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Let me start by saying that this book is entirely a work of fiction, which is what authors are legally required to say when they absolutely do not want to get sued by furniture companies, law enforcement agencies, or anyone named Morrison.

The events in this story never happened.

The idea for this book came to me one night when you're trying to stay awake by entertaining increasingly ridiculous hypothetical scenarios. "What if," I thought, "someone decided to buy a metal detector and actually found something?" And then, because my brain works the way it does, that "something" became "someone," and suddenly I had Dale Morrison standing in my imagination, holding a shovel, looking down at a very unexpected discovery.

I should mention that I do own a metal. Everything Dale, Ruby, and Mark do wrong with that piece of equipment, and they do nearly everything wrong, is based on personal extensive experience and an assumption that incompetence is funny. Which it is.

I should also mention that if you are currently employed at a furniture factory and are reading this during your break, please put the metal detector idea out of your head right now. It will not end well. It will end with you standing in your backyard at 2 AM with a shovel, questioning every decision that led you to this moment. Trust me on this. I have a creative imagination, but I'm not creative enough to make up the kind of regret that comes from impulse purchases based on infomercials.

The characters in this book are fictional, but they're also not. They're composites of people I've worked with over the years: the optimist who genuinely believes the next scheme will work, the pragmatist who knows it won't but goes along anyway, the anxious overthinker who probably should have said no from the start. If you recognize yourself in any of these characters, congratulations, you've made questionable decisions in a group setting. Welcome to the club. We have t-shirts. They're cheap because we bought them in bulk without really thinking it through.

Dale, Ruby, and Mark are not heroes. They're not detectives. They're just three people who stumbled into something way over their heads and managed to survive mostly through a combination of luck, panic, and the kind of desperate decision-making that makes for good comedy and terrible life advice.

This book is for everyone who's ever worked a job they didn't particularly like, made a purchase they couldn't afford, or gotten involved in a plan they should have walked away from. It's for everyone who's ever looked at their bank account and thought, "What if I just... found money somehow?"

Spoiler alert: metal detecting is not the answer.

But it makes for a pretty good story.

So here it is. A tale of treasure hunting, terrible decisions, and the kind of friendship that only forms when you've collectively done something incredibly stupid and somehow survived it.

Just remember: this is fiction.

The real people I worked with were much smarter than Dale, Ruby, and Mark.

Well, mostly smarter.

Okay, fine, equally smart, but none of them ever found a body.

As far as I know.

—Don Fisher

Indiana, 2025
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​Chapter 1: The Pitch
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The thing about working at a furniture factory at 2 AM is that it gives you plenty of time to make terrible decisions.

Dale Morrison had made approximately four terrible decisions in the last year, which was actually pretty good for him. The divorce was mutual, so that one only half-counted. Adopting a three-legged pit bull from the shelter was arguably a wash, terrible for his security deposit, great for his mental health. The impulse tattoo of a phoenix on his shoulder (inspired by a particularly emotional episode of a self-help podcast) was regrettable but hidden under work shirts. And the decision to watch seven hours of true crime documentaries instead of sleeping before his next work shift was just poor time management.

But this new idea? This one had potential.

Dale had been watching true crime documentaries the night before in a single-wide trailer and was on his seventh episode of American Greed and his third bowl of off-brand Frosted Flakes when the news segment came on. He should have been sleeping. His shift at Morrison Furniture Manufacturing, no relation, unfortunately, had ended ninety minutes prior, and he was due back in twelve hours for another thrilling eight-hour journey through belt sanders and wood stain fumes. But sleep felt like admitting defeat, like acknowledging that this was his life now: divorced, broke, living in a trailer that smelled perpetually of dog and regret, eating cereal because cooking felt like too much of a commitment.

"And tonight, a Florida man's beach walk turns into a treasure hunter's dream," the news anchor said with the kind of enthusiasm usually reserved for lottery winners and surprise celebrity pregnancies. "James Knap of Fort Lauderdale was metal detecting on Delray Beach when his detector hit on something extraordinary."

Dale sat up, sloshing milk onto his pajama pants. Rusty snored.

The screen cut to a middle-aged guy in cargo shorts and a sunburn, holding what looked like a muddy cloth bag. "I thought it was going to be bottle caps," James Knap said, grinning like someone who'd just won an argument with his wife. "I find bottle caps every weekend. But then I opened it up and..." He dumped the contents onto a table: dozens of blackened coins, crusty with age and sand.

"The coins," the anchor continued breathlessly, "have been authenticated as Spanish reales dating from the early 1700s, likely from a shipwreck. Conservative estimates put their value at over fifty thousand dollars."

Dale's spoon clattered into his bowl.

Fifty thousand dollars.

Fifty. Thousand. Dollars.

That was... that was everything. That was the $1,200 he owed in back child support to his ex-wife Stephanie. That was the transmission in his truck that made a grinding sound the mechanic had described as "not good" with the kind of understatement that meant "extremely expensive." That was the hot water heater in his trailer that groaned every morning like it was digesting rocks, and which his landlord kept insisting was "just settling" despite sounding like a demon trying to claw its way out of purgatory.

Fifty thousand dollars would solve his life.

He fumbled for his phone, 11% battery, of course, and Googled "how much does metal detector cost."

$29.99 for a piece of plastic garbage that wouldn't find a car in a parking lot.

$89.99 for something that looked promising until he read the reviews: "stopped working after two weeks," "couldn't find a quarter in my backyard," "my ten-year-old threw it away."

$599 for the Garrett AT Pro, which had 4.5 stars and reviews from people with usernames like TreasureHunter1967 and BeachBumBillionaire. "Found a Civil War belt buckle my first week." "Paid for itself in jewelry within six months." "Best investment I ever made."

Dale did the math. Six hundred dollars. He had... he checked his bank app... $143.27. But payday was Friday. That would get him to maybe $800, and then he had to pay rent ($600), utilities ($150ish), groceries (whatever was left, which was usually ramen and the dreams of a better life).

But.

But if he didn't buy the metal detector alone. If he got Ruby and Mark to go in on it. Split three ways. Two hundred dollars each.

He could do two hundred dollars. He could skip a few meals. Eat ramen for two weeks. Tell Stephanie the support check would be late again, she was already furious with him, what was one more week? His truck's transmission would last a little longer. Probably. Maybe.

Dale looked at Rusty, who had woken up and was staring at him with the kind of judgment only dogs and ex-wives can really nail.

"Don't look at me like that," Dale said. "This is different. This is a real opportunity."

Rusty yawned, showing all his pearly whites.

"I'm doing this," Dale announced to his empty trailer. "I'm going to find treasure."

His phone battery died.

He took it as a sign to go to bed, but his brain was already running numbers, making plans, calculating the exact pitch he'd need to convince Ruby and Mark that this wasn't insane.

It wasn't insane.

It was just... optimistic.

And Dale was, if nothing else, professionally optimistic.

The next night at work, Dale adjusted his safety glasses and guided another tabletop through the belt sander, his mind only half on the task. The other half was calculating. Planning. Running numbers that would have horrified anyone who actually understood math.

Fifty thousand dollars.

That's what the guy on the news had found with a metal detector. Just walking around some beach in Florida, beep, beep, beep, beep, and suddenly he's pulling out a bag of coins worth fifty grand. Spanish doubloons or something equally pirate related. The news anchor had been nearly orgasmic describing it, which Dale felt was unprofessional but also completely understandable.

Fifty thousand dollars would solve everything. 

He'd spent the twelve hours between his treasure revelation and his night shift doing what he called "research" and what a reasonable person would call "falling down an internet rabbit hole while ignoring all his responsibilities."

Metal detecting forums. YouTube channels dedicated to "the hobby." Facebook groups where middle-aged men posted pictures of rusty nails with captions like "Civil War era? Need help identifying!" and got forty comments of other middle-aged men arguing about oxidation patterns.

There was a whole world out there of people walking around with metal detectors, finding stuff. Real stuff. Valuable stuff. A guy in Michigan found a Revolutionary War sword worth twelve thousand dollars. A woman in Minnesota found a diamond ring at a park and returned it to the owner, who rewarded her with five hundred dollars. A kid in Illinois found a stash of silver dollars in his backyard worth eight grand.

This wasn't fantasy. This was documented. These were real people finding real money.

Why not Dale Morrison from Armstrong, Iowa?

Why not him?

"You're doing that thing again," Ruby called from her station twenty feet down the line.

"What thing?"

"That thing where you're clearly not paying attention and you're about to sand your thumb off."

Dale looked down. His thumb was, in fact, dangerously close to the belt. He adjusted his grip. "I'm fine. I'm a professional."

"You're a disaster with a W-2."

Ruby Chenney had worked the day shift for three years, but she stayed late on Wednesdays to rack up overtime because her daughter Emma had recently announced she needed braces. Not wanted. Needed. Apparently, Emma's overbite was so severe it would eventually cause TMJ, which Ruby had never heard of but which the orthodontist had explained would lead to chronic jaw pain, headaches, and potential long-term joint damage if left untreated. The kind of medical phrases that came with a $3,200 price tag and the information that insurance would cover "exactly jack shit" because straight teeth were considered cosmetic.

She was thirty-one but looked younger, except around the eyes, where the math of single parenthood had left its mark. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail that had probably been neat nine hours ago but was now leaning to one side like a ship taking on water. She also waitressed Friday and Saturday nights at Applebee's, which she hated but which brought in an extra $300 a month if she smiled at the right people and pretended, she enjoyed her job.

She did not enjoy her job. Either of them.

"I have an idea," Dale announced.

"Oh no."

"You haven't even heard it yet."

"I don't need to hear it. I can see it on your face. It's the same face you made before the storage unit bidding thing."

"That was a calculated investment opportunity."

"You paid three hundred dollars for a unit full of someone's dead grandmother's ceramic cat collection."

"They might be vintage."

"They're worth five dollars at a yard sale. Combined. I was there when you tried to sell them, remember? Mrs. Henderson offered you three dollars and a casserole dish, and you took the casserole dish."

"To be fair, It's a really nice casserole dish!"

"Dale, what's the idea?"

The belt sander whirred between them. The factory hummed its eternal song of production and repetitive motion injuries. Somewhere in the back, Gary from maintenance was probably doing something that violated OSHA regulations. It was a Wednesday like any other Wednesday.

Except it wasn't.

"Metal detecting."

Ruby blinked. "Like... with a metal detector?"

"Yes, with a metal detector. That's generally how metal detecting works." Dale pulled out his phone, ignoring the factory's no-phones-on-the-floor policy that everyone ignored. "Look. This guy in Florida found fifty thousand dollars worth of coins. Just walking around on a beach."

"Florida's different. They have pirates and tourists. We have corn and Methodist churches."

"We have history. The whole Underground Railroad ran through Iowa. Civil War soldiers probably marched through here. Hell, this county's been inhabited for like two hundred years. You're telling me nobody dropped anything valuable?"

"I'm telling you that if there was valuable stuff lying around, someone would have found it by now."

"Not if they weren't looking." Dale was warming to his pitch now, which was dangerous. When Dale warmed to a pitch, rational thought tended to leave the room. "Think about it. How many people in Armstrong actually own metal detectors? Five? Ten? And they're probably all middle-aged dudes doing it as a hobby, not as a serious treasure-hunting operation."

"Treasure-hunting operation," Ruby repeated slowly. "You sound like a child."

"I sound like someone who's about to be rich."

"You sound like someone who's about to waste money on a metal detector, and I say this as someone who once watched you buy an 'investment quality' Beanie Baby on eBay for forty dollars."

"That Beanie Baby was a Princess Diana memorial edition!"

"It was worth eight dollars. You lost thirty-two dollars on a stuffed bear."

"The market was volatile."

The bell for break sounded, which was generous, it was really more of a buzzer that sounded like a fire alarm having an anxiety attack. They headed for the break room, a depressing space painted in what Dale could only describe as "institutional beige" and furnished with a card table, six mismatched chairs, and a vending machine that had been threatening to die since 2019 but hung on out of spite.

Mark Williams was already there, eating a sandwich his mother had made him and reading something on his phone with the posture of a man examining evidence of the apocalypse.

"Did you guys see this?" he asked without looking up.

"See what?" Ruby grabbed her lunch from the communal fridge, which was one of three items in the factory Dale didn't trust. The fridge, the elevator, and Gary from maintenance.

"Article about how metal detecting is disturbing ancient burial sites. Says people are looting indigenous artifacts and it's destroying archaeological context." Mark looked up, his eyes wide behind his glasses. "That's definitely cursed behavior. You mess with burial sites, you get haunted."

"People with metal detectors are not messing with burial sites," Dale said quickly. Too quickly.

Mark's eyes narrowed. "Why are you defending people with metal detectors?"

"No reason."

"Dale has a new scheme," Ruby offered, sitting down with her sad desk salad. "He wants to buy a metal detector."

"Absolutely not," Mark said immediately, pulling out his lucky rabbit's foot keychain and rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger. "No. I know where this is going and the answer is no."

"You haven't heard the full pitch."

"I don't need to hear the full pitch. Your pitches always sound good until we're three hours into them and I'm asking myself how I got here."

Mark was forty-three but looked older, mostly because worry had been aging him since approximately 1987. He was tall and thin in a way that suggested he'd been trying to gain weight his entire life and failing. His mother, who he lived with and took care of, had been "frail" for fifteen years and showed no signs of actually dying, which Mark treated as both a blessing and a source of constant anxiety. She was currently worried about: her blood pressure, the neighbor's tree that might fall on the house, birds building nests in the gutters, the economy, the weather, her feet, whether Mark was eating enough vegetables, and a suspicious mole on her back that she refused to let a doctor look at because what if it was cancer?

He worked the swing shift, 2 PM to 10 PM, which meant he was only in the break room at the same time as Dale and Ruby during the Wednesday overtime situation. The rest of the week, their friendship existed primarily via a group text thread that was mostly Mark predicting disasters and Ruby sending eye-roll emojis.

"Just hear me out," Dale said, pulling up the news article on his phone. "This guy in Florida..."

"Florida doesn't count," Mark interrupted. "Florida is where normal rules don't apply. People in Florida wrestle alligators and eat an unusual amount of key lime pie. We can't base financial decisions on Florida."

"Fine. Not Florida." Dale scrolled rapidly. "Okay, here. Guy in Michigan found a Revolutionary War sword worth twelve thousand dollars. Michigan! That's basically the same as Iowa."

"Michigan has lakes and Detroit. We have neither."

"We have the Des Moines River."

"The Des Moines River is a creek with delusions of grandeur," Ruby said with a mouthful of lettuce.

Dale pressed on, undeterred. "Look, I'm not saying we'll find fifty thousand dollars. I'm saying we pool our money, buy a decent metal detector, and spend a few weekends looking. Worst case scenario is that we find nothing and we're out two hundred bucks each."

"Two hundred dollars each?" Mark looked physically pained, like Dale had just suggested they set their money on fire and dance around it. "That's... that's a lot of money."

"It's an investment."

"It's a gamble."

"What's the difference?" Dale challenged.

"An investment has a reasonable expectation of return. A gamble is hoping magic happens."

"I need magic to happen," Ruby said quietly. Both men looked at her. She shrugged. "Emma needs braces. Thirty-two hundred dollars. Insurance covers exactly none of it because apparently straight teeth are cosmetic." She said the last word with the bitterness of someone who'd been on the phone with her insurance company for forty-five minutes that morning. "So yeah. Magic sounds good right now."

"Ruby..." Mark softened, his hand going to his rabbit's foot again. "The braces thing is really rough. But two hundred dollars is also a lot of money for you to gamble when you need thirty-two hundred."

"I know. But it's less than thirty-two hundred." She looked at Dale. "You really think we could find something valuable?"

"I think people have been living here for two hundred years. People lose things. People bury things and forget where they put them. People hide jewelry during robberies and die before they can retrieve it." Dale was really rolling now. "All that stuff is still out there, just waiting for someone to find it. Why not us?"

"Because we have terrible luck?" Mark suggested.

"We have average luck. Which means we're due for something good."

"That's not how probability works."

"It's how hope works."

They sat in silence for a moment, the only sound was the vending machine's death rattle and the distant machinery of the factory floor...and of course mark tapping his lucky rabbit’s foot nervously on the table. 

"What kind of metal detector are we talking about?" Ruby finally asked.

Dale pulled up the website he'd definitely been looking at for several days. "I found one on sale. The Garrett AT Pro. It's water resistant, has good depth range, and it's got excellent reviews from the treasure-hunting community."

"There's a treasure-hunting community?" Mark asked weakly.

"There's a community for everything, Mark. There's a community for people who collect vintage lunch boxes. There's a community for people who race riding lawnmowers. Why wouldn't there be a community for finding actual valuable things?"

Dale showed them the listing. "It's six hundred dollars normally, but it's on sale for five hundred and ninety-nine."

"That's not on sale, that's a dollar off," Ruby pointed out.

"Every bit helps. Split three ways, it's two hundred each, basically."

"One hundred ninety-nine point sixty-seven," Mark corrected automatically. "Each."

"See? Less than two hundred."

"Dale, this is insane," Mark said, but his voice had lost some of its conviction. "We don't know what we're doing. We don't know where to look. We don't know..."

"That's why we'll figure it out together. I'll do research. We'll start with public spaces so we're not trespassing. We'll go early mornings before work, a couple hours at a time. Give it a month. If we find nothing, we sell the metal detector and get most of our money back."

"You really think someone will buy a used metal detector?" Ruby asked.

"The treasure-hunting community is very active on Facebook Marketplace," Dale said with the confidence of someone who'd been falling down internet rabbit holes for days.

Mark rubbed his face. "This is a terrible idea."

"Probably," Dale agreed.

"We're going to waste our money and our time."

"Maybe."

"My mother is going to ask me where the money went and I'm going to have to tell her I invested in a treasure-hunting scheme with my coworkers."

"You could lie," Ruby suggested helpfully.

"I can't lie to my mother. She has a sixth sense. Plus, she's Catholic. The guilt would kill me before the lie even fully formed." I'd be like, 'I spent it on...' and then I'd just combust from the weight of my sins."

"So, you're saying no?" Dale asked.

Mark was quiet for a long moment. Then: "Emma really needs braces?"

Ruby nodded. "The orthodontist says if we wait, it could cause problems with her jaw alignment. She's already self-conscious about smiling in pictures."

"Damn it." Mark pulled out his phone. "How do we split this? Venmo?"

"You're in?" Dale's face lit up like someone had just told him he'd won the lottery.

"I'm in for one month. Four weekends. If we find nothing, we sell it and never speak of this again." And if anything seems cursed, I mean anything, we stop immediately. I'm not messing with supernatural forces over two hundred dollars."
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