories. And not too
            bad, but the voice was a few notes off Sinatra.
         

         
         “. . . I did it my way! . . .”

         
         Then a call for an encore of the TV ad. It began playing on a perpetual loop. More drinking, which did what drinking does.
            Two guests were going at it on the granite sink top of one of the nine bathrooms, and a pair of caterers were doing the same
            in the next. The party was such a success that it required reinforcement. A handful of employees were dispatched on an emergency
            run for more supplies. They arrived back at the front door, out of breath, with fresh cases of liquor and finger food.
         

         
         “Hold it,” said a security guard.

         
         “Seriously?” said a caterer, using a knee to shift the weight of a box of booze. “We were just here.”

         
         “And you left.” The guard ran his detecting wand over each of them. “Okay, you’re good to go in.”

         
         “Unbelievable.”

         
         “I heard that!” the guard yelled as they disappeared into the kitchen. Then he glanced around surreptitiously, and pulled
            out his own phone . . .
         

         
         One of the guests staggered up to Nash. “But the commercial doesn’t say anything.”

         
         “It’s not supposed to.” The lawyer smiled. “That’s how it works.”

         
         “He’s right,” said another guest. “I talked to some ad guys, and they say it’s pure genius. People project onto it what they
            want, and it’s all positive . . . What is this? The twentieth ad?”
         

         
         “Twenty-sixth,” said Nash.

         
         A whistle. “Must cost a fortune.”

         
         “Two fortunes,” said Nash. “The best production values money can buy.”

         
         The guest was right. The ads had made the attorneys local celebrities, and now strangers were stopping them on the street
            to have pictures taken with them. TV is magical that way. Everyone loved the commercials.
         

         
         Almost everyone.

         
         “I hate those fucking commercials,” said a guest double-fisting champagne glasses on the back lawn.

         
         “Shhhh!” said his friend. “They might hear you.”

         
         “I couldn’t care less. I hate the whole law firm.”

         
         “Then why do you come to these parties?”

         
         “Because I have to do business with these assholes.” He drained one of the glasses, then the other. “It’s just not fair. Those
            ads are starting to taint the jury pools. As soon as those jerks walk in the courtroom, it’s like movie stars have arrived
            on the red carpet.”
         

         
         “TV has that odd effect,” said the friend. “See someone on the tube enough times, and then meet them in person and it’s belly
            up. Go figure the human psyche.”
         

         
         “They can blow me.”

         
         “You really should keep your voice down. I hear they’re actually skilled litigators.”

         
         “The best. That’s why it’s so unfair.” One of his glasses fell to the ground, and he grabbed a new one from a passing caterer. “Our insurance company has some of the most experienced number-crunchers in the business, and they head off ninety-nine percent of trials with the smallest cash settlements. But all that goes out the window with these guys. They get at least double the normal offers, just so we can avoid those awestruck looks in the jurors’ eyes . . .” 

         
         His friend reached out for the glass in his other hand. “I don’t think you really need that drink.”

         
         The caterers packed up, and the valets loaded their key-ring stand into the back of a panel truck. Just the three law partners
            were left, sitting out back by the water with cigars and cognac.
         

         
         “It doesn’t get any better,” said Nash.

         
         “We finally have everything we always wanted,” said Reinhold.

         
         Sparrow puffed his stogie. “I want more.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            South Florida

         

         A blue-and-white 1970 Ford Torino Cobra approached the SunPass transponder lanes at one of the southernmost tollbooths in
            the country. Twin royal-blue sport stripes ran over the muscle car’s roof and down the turbo hood scoop to the front bumper.
         

         
         “Hot damn!” Serge slapped the steering wheel with the hand that wasn’t taking photos out the window. “I love these trademark
            curved canopies over the toll lanes here. I become like Pavlov’s dog and start drooling. Figuratively, not like what you’re
            doing.”
         

         
         “Why?” Coleman wiped his mouth and cracked another Schlitz between his legs.

         
         “Because those canopies tell me the Rickenbacker Causeway is coming up. I love the Rickenbacker! I always get tingles when I head out the bottom of Miami and across the bay, first to tiny Virginia Key, which still holds sway with that now-vintage gold geodesic dome over the dolphin tank at the Miami Seaquarium. I still can’t get my head around the fact it’s now almost seventy years old.” 

         
         “That’s more than a century.” Coleman burped.

         
         “And on the left . . .” Serge made the sign of the cross. “Former site of Jimbo’s, the ramshackle eclectic smoked fish and
            bocce court compound, which was filmed as an eerie Everglades outpost in the inaugural season of Miami Vice. R.I.P.”
         

         
         “I remember that place.” Coleman scratched an armpit. “I fell off the dock.”

         
         “And in the middle of a big magazine model shoot no less.” Serge crested the bridge. “That’s what made Jimbo’s authentic.
            Its milieu was so crusty that it crossed the axis into glamour. I will never understand the fashion industry.”
         

         
         The Cobra eased off the gas, touching down on an island and racing through a corridor of coconut palms and sea grapes. Camera
            still out the window.
         

         
         “Crandon Park!” Click, click, click. “It’s what makes Key Biscayne so special, dangling down out here in the Atlantic, the north and south ends totally nature-protected
            parks, and in between a tiny community. But what a community! . . .” Serge cut the wheel hard and wound his way west on Harbor
            Drive to a tiny side street.
         

         
         “Why are you slowing down?” asked Coleman.

         
         Tires pulled to the curb. “There it is! There it is!”

         
         “What? Big houses?”

         
         “It looks different now, but the ghosts still haunt.” Serge swept an arm out the window. “At 490 Bay Lane, Nixon bagman and
            confidant Bebe Rebozo held court, and the president became enamored with the island and purchased his so-called Southern White
            House at 500 Bay Lane—”
         

         
         Bam, bam, bam!

         
         Coleman turned around in his seat and looked toward the trunk. “It’s that guy again.”

         
         Serge’s head sagged. “I can’t tell you how tiresome that gets. You can only turn up the radio so loud.” He reached under his seat for a tire iron. “Wait here. I won’t be long.” 

         
         Coleman watched as Serge exited the car and popped the trunk. Wham, wham, wham. The trunk closed. Serge got back in. “Where were we?”
         

         
         “The president.”

         
         “Right!” The Cobra pulled away from the curb. “Between these houses you can catch a glimpse of what’s affectionately been
            dubbed Nixon Beach.”
         

         
         “I’m seeing a lot of boats near shore.”

         
         “It’s a Saturday. Just wait . . .” He drove at barely above idle speed.

         
         They began hearing music drifting in off the water on a breeze, louder and louder.

         
         “. . . I . . . want to rock and roll all night! . . .”

         
         “Holy shit!” said Coleman. “There’s now a million boats! Look at all the bikinis! All the booze! Someone just fell overboard!
            It’s off the hook!”
         

         
         “It’s the infamous Nixon Beach sandbar,” said Serge. “Who would have thought that Tricky Dick’s lasting legacy would be wild
            weekend flotillas so bacchanalian that they’re chronicled on YouTube?”
         

         
         “Can we go?” asked Coleman. “Please?”

         
         “We’re going someplace even better.”

         
         “Count me in!”

         
         A few minutes later, a few miles south, the Cobra rolled toward a guard booth in the middle of the road.

         
         “Coleman, open the glove compartment and hand me the book.”

         
         “This thing? What is it?”

         
         “Only my new bible.” Serge set it in his lap as they neared the shack. “It’s changed my life. And I owe it all to the state’s
            foremost keepers of the flame.”
         

         
         “Who’s that?”

         
         “Why, our Florida park rangers, of course!” Serge held up the book. “A few years back they launched an over-the-top program
            and began selling these spiral-bound faux-leather green albums.”
         

         
         “Looks small.”

         
         “But it packs a wallop.” Serge thumbed pages. “This is their passport book, where you can collect official stamps for the
            state’s more than one hundred and seventy parks. I’ve already visited most of them, but that was before the book, which requires
            me to come back. The sly devils.”
         

         
         A smiling ranger came to the window as the Cobra eased to a stop. “Good afternoon, fellas.”

         
         “And a glorious afternoon back at you!” He displayed a card from his wallet. “This is my annual pass, so no fee coming from
            this car. That’s the way it goes when you foolishly offer a volume discount to someone of my personality composition. I feel
            like I’m actually making money! . . . And this, as I’m sure you’re well aware, is your passport book, you wily fiends! I mean
            that affectionately. It promotes such a bonding human transaction: I hand over the treasured book from my sweaty, eager palms,
            and you in turn get to pull out your little ink pad and super-authority stamper. Don’t you see? It empowers us both. I only
            have one quibble. Check out these two opposing pages. The Skyway Fishing Pier in Tampa Bay is a state park, but look at this
            ridiculousness. The guy stamped the wrong page, the one for Egmont Key. And he stamped it upside down. I said, ‘You just fucked up my whole book!’ He shrugged and said sorry. But you know why this happened? Because that park is the only one where a real ranger doesn’t stamp your book, but instead some dude behind the fishing counter selling bait is issued the sacred ink pad. I mean, they don’t let just anyone be notary publics. Actually they do, but you understand what I’m getting at. Then I ask him where’s his stamp for Egmont Key, which they also have because it takes a ferry to get to the island in the mouth of the bay where there’s no office. And he pulls it out—upside down again—but luckily I was on high alert and threw my hand over the page just in time, and he stamped the back of my hand, and I said, ‘Whoa! Give me that thing before you hurt yourself.’ And he just shrugs again and passes it over, which I know is a major security breach that you’ll now be required to report for investigation, but citizens can only be pushed so far. Right? Staying with me? . . .” 

         
         “Uh, cars are beginning to stack up behind you.”

         
         “Then stamp away and we’ll be off!”

         
         Ink hit the page and tires squealed. “Wooo-hooo!”

         
         “That was weird.” Coleman looked around. “So where’s this place that’s better than chicks and booze?”

         
         “We’re in it,” said Serge, sticking his freshly stamped page an inch from Coleman’s face. “Bill Baggs State Park, hanging
            off the bottom of Key Biscayne at Cape Florida.”
         

         
         “Doesn’t sound better.”

         
         “Just wait and see . . .”

         
          

         Serge cupped hands around his mouth and yelled straight down a hundred feet. “Coleman, what are you doing down there?”

         
         “I’m tired.”

         
         “But you’re missing everything!” He clutched the antique railing below a huge ring of glass. “It’s the nineteenth-century
            Cape Florida Lighthouse, arguably the most prominent in all the state! Don Johnson was up here when he had amnesia and thought
            he was a drug dealer.”
         

         
         Coleman remained flat on his back. “I gave it my best.”

         
         “You only made it ten steps up the spiral staircase.”

         
         “Like I said.”

         
         “But—” Serge waved an arm over the southern tip of the island. “You can see Stiltsville—the authentic old Florida—sticking out of the water in a channel a mile offshore. Who knows how long before a hurricane wipes out the last half-dozen wooden pioneer homes? In the mid-1900s, it had mushroomed into a swinging scene the likes of which Florida may never see again, a virtually lawless rebel enclave with places like the Calvert Club, Crawfish Eddie’s, the Bikini Club and the Quarterdeck, which was featured in Life magazine and later raided over gambling rumors.”
         

         
         “Stilts.” Coleman sarcastically twirled a finger in the air. “Wooo.”

         
         Serge shook his head and climbed back down.

         
         Coleman followed him to their car. “I don’t know why you’re so sore.”

         
         “Because these moments are more fun if you can share them. Destiny, for better or worse, has stuck me with you as my soul
            mate. Who decides this shit?” He opened the driver’s door and pulled something out of the back seat.
         

         
         “A kite?” asked Coleman.

         
         “I’m having a personal kite rebirth. Kites are back! And they’re also perfect for the beach.” They began trekking across the
            sand, Coleman with his flask and Serge wearing a backpack. “People grow up and forget the childhood joy of kites. It was my
            first taste of the empowerment theme I’ve been annoyingly beating to death, able to send something aloft beyond the surly
            bounds of earth. But I never realized how much technology had evolved since those early days of flimsy paper and sticks . . .”
         

         
         A half hour later, a huge dragon-shaped kite swooped through the clear sky.

         
         Coleman chugged his furtive flask of Jim Beam. “Why did we walk way the hell over to this end?”

         
         “Because all the other people are back on the popular part of the beach,” said Serge. “Don’t get me wrong: I love people,
            but I’m a big believer in absence making the heart grow fonder.”
         

         
         Coleman looked around. “We’re totally alone over here.”

         
         “To enjoy our thoughts and camaraderie.”

         
         Another chug, followed by a nod. “Have to admit that’s a pretty righteous kite.”

         
         “One of the latest state-of-the-art models.” Serge deftly maneuvered it against the onshore wind. “I started with a small one and practiced like mad. Then I saw all these insane kites on
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