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ItHappened

NightOne

The Emerald Coast is known for its spectacular 
sunsets, playfully buoying on the Gulf’s hori-
zon before silently slipping away in a brilliant 
red-hot blaze. And on most evenings, as the 

daylight so stunningly gives way to dusk, the beachgoers 
pack it up and retreat from the shore and many locals 
pack it in and make their way home from work.

But that doesn’t mean the energy of the Emerald 

Coast fades to dark as well. An entirely different 
persona emerges for this eclectic collection of beachside 
communities at dusk and lingers throughout the night.

The Emerald Coast’s night shift, if you will, is full of 
activity, with more workers – and players – than you 
might imagine. Some of these night owls are seen in 
plain view and some are seemingly hidden away, yet 
equally as important. 
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At Emerald Coast Magazine, we wanted to 
know the area’s other half, the people who, after 
dark, continue to drive our economy, protect our 
wellbeing, enjoy our resources and amenities and 
prepare Walton and Okaloosa counties for the 
coming day. What’s more, we wanted to give a 
journalistic snapshot of what they do and what 
happens in our area overnight – which led to 

the making of what we hope to be a unique and 
revealing essay.

On one random Thursday night this summer, five 
teams of equally curious and creative writers and 
photographers set out to capture the overnight life of 
the area. Twelve hours and hundreds of photos later, we 
were ready to tell the story, just as the most amazing 
sunrise began to illuminate the Emerald Coast.

8:20 p.m. While her parents take turns 

visiting stores at Destin Commons, 9-year-

old Abby McCrite of Birmingham, Ala., races 

through the 49-head pop-up fountain park 

with her younger brother, Will. The kid-

friendly water feature is one of the can’t-

miss attractions for the family, which makes 

the trip to Destin twice a year.
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7:00 p.m.

6:26 p.m.
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6:04 p.m.

6:11 p.m.

5:48 p.m.

5:48 p.m. Bartender Roxanne 

Angelle pours multiple margaritas 

on the rocks at Cantina Laredo 

on Grand Boulevard. The newly 

opened Mexican restaurant is the 

place to go for happy hour; visitors 

also can enjoy fresh guacamole 

that’s made right at their table. 

6:04 p.m.  Family and friends 

gather to witness as Natalie Nesbitt 

and Daniel Cambron, both of Bir-

mingham, Ala., tie the knot beach-

side at one of Seaside’s quaint 

pavilions. The photographer for the 

midsummer destination wedding 

keeps the couple in view, captur-

ing the precious moment on film 

for the newlyweds. 6:11 p.m. 
Through October, trained and 

certified lifeguards staff six tow-

ers along the Beaches of South 

Walton from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. 

As part of his end-of-day duties, 

second-year lifeguard Joe Seratto 

sweeps out the equipment shed 

at Ed Walline Park. Earlier in the 

day at Tower 4, an elderly woman 

visiting from Cleveland gave Se-

ratto a tiny angel ornament after 

he helped her down to the beach 

to be with her family. 6:26 p.m. 
Stacy DiDonato, assistant show 

director at Florida’s Gulfarium, says 

good night to a flippered friend 

in the attraction’s 600,000-gallon 

dolphin tank. DiDonato said the 

Gulfarium, which opened in 1955, 

is the oldest continuously operat-

ing marine show in the world. 

7:00 p.m. The chapel at the Fort 

Walton Beach Waterfront Mission, 

which receives approximately 25 

people seeking food and shelter 

nightly, fills up by 7 p.m. This eve-

ning, the routine begins with dinner 

and ends with residents attending 

chapel, conducted by Chaplain 

George McCaulley. 

ItHappened
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6:33 p.m. Chef Bruce “Flame-

thrower” McAdoo cooks up some 

fine food for diners at Seagar’s. The 

five-star restaurant, where McAdoo 

reigns supreme in the kitchen, is 

located at the Hilton Sandestin 

Beach Golf Resort and Spa.  

7:20 p.m. The sun sets in a blaze 

of fiery brilliance as a couple en-

joys the extraordinary beauty of the 

Emerald Coast’s natural resources 

at Grayton State Park. Their peace-

ful bliss is shared in a more ener-

getic form by a child who skips in 

the surf during those final magical 

moments of daylight. 7:33 p.m. 
The casino-theme night has every-

one excited to dance at the Fred 

Astaire Dance School in Fort Walton 

Beach. Bill Sykes enjoys getting a 

little extra help from his instructor, 

Georgia Ambarian, before trying to 

make the steps work with his wife, 

Ruth. On theme night, someone 

always goes home with free les-

sons after winning a game or two. 

7:44 p.m. Destin band Ooh La La 

entertains the relaxed summertime 

crowd as part of the Mattie Kelly 

Arts Foundation’s six-week Concerts 

in the Park series. From blankets, 

lawn chairs and reserved tables, 

nearly 500 listeners ate and drank 

as they were treated to such songs 

as “King of the Road,” “Mack the 

Knife” and “I’ve Got You, Babe.” 

8:07 p.m. Capt. Brett Justus, pilot 

for SATSair, checks out the avionics 

of his Cirrus air taxi at the Destin-

Fort Walton Beach Airport. The 

airport is popular with corporate 

clients and holiday travelers; on 

this past Memorial Day, the facility 

hosted some 200 aircraft. 
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7:44  p.m.

7:33 p.m.

7:20 p.m.
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8:07 p.m. 6:33 p.m.
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9:46 p.m.
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9:41 p.m.

9:27 p.m.

8:36 p.m.

9:41 p.m.

8:36 p.m. It’s a little past bedtime 

for 1-year-old Braden Ray and he 

struggles to stay awake as his mother, 

Julie Ray, reads aloud one of his favor-

ite stories, “The Very Hungry Caterpil-

lar.” It must be the swimming lessons 

that have worn Braden out; however, 

his dad, Scott Ray, says that no mat-

ter how tired Braden is, he will auto-

matically rise and shine around 6 a.m. 

9:27 p.m. It’s closing time at Silver 

Sands Factory Stores. In front of the Off 

Fifth Saks Fifth Avenue Outlet, a main-

tenance worker tells a group of young 

adults that “we are shutting down and 

I need to pull the umbrella – it will just 

take a minute.” The four friends are 

enjoying the night air after a night of 

shopping at the nation’s largest design-

er outlet center. 9:41 p.m. The Red 

Bar Jazz Band has been entertaining 

the dinner crowd at the Grayton Beach 

restaurant five nights a week for almost 

10 years. An average Thursday night in 

the summer peaks at around 7:30 p.m. 

(the band begins playing at 7 p.m.), 

with the Friday and Saturday night 

crowds packing the popular nightspot 

until 11. Don’t forget: No reservations 

and no credit cards. 9:41 p.m. Call 

complete, Station Four’s Pierce ladder 

truck returns to the nest as Fire/Rescue 

member Mark Lee helps direct the driv-

er. Over the last 10 years, the number 

of calls in the South Walton Fire District 

has tripled. The population of South 

Walton ordinarily is 25,000 but goes up 

to 100,000 on a busy weekend during 

the peak season. 9:46 p.m. Students 

from Kaleo Ministries are spending 

their summer on a sabbatical in Destin. 

These four young men, engrossed in 

the book of Ephesians, are working on 

studying different sections of the Bible 

throughout their journey. This particular 

evening, Starbucks in Sandestin seems 

to be a perfect sanctuary. 
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9:34 p.m. 8:38 p.m.
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10:34 p.m.

10:10 p.m.9:06 p.m.

8:38-10:34 p.m. On any given 

night, the U.S. Coast Guard is out 

patrolling Destin Harbor. They 

spend most of their time board-

ing boats looking for proper safety 

equipment and keeping an eye 

out for BUIs – boating-under-the-

influence offenses. This night is 

no different until a call comes over 

the radio that the Okaloosa County 

Sheriff’s Office needs assistance at 

the Brooks Bridge. A man, standing 

outside the railing, is threatening to 

jump. The Coast Guard boat pulls 

within 300 feet of the bridge to 

stand by while staying in constant 

radio contact with its station and 

the sheriff’s office. Multiple emer-

gency vehicles also stand ready, 

and traffic is beginning to line up 

in the westbound lane as the man 

continues to talk with the police of-

ficer. In the end, the man is coaxed 

off the bridge and taken into cus-

tody. The Coast Guard is given the 

“all clear” and they carry on with 

their evening patrols. 
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12:04 a.m.

10:45 p.m.
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10:45 p.m. The scene was set for 

hilarity as Seaside Repertory The-

atre’s popular improv group, Basic 

Character Flaws, took the stage for 

some late-night, off-the-cuff comedy. 

The Flaws, as they are called, is a 

talent-charged, four-person troupe 

that knows no shame in the name 

of comedy, creating dozens of zany 

– yet amazingly relatable – charac-

ters. 11:48 p.m. Members of the 

drive-through staff at Whataburger 

are exceptionally happy tonight and 

ready to serve the steady flow of 

hungry customers. As the fast-food 

restaurant’s famous slogan states, 

Whataburger serves hamburgers 

“just like you like it.” As one of 

the few locations in Miramar Beach 

open 24 hours a day, it is a popular 

late-night stop for locals and visi-

tors alike. 12:04 a.m. In a flash 

of headlights and taillights, vehicles 

pass over the Mid-Bay Bridge Toll 

Plaza. The bridge was constructed 

in 1994 to provide faster access to 

the famous Emerald Coast beaches. 

The bridge saves at least 30 min-

utes to get to U.S. Highway 98 for 

travelers coming from State Road 

20. 12:23 a.m. This group parties 

like rock stars during a night out on 

the Emerald Coast while celebrating 

of friend Hunter Woodruff’s birthday. 

They hit several local hot spots 

throughout the evening, including 

this visit to Sandestin’s Village of 

Baytowne Wharf. 12:47 a.m. It’s 
been nearly five years since New 

Orleans native John Wehner brought 

his vision of musical entertainment 

to Sandestin’s Village of Baytowne 

Wharf, and the scene is as rock-

ing as ever. Anchored four nights a 

week by the familiar sounds of the 

Dream Band, John Wehner’s Village 

Door is one of the area’s top dance 

spots for visitors and locals.
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12:47 a.m.

11:48 p.m.

12:23 a.m.
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12:42 a.m.2:01 a.m.

2:40 a.m.

12:42 a.m. The smell of ink is 

strong and the rumble of the ma-

chines is so loud you can feel it in 

your bones, but it’s all in a days 

work for C.T. Gaines (left) and David 

Frick, Northwest Florida Daily News 

press supervisors. “We’re trying to 

pull this paper through this machine 

at 20 to 25 miles an hour, put water 

and ink on it, and hope it doesn’t 

break,” said Frick, who has more 

than 40 years of experience printing 

newspapers. 12:54 a.m. Staff Sgt. 

Frankie Gilson mans a solitary watch 

in the air traffic control tower of Hurl-

burt Field, home of the Air Force’s 1st 

Special Operations Wing. Unconven-

tional nighttime warfare is this unit’s 

specialty; while the rest of the world 

sleeps, gunships from Hurlburt are 

putting terrorists in a world of hurt. 

2:01 a.m. Dr. Doretha Jones, veteri-

narian at the Emergency Animal Hos-

pital in Niceville, helps Zorro, a gentle 

black-and-white cat, get back on his 

feet. Jones, who, with her tech, often 

sees up to 75 animals per night, is 

unsure of the source of Zorro’s injury, 

which resulted in the removal of his 

left back leg. Zorro’s owners relin-

quished rights and the cat is looking 

for a new home. 2:40 a.m. At The 

Bridgeway Center, a crisis interven-

tion center in Fort Walton Beach, staff 

member Raymond Jones is working 

diligently to get a patient processed 

via telephone at Sacred Heart so that 

the individual can be transported and 

stabilized. The center hosts a 24-hour 

public hot line to assist with solutions 

for multiple behavioral problems. 

3:43 a.m. A cashier at a Destin 

convenience store interrupts her 

break to allow a delivery person to fill 

the store with local newspapers, hot 

off the press. Delivering the morning’s 

news truly is a job for night owls.
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12:54 a.m.

3:43 a.m.
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4:21 a.m.

2:49 a.m.
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2:18-5:06 a.m. The Labor & 

Delivery unit at Fort Walton Beach 

Medical Center always seems to be 

more active when the moon is full 

or the barometric pressure changes. 

But on this night, neither natural 

phenomenon is occurring. It’s a 

regular evening when Amanda and 

Adam Hoffman prepare to welcome 

their first child into the world. 

Amanda’s mother, Johanna Moore, 

also is waiting to see her very first 

grandchild. While the nurses keep 

a constant eye on their patient, the 

doctor is on standby, waiting for the 

call for delivery. The baby is ready 

to deliver but is not in the right 

position. The doctor, Dr. Carl Metz, 

is called in for an emergency Cesar-

ean section. Metz is joined by anes-

thesiologist Dr. Francis DeCroos as 

they roll Amanda into the operating 

room. After a successful operation 

and a little cajoling from the nurses 

to get the baby to cry, Amanda and 

Adam get to hold their son, Aiden 

Joseph. Proud Grandma gets baby’s 

first family photos as Amanda 

leaves the operating room.
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5:06 a.m.

5:04 a.m.

2:18 a.m.
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5:26 a.m.

4:08 a.m.

4:08 a.m. On patrol in Destin, 

Okaloosa Sheriff’s Deputy Richard 

White, a six-year veteran of the 

department, keeps an eye out for 

trouble in a tourist town noted for 

its nightlife. Most bars here close 

around 4 a.m., so it’s not uncom-

mon for deputies to spend long 

nights checking on revelers. 

5:11 a.m. Dawn is a busy time 

for the charter boats at HarborWalk 

Marina. Boat decks need to be 

hosed down, and the most impor-

tant commodity of all – ice – needs 

to be carted in. A typical boat will 

use two garbage can-sized buckets 

a day for keeping fish fresh.

5:26 a.m. As the sun begins to 

brighten the morning sky, Eugene 

Teichert, custodian for the Niceville 

Post Office, watches the first arrival 

of mail by tractor-trailer. The morn-

ing crew begins its shift around 5 

a.m., preparing mail to be deliv-

ered by 25 carriers throughout the 

day in the Niceville/Bluewater Bay 

area. 5:49 a.m. The perfectly 

manicured grass glistens with 

fresh dew on a bright morning at 

the Regatta Bay Golf Course. The 

maintenance crew works hard to 

make sure the golf-course routine 

is completed every day by the 

7 a.m. tee time. It’s tough work. 

After all, Regatta Bay is ranked the 

No. 1 favorite course in Northwest 

Florida. 5:50 a.m. Sharon Max-

well is on a mission. Starting in 

1994, she and her fellow walkers 

set out in the early-morning hours 

in search of sea turtle nests dur-

ing egg-laying season. The turtles 

nest at night and leave tracks that 

can be seen the next morning. The 

nests are marked by flags and then 

counted.
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5:49 a.m.

5:50 a.m.5:11 a.m.
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Photographers

5:48 p.m.
Happy Hour
Nikki Ritcher

7:20 p.m.
Golden Hour
Esra Oktar

8:38-10:34 p.m.
Coast Guard
Nikki Ritcher

6:26 p.m.
Marine Life
Scott Holstein

8:07 p.m.
Air Taxi
Scott Holstein

6:04 p.m.
“I Do”
Esra Oktar

7:33 p.m.
Dance School
Dustin Bryson

9:27 p.m.
Silver Sands
Dustin Bryson

6:33 p.m.
Chef
Nikki Ritcher

8:20 p.m.
Destin Commons
Lawrence Davidson

6:11 p.m.
Lifeguards
Lawrence Davidson

7:44 p.m.
Ooh La La
Lawrence Davidson

9:41 p.m.
Fire Station
Scott Holstein

7:00 p.m.
Chapel
Dustin Bryson

8:36 p.m.
‘Night, ‘Night
Dustin Bryson

9:41 p.m.
Red Bar
Lawrence Davidson

12:42 a.m.
Press Check
Esra Oktar

3:43 a.m.
News Break
Dustin Bryson

11:48 p.m.
Munchies
Dustin Bryson

2:01 a.m.
Vet
Esra Oktar

9:46 p.m.
Bible Study
Dustin Bryson

12:47 a.m.
Dream Band
Lawrence Davidson

4:08 a.m.
On Patrol
Scott Holstein

12:04 a.m.
Toll Bridge
Nikki Ritcher

2:18-5:06 a.m.
Special Delivery
Nikki Ritcher

10:45 p.m.
Theatre
Lawrence Davidson

12:54 a.m.
Control Tower
Scott Holstein

5:11 a.m.
Hosed
Scott Holstein

12:23 a.m.
Village People
Dustin Bryson

2:40 a.m.
Crisis Center
Dustin Bryson

5:59 a.m. 6:41 a.m.

6:35 a.m.
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6:01 a.m.

Writers: Erica Bailey, Lawrence Davidson, Jason Dehart, Lori Hutzler Eckert, Erica Spivey 

Design: Lawrence Davidson, Saige Roberts 

Project Coordination:  Erica Bailey, Lawrence Davidson, Lori Hutzler Eckert 

5:26 a.m.
Morning Post
Esra Oktar

5:59 a.m.
Trashed
Lawrence Davidson

5:49 a.m.
Lawnmower Man
Dustin Bryson

6:01 a.m.
Morning Ray 
Scott Holstein

5:50 a.m.
Turtle Love
Nikki Ritcher

6:35-6:41 a.m.
Bird’s Eye View
Scott Holstein

5:59 a.m. Each day, Ernie Fox and his fellow Beach 

Maintenance Division workers collect and remove 

the trash from 400 bins along the Beaches of South 

Walton’s 26-mile stretch of sand. Station by station, 

the crew beautifies the beach until noon, when their 

truck is full of refuse left behind by the previous 

day’s beachgoers. 6:01 a.m. A stingray looks for 

breakfast in the clear waters around the Okaloosa 

Island Pier.  6:35-6:41 a.m. Sunup on the Oka-

loosa Island Pier is a popular time for local anglers. 

But fishermen aren’t the only ones looking for a bite: 

Spanish mackerel, sea turtle, stingray, porpoise, tiny 

bait fish, pigeons and blue herons flock below and 

above. Sometimes, barracuda lurk for hooked fish.
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Editor’s note: On behalf of Rowland Publishing, Inc., 

I would like to thank the private industries, public 

agencies and Emerald Coast residents and visitors who 

so willingly welcomed us in to your after-hours world so 

that we could create “It Happened One Night.” –L.H.E.


