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      The one half-opened eye was blind with sleep. The two eyes of the coyote, a foot away, watched the man twitch in his nightmare.

      The heat was always the same—intense and rising. The door never opened—until it was too late. The window continued to crack—a hundred pieces became a thousand that became a million. The dashboard would always balloon from the engine toward the two detectives. The unused radio would become a missile. Darkness became yellow-white heat as the small bomb expanded from the firewall’s engine side, turning the moonless night into the sun itself. The freeway overpass loomed as the undercover car now turned fireball followed its given track to destruction…

      The twitch always saved him. His shoulder was violent. But his naked butt cheeks told him he was already sitting up. The sweat needled his skin as his hands hung between his knees. He waited as his breathing returned to his slowed rhythm—his heart would follow a minute later.

      The fangs of the coyote were still bright white. The pink and black of its tongue curled at the back of the lower fangs. The canine stood just inside the door. Frank was never sure if the coyote was sizing him up for breakfast or just checking in. The bowl of food was sometimes eaten and sometimes went weeks with only a biscuit or two consumed. The water bowl was under a constant drip, refilling the bowl in a couple of hours. The dog turned and stepped outside the open door. It was their arrangement. The door was open. Frank would roll over some nights in the winter, and the pup would be curled in a ball behind his knees like he had the first winter—five hundred eighty-seven days before. Frank didn’t keep track, but something in his mind had turned on with the accident. He didn’t care, but he now knew how long ago.

      Two thousand five hundred and fifty-two mornings since the night his life changed. Two thousand five hundred and twenty-seven mornings since they told him he would live—they just never told him how. Two thousand five hundred and forty-five mornings since they had buried his best friend from second grade on. Two thousand four hundred and two mornings since they told him he would walk again—they just didn’t tell him what it would take to do it without a walker or cane.

      Two thousand mornings since he had sat on the edge of his bed and rubbed the nightmare from his face—again.

      He slid from the side of the bed. His toes bent as the heels rose to touch his butt cheeks. He rested until he felt the muscles in his legs relax and soften with the stretch. With his hands on the edge of the mattress, he gently pushed as he unfolded and sat back on the bed. He gently eased his body forward to lie along the faces of his quadriceps. His nipples hung suspended an inch above his knees. Slowly releasing a breath, they touched and then lay squished. As the crosshatching of scars on his back gently stretched, he allowed himself a dozen slow breaths.

      He opened his eyes. The pattern of the ancient Persian rug, bracketed by his feet, was always the same. He noted the pale-pink nail polish on his right big toe needed to be touched up. Maybe it was time to get a complete pedicure. But for now, a cool shower on the porch would have to be enough.

      Frank rose and padded his way out the open door. Turning left, he pulled the lever for the shower.

      As his friends called his house, the shack was the last building at the end of homes built long before building codes came to the bohemian enclave of Crystal Cove. Before he insulated the walls, the shack had been nothing more than a cover from the cruel winter winds raking the point and shelter from the hot sun of Southern California.

      Frank glanced at his closest neighbor. The yellow house—six hundred twenty-seven feet away. Three hundred and twelve of which was now State Park. The rest would come when he was finally gone.

      Frank stepped into the stream of the cool shower. The warmth came from a looping of black hoses lying on the roof. In less than three minutes, the water would be pure cold county water.

      Taking a shower in the afternoon was an act of desperation. There was no way to mix cold water to temper the scalding heat from the sunbaked hoses.

      Frank rinsed his hair in the now-cold water and turned off the shower. The cold finish was always refreshing. Frank thought of it as the same as the stinging brace of aftershave lotion he no longer needed.

      He sat on the wooden office desk chair to dry off. He waved at the woman standing on the deck of the neighboring house. She didn’t wave back. Frank figured she would complain about the naked man, and the long-suffering park employee would have to explain the facts of life. The lone building sat in the middle of one of the last clothing-optional parts of the California coast. There was nothing the state or the park could do about the man who showered on his deck overlooking the spectacular coastline he also surfed.

      His stomach growled.

      He pulled on the next T-shirt on the three-foot pile. The florid image of a buxom bikinied surfer on a fourteen-foot old-school board bracketed between the words Surf or Die. It was one of his favorite shirts and the oldest. His physical therapist had given it to him one thousand six hundred and seventy-two days before. He fluffed it out over his weathered board shorts.

      After slipping his feet into the rainbow-painted huaraches, he lifted his right foot and checked the remaining tread. Most of three tires had basically survived the explosion. He had asked the watch commander to secure the tires for him. Why waste good tire tread? One of the precinct’s finest had made him a fresh pair of huaraches from the tire tread. Since they knew how he felt about his longtime friend and partner, and to show him that they were okay with the man’s sexual nature, they had dyed the leather in a rainbow. The pink toenails were Frank’s idea and contribution. At six-foot-four and still built like a running back, nobody ever questioned his clothes or toes.

      The old beater of a Bentley convertible still rode solidly over the gravel road. The old track led almost directly to the shack’s side of the café, but Frank wanted it to grow over to discourage any tourists from taking a back route to the headlands. The new road wandered across the fourteen hundred acres he had inherited on his twenty-first birthday. He signed a promise with the state to never develop the land and to leave it as a nature refuge in exchange for access to his house, his café—also called ‘The Shack,’ free power, water, and no taxes. On his death, the entire refuge would escheat to their control and remain a reserve. Everyone else just thought he was a squatter or a surf bum.

      He pulled the Bentley behind the Shack. The screen door squealed—daily routines.

      The light through the south-facing window was warm on his right foot. Without checking his watch, he knew it was close to eight. The kids would be clustered off the point. The weather last night would have brought in swells from Alaska. The short boards would be carving up the four-to-six-foot rollers.

      

      He scanned through the Dow Jones as he reached for his mug. A thin finger and thumb gently stopped him at his wrist. He looked up at the tall, emaciated waiter.

      “I figure you’re going to need this instead.”

      Frank looked down at the steaming cup of espresso, and then down the small restaurant to the only windows looking out at the large parking lot.

      The golden-brown Taurus with the hubcap-free black tire was obvious. There was only one detective left in Orange County who insisted on driving the old Taurus.

      Frank growled. “Just go lock the door.”

      Danny mocked shock. “That is no way to treat your only son. Besides, it’s too late.”

      The tall man sashayed his six and a half feet of what looked like only a skeleton through the restaurant. “Good morning, Mickey. Did you want chai while you beat the old man?”

      The young Italian slicked back his hair with one hand. “Morning, Danny. Um, to go… for both of us, please.”

      Danny turned at the pass-thru between the coffee station and the counter. He backhand-snapped his towel in the air. “Grumpy has already had breakfast, so you don’t have to treat him to steak and eggs at the leather bar.”

      The detective rolled his eyes. “I’ve seen him eat before. Trust me—I don’t want to see it again.”

      “Just sayin’, sweetie. Save your money for new shoes.”

      The young detective adjusted his tailored suit as he sat in the chair that Frank had pushed out with his foot. His middle finger and thumb pinched the button through the hole.

      “You’re out of your district.”

      The one fleek eyebrow rose. “Danny was right. You are grumpy this morning.”

      Frank glowered at the young detective for the pace of three slow breaths. “Welcome to Happy Tuesday.”

      “It’s Thursday. The Alzheimer’s is making you forget days.”

      Frank leaned back in his chair with a deep sigh. “I should have run you over when I had the chance.”

      The young man grumped back. “The tricycle would have dented your cruiser, and you would have had to explain it to Dad. Besides, Mom wouldn’t have liked it.”

      “Your mother’s lasagna was the only thing saving your sorry ass.”

      “That and Dad having a habit of losing at your Wednesday night poker games.”

      Danny placed a tall paper cup with a lid and a pink-sequined thermal tumbler mug in front of the two men. “Have him home in time for his nap, or he’s going to be cranky.”

      The young detective pointed at the bright-pink mug. His face was a sour question mark.

      “It’s your chai tea. Don’t be a dick.”

      “Pink?”

      The tall waiter threw his hip out and rested the back of his hand on it. “Your tea doesn’t come in condensed espresso shots like his double quad-shots.” He waved his right hand at the tall paper cup. “Besides, I lent you a perfectly fine aluminum—”

      “It got a bullet through it.”

      “And you didn’t replace it. So I lent you Frankie’s personal undercover brown—”

      “A bus ran over it…” The young detective was now growling. Frank was leaning back with only a hint of an amused smile.

      Danny was nicely wound up. “I think we’re starting to see a trend here. I loan you nice things, and you treat them like shit. I’d beat you with a stick, but I can’t trust you to take off that Goosy belt and reciprocate. You just can’t be trusted with nice things. So you get the one even I wouldn’t be caught dead with.”

      “It’s Gucci.”

      “Just what I said—Goosy. And you don’t.” He turned to Frank. “Don’t bring him back. He’s dead to me.” He passed his palm down the air, spun on his heel, and stormed off.

      “Who said I was leaving with him, anyway?”

      Frank watched the waiter disappear into the back. A moment later, he came out with a tray loaded with a food order and backed his way out the front door to the deck. He frowned and turned his attention to the young man sipping on the pink tumbler. “What are you doing down here anyway?”

      “We have a body.”

      “Tough shit. I don’t work for you guys anymore. Do I have to show you the fourteen-inch scar up my spine to convince you?”

      “Is that the one crossing the twenty-two-inch scar where you got skegged on Redondo Beach?”

      Frank growled. “I deserved that one. I was on his beach and jumped the wave ahead of him. I was trespassing.”

      “What about the three-inch knife wound?”

      “Left or right side?” He smiled as he sipped the last of his espresso in the porcelain cup.

      “Left.”

      “Your mother apologized for it years ago.”

      “God… you are getting old. She dorked you on the right side. The left was the dope dealer.”

      “He apologized with his dying breath. What’s your point?”

      “Well, Mr. Zipper, this one is on your beach.”

      Frank glanced over his shoulder out the window. His frown was superior instead of drama.

      “No, Newport. Out on the point. An elderly couple and their little dog found it this morning.”

      Frank squinted one eye. “That’s not your jurisdiction, either.”

      “No, but we think the victim might live up in my district.”

      “Why me?” Frank pushed the handle on the small cup.

      “Because you have enough special insight that we can justify a consulting fee.”

      “How big a fee?”

      “Your five hundred a day started an hour ago.”

      “I don’t need it.” His face was stone. He knew the negotiations and what was a reality in the big cities of Orange County.

      “Okay, eight Frankos, but you’re paying for lunch.” Mickey stood and buttoned his center button.

      Frank remained seated and then turned to face out the window at the ocean. “It’s gonna be a great day on the water.”

      “Jeezus. Okay, I’ll spring for my own lunch.”

      Frank turned back. Sipping on the empty cup, he eyed the younger man. He put down the cup and stood. Sliding his feet into the huaraches, he looked up. “A full large, and I choose the choke-and-puke.”

      The right lip of the younger man curled. “Slut. I told the sheriff you wouldn’t come for under twelve hundred.”

      Frank smiled a toothy smile. “Done.” He put his hand out toward the door. “Fifteen big it is. But I’m not changing my clothes, and we’re taking your car. I don’t want to get mine dirty in the city.”

      The kid smiled and picked up the pink tumbler.

      “And make sure you get Pinkie back to Danny. It’s the one your dad gave Kahuna when he made detective.”

      Mickey held the newish tumbler up. “You’re so full of shit.”

      Frank growled. “Just make sure Danny gets it back. It’s his favorite, but I think he’s sweet on you.”

      As they climbed into the sushi-smelling undercover car, Mickey snickered. “Danny isn’t sweet on me. I don’t wear enough leather.”

      “Your belt’s as close as he’ll ever get to his fantasy of going to a leather bar.”

      Mickey pumped the pedal twice and turned the key. “Why?”

      “He’s afraid they’ll hurt him.”

      Mickey frowned as he backed the car. “Have you ever watched him compete in tae kwon do?”

      Frank nodded. “I was also there when he got his third-degree black belt in karate.”
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      Mickey eased the Taurus right onto A Street. The short street looked recently scrubbed, and the walls of the buildings had fresh paint. Frank guessed the taggers hit on Friday and Saturday night, and the landlords prayed at the altar of their money with rollers and paint on Sunday.

      Mickey watched in the rearview mirror after they passed two young women wearing only flip-flops and thong bikinis. From the corner of his eye, Frank could tell both were sporting newer West Coast saline jobs. Probably one of the surgeons in Fashion Island. He didn’t care if the surgeon had also done a bottom job as well. After the wreck, he’d stopped looking—or caring.

      “You’re going to run over the cat—” He could see the low-speed bump had startled Mickey… but only for a moment. His eyes returned to the driving. They could see the black-and-white blood clot at the south end of the parking lot. The uniform stood where he could turn the tourists and media around or away.

      Mickey eased to a stop beside the officer. “How bad is it, Riley?”

      The man leaned down and looked over his mirrored aviators at Frank, then looked back at Mickey. “Did he come with the instructions and bottles of strained food for every two hours?”

      Frank sighed softly. He’d heard it all before. “Hey, Riley? Tell your mother to call me after she puts your father in his diaper for the night. Unlike you, I don’t need any little blue pills.”

      The man stood. “Fuck you, Pounds, and the ugly goat you rode up on.”

      Only the other side of Frank’s mouth twitched. His left finger rolled in the air just over his knee. Mickey slid his foot off the brake and let the heavy car roll.

      

      Frank stood and scanned the expanse of the beach. The Balboa Pier was over his right shoulder. The blue canopy was already over the body under the yellow tarpaulin. He didn’t have to look. He knew there were at least a dozen cameras on the pier with lenses longer than his arm.

      “When did you change beats?” Frank asked.

      Mickey closed the trunk and walked over. He leaned against a Shamu as he pulled hospital booties over his shoes. Frank thought about saying something but figured the shoes were handmade and cost more than he was making for the day. He let it go and slipped out of his huaraches.

      Mickey pulled the back of his right bootie above the ankle. “I didn’t. They requested me to handle you.” He stood and started walking. “I accepted because of the combat pay.”

      Frank blinked a slow shrug and bent over. After picking up his huaraches, he followed.

      More to himself, he commented on the surf. “Flat. Dead flat.”

      The medical examiner in the blue jumpsuit stood. He buried his fists at his kidneys as he bent backward. Frank harrumphed silently. The move hadn’t helped the man twenty years ago and wasn’t going to help him today.

      “Give it up, Oz. Nobody is ever going to buy the bad back routine. You’re going to have to put in your forty like every other dumb slob.”

      The white mane shook softly as the man turned around. The large walrus mustache was equally white and just as impressive in its size.

      “Says the man who doesn’t work.” His hand stretched out. “Good to see you, Frank. I just wish it were over a beer or good scotch instead.”

      “What have you got?”

      “Neither.” His eyes twinkled for only a second. “Oh, the body. You tell me.” The Australian stepped back to reveal the body.

      The body was encased in a winter-thick wetsuit from the booties to the gloves and up to where the head should have been. The only anomaly was it being summer, and the liver thermometer was still stuck in the corpse’s back.

      Frank studied the size of the large diver. He figured the person was a comfortable six feet from the bottom of the booties to the truncated neck. Loosely, he thought the living diver would stand close to six-ten and weigh close to three hundred pounds or more. He took a breath and looked at the white-haired examiner. Closing his eyes, he turned and looked down the beach. As he opened his eyes, they scanned past the uniformed officers standing around.

      “Who found him?” Frank asked a uniformed officer.

      “It was called in at five-fourteen this morning. I was the first to respond.” The uniform’s accent was a soft New York as he stepped up. “Stevens. Dirk Stevens.”

      Frank looked him over. The two stripes told Frank it probably wasn’t the man’s first body or crime scene. But, with cities being what cities are…

      “Did you puke on my crime scene?”

      The uniform smirked under his reddish mustache. “I worked my way through college as the night pickup for one of the busiest mortuaries in Queens. Bodies are bodies—complete or just parts.” He nodded at the headless body. “My partner and I looked around but didn’t find the head. She dived the dumpster and the five cans on the beach while I sheltered the body, but no head. Just dive tanks and a broken shortboard that probably wasn’t his.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “It was only a fifty-six. There’s no way he could stand on it. It would sink with even me. It’s a kid’s board.”

      Frank pulled at his lower lip as he thought about the information. “Bag it and tag it anyway. How many tanks?”

      The officer poked his jaw to one side. “That’s the strange one. He was running a triple, and the sticker says they’re for mixed gas.” He pointed at the ocean. “Where the hell’s he going to use a triple tank of mix?”

      Frank looked at Mickey. The young detective put up both hands. “I don’t dive.”

      Frank looked at the officer. “Mask, fins, anything else?”

      “Not yet. We held off until they got you here.”

      “And that’s another thing. Whose wisdom was it to drag me out of bed for an ax job on a diver?”

      The officer pointed at the medical examiner.

      “Oz?”

      The examiner skewed his mustache and shrugged. “Let’s just say I have a hunch.”

      Frank held up his right finger and turned to the officer. “Stevens, I want you to set teams to pull every bit of shit out of every dumpster or trash can within three blocks. I want the mask and anything this diver might have used. Even if it’s a pink macramé ditty bag with lipstick and a wig—if this guy could have used it, touched it, or pissed on it—I want it bagged and tagged. Got it?”

      “On it.”

      Frank watched as the young man explained and then deployed his teams. Turning, he dropped his hand and finger.

      “Why?”

      The medical examiner chewed on his lower lip for a second. “I think you might know the vic.”

      “I don’t know many divers.”

      “I think he might have been more of a surfer than a diver.”

      Frank frowned. “How so?”

      “The wet suit.” He pointed at the seams. “It’s an O’Neal. Custom, but still an O’Neal.”

      The angry sturgeon in Frank’s stomach rolled over in a flop. The chances of a body turning out to be someone you know are slim to none… but with only a few hundred surfers, who are mostly scrawny kids, the odds start to skew. Frank didn’t like where this was going. There were only a few surfers who were giants. Frank could name and count them on one hand, leaving the thumb for himself.

      Frank lifted his dark glasses onto the top of his head. “Have you rolled him yet?”

      “Was just about to when you finally wandered in. Care to do the honors?”

      Frank looked at the slight smile under the pure-white broom of a mustache. The man was the oldest looking ME when he graduated from med school and went to work for the county. The story went that he was hustling across the center park of UCI in a bad storm. The first bolt of lightning had hit him just before entering the tunnel under the main ring road. The second bolt had struck him as the young Japanese student helped him stumble out the other end. Both he and his wife had turned white when they were juniors. Two days after they graduated, they flew home to her parents in Japan and were married by the family priest.

      Frank growled. “They don’t pay me enough.”

      The examiner shrugged and turned to the body. Crossing one foot over the other, he reached under and pulled upward. The body rolled like it was trained.

      The green patch and red number one were all Frank needed to see. “It’s Mary.”

      Mickey looked at the obviously male body and pointed to the letters. “It says he’s a brother…”

      Frank looked at the kid and his thousand-dollar suit. The three letters BRO curved over the top had nothing to do with being a brother. He looked down at the booties over the custom shoes.

      Looking up, he slid the aviators back over his eyes. His voice was only for the three of them. “No, it says he served with the Big Red One. His name is Mary Shores. He served four tours of duty in Vietnam. He owns a bar in Orange. He’s a surfer, not a diver.” He looked down the long beach. “The patrol was right about one thing. The shortboard wasn’t his. He always rode a fourteen-foot long gun with hard rails and a double set of triple skegs. The front ones were metal and sharpened. Something is all wrong here, and it isn’t about locos and barneys.”

      “How can you be sure it’s him?”

      Frank slowly pulled the mirrored glasses to the end of his nose. Mickey wasn’t even sure he was breathing, but he could feel the ten-count.

      Frank held the eye-lock as he spoke to the examiner. “Hey, Oz, can you split the right sleeve to expose the bicep?”

      The man grumped. “Because they don’t pay you enough.”

      Frank held his hand out. The ME slapped the scissors into his palm. Three seconds later, the same patch and sentiment were shown in a larger, more-detailed tattoo. Mickey read the block-lettered words and looked at the two pieces of bread in a toaster. “What the…?”

      Frank rested his hand on the younger man’s shoulder and leaned in. “Toast of the Army.”

      He fished his wallet out and handed his card to the ME. “Have the uniform call me if they find his board, car, or anything else. If it helps, he used to drive a gray one-ton van. We’ll be up at the Rusty Pelican. Junior is buying lunch. Mine is coming in a rocks glass.”

      “Fair dinkum, Frank. Sorry about your friend.”

      Frank’s head bobbed only slightly. His face could have been chiseled in stone. “Thanks. Take care of him.”

      As they cleared the canopy, Frank turned back. “Hey, Oz?”

      The man stood from being bent over the body. “Yeah, Frank?”

      “Did you work out the time of death?”

      “About two-thirty this morning. The wet suit kept the heat in… but before three.”

      The older detective’s upper body wavered with the news. His mind was trying to place the time and location and come up with why the winter wet suit and gas-mix triple tanks. He blinked and fanned his hand.

      “Thanks, Oz. Keep us in the loop.”

      They stopped at the edge of the sand while Mickey took off his booties. Both men were looking at the bigger picture of the beach and pier. Mickey huffed as he pulled the second bootie off. “What are you thinking?”

      Frank let out his breath through his nose. “I think your wallet is going to scream almost as loud as your commander by the time I’m half as drunk as I want to be.”
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      The waitress set down the second round of oysters Rockefeller, a Virgin Mary, and a double Glenfiddich straight up in a bucket. “Anything else for you two?”

      Frank looked at the young, tanned brunette over his mirrored glasses. “Have them fire one last round of the oysters. And give the chef my compliments.”

      She nodded and left. The restaurant didn’t open for another half hour.

      Mickey put the shell back on the plate. “Why go surfing in the middle of the night? Or should I be asking more like, would he?”

      Frank looked down at the couple walking on the dock below them. From the man’s age, he guessed they were headed for the larger power launch at the end. The woman was barely old enough to be his daughter… or secretary. Frank looked back at Mickey. A couple of mixed age, on a boat at noon, on a weekday, was none of his business, and he didn’t want his mind going back to his years in vice.

      He picked one of the oysters and brought it to his mouth. His hand stopped. “Only an idiot would go surfing in black skins on a moonless night in the dark. He wasn’t surfing.”

      “Then what was he doing?”

      Frank shrugged and looked south into the back marina. A large blue-water power-sailer was just coming out of the deep. The two masts of the ketch rig were sleek but fat. He figured the waterline at well over fifty meters. Nobody was obvious on the deck. It was rigged for the clipper-class solo racing. There would be only one person aboard in a race around the world, all the rigging controlled from within the cabin. He remembered reading about the captain who was over twenty hours ahead of every other boat when he ruptured his appendix. With only local anesthesia, he removed his own appendix and stitched himself back up. He finished fourteen hours ahead of second place. Only after winning did he release the video he had shot of him doing surgery at sea.

      “Frank?” Mickey spoke. “Frank?”

      He shook and looked up. “What?”

      Mickey thought about asking where the man had gone but thought better of it. “I asked… if he wasn’t surfing, what was he doing?”

      Frank quickly slurped the last two oysters as the waitress took the plates and replaced them with the next two. “He was diving. But I don’t know why.”

      Frank’s phone buzzed in his board shorts. He pulled it up but didn’t recognize the number. Thumbing it, he answered.

      “It’s your nickel… What did they find?… North or south of the pier?… Where on the pier?… Did they find the van?… Still no head?… Anything else?… Makes sense—it would have been dark… I don’t know. I’d have to see it… Okay. Keep at it and keep me in the loop… Thanks, Stevens.” He hung up, then captured the number and attached a contact. He made a couple of marks in the notes.

      “They found the mask in a can on the pier—at the end—still no hood, head, or van. There was a water torch in a can at the north end of the upper parking lot and a clear waterproof case, but he didn’t know what it was for, but they bagged and tagged it all.”

      Mickey pushed back from the empty plate and sipped his Virgin Mary. “So he’s suited for cold water, rigged for depth, and a torch to light his way… Where the hell was he going?”

      Frank shrugged and slushed the last of his drink. He eyed the retreating boat. Part of him wished he were going with it. He looked over at Mickey. “What…?”

      “I said, because you have a relationship with the victim, you’ll probably get bounced.”

      Frank thought about the regulation that had ruled his life for so long. His eyebrow pushed up as he sucked the last sliver of ice from his glass. “Except, this time, I’m a consultant because I may have intimate knowledge about the victim.” He crunched the ice for emphasis.
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      The traffic on the 55 was light, even for the middle of a weekday. Frank’s focus kept sliding over to the middle and concrete bollards dividing the freeway. He remembered when the first fences went in. Every month someone took out hundreds of feet of fence. The company had lost a hundred bucks with every mile they had installed, but they also had locked-in the repair at union scale for the following twenty years. By the end of the second year, the company subcontracted the job of doing the initial install and was cleaning up on the repairs. One of the county smarties had figured they would probably replace all the fencing by the end of the second year. The smarty quit his job as a county supervisor and started his own company with a single machine built and used in Germany. It could make in place a mile of concrete bollard a day. By the end of a month, he had bought four more machines.

      The first company saw a need to separate the traffic. They figured out a way to exploit the market. The second company saw a way to make a better separation—driving the first company out of business. The first company then saw how the bollard created an attraction to see what was on the other side. So they designed a machine to drill the bollards and install a short fence pre-woven with green slates to block the view. Eventually, they gave up on the visual and just left the bollards.

      He realized where Mickey was going when the man put on the turn signal to get onto the 405 South. “Don’t. Keep going. I want to go up to his bar.”

      Mickey looked over. “He had family?”

      Frank joggled his head. “I don’t think so, but I doubt if anyone thought to go find out.”

      “So where are we going?”

      “The bar is just up from the circle.”

      Mickey looked over at Frank. “So where were you?”

      He pulled at his left earlobe as he watched the incoming merging traffic. “What do you mean?”

      “You were off in la-la land.”

      “I was watching the center divider.”

      Mickey looked at the concrete wall and short green fence. “What about it?”

      Frank settled deeper into the seat. “I don’t remember.”

      They rode in silence.

      The front of the building had once been an Amtrak dining car. The wheels were fake, but the car was split down the middle and butterflied to run the length of the building’s face. The windows were paintings of silhouetted people engaged in a wild party behind the drawn shades. Across the top, a sign of welded scrap steel and iron left to rust in a post-industrial look. The rust-and-grunge sign was jarring in its juxtaposition over the glass and shiny polished stainless-steel railcar halves.

      “Eat, Drink, and be Mary? What kind of place is this?”

      Frank chewed at his lip as he slid out of the car. “The kind of place you can take Danny for dinner, and nobody would care.”

      Frank pulled on the door. It swung open as the sign said. He held it for Mickey, who hesitated and then took off his dark glasses and stepped into the gloom.

      The woman behind the bar had shorter hair and more muscles than most men or even gym rats. The large circle-of-words tattoo was prison appearance by design. The Hurray for Me read upside down on the bottom and would typically show just below a standard T-shirt. But with the sleeveless shirt stretched over the sports bra, pierced nipples, silicone, and covered hard muscles, the And Fuck You was exposed. The black-and-blue rose dripping blood from the stem was a whole different story.

      The smile was jarringly out of place with the gravelly voice. “How’s it hanging, Frankie?”

      “Living the dream, Pussy. Just living the dream.”

      She put down the glass she was polishing and nudged her chin toward Mickey, hanging back and looking around. She lowered her voice to a stage-whisper. “Who’s the door bitch?”

      Frank rolled his eyes and ended with a wink. Pussy was Mary’s first employee. He had hired her when the bar was a shack down on Fifth Street, and she was a skank in the back ally with a needle in her arm. “Pussy, this is my partner for the day, Mickey Romero. Mickey, this is Pussy Galore, and don’t make any bad James Bond jokes.”

      Mickey hesitated and then just nodded.

      Pussy snorted air. “Timid and afraid. I like that in a corner dolt. Let me see if I can find you a pink ball harness.”

      Frank took a breath. “For God’s sake, shake her hand. She doesn’t bite, and for all the time your dad spent in this shithole, she could almost qualify as your sister.”

      Mickey glared at Frank as he stepped forward and raised his hand.

      The woman’s hand was large and comfortingly warm. Her attitude shifted to a softer tone. “You can call me Pussy or Puss. I know a lot about you. Your dad was proud of you and talked a lot. He was peoples to all of us freaks—treated us all like family or normal. We threw him a big sloppy, sobbing mess of a retirement party. We understood when he moved down south… but there isn’t a day goes by we don’t miss him. Mary, especially—they were like brothers.”

      Mickey cleared his throat. He hadn’t expected the turn of the conversation.

      Frank pulled out one of the stools and sat. “That’s why we came up. It’s about Mary.”

      She grimaced as she pulled her hand back. “He wasn’t here this morning. He usually comes early and throws the beer they leave in the locked cage out back. The surf must be running hard and tall somewhere.”

      Frank gently shook his head with a slow sigh. “Nah, it’s flat all over. They found his body early this morning out near the point on Newport.”

      The “Oh, shit” was small and quiet. Puss leaned back and grabbed at the back bar. “What happened?”

      “Sorry, but I figured it would be better coming from me than just a phone call or a uniform.”

      Her eyes were on the bar, but Frank knew she didn’t see anything.

      “Puss? We’re trying to figure out what he was doing down there. We couldn’t find his van or his long gun…”

      Her face scrunched on the right side as she blinked and looked up. “The van is here. He blew the motor or something the other night. He had it towed up from Dana Point. He had to hit the till for a few hundred for the driver. It’s in the garage… I can give you the key…”

      “What was he driving?”

      “He borrowed Pauly’s ’59 Nomad. They got it re-piped, and Mary was dialing it in.”

      “What color paint?”

      “Mostly, it’s bastard black, with a surfer on each side in a curl.”

      Frank thought a moment. “Any rack on the roof?”

      “Nah, you could slide a dozen long guns in it and still have room for a few stiffs.” She blinked and twitched. “Sorry… I didn’t mean—”

      Frank put up his hand. “It’s okay.” He pulled out his phone.

      Mickey adjusted on the stool. “It’s parked up on A Street, north side of the drag. I noticed it when we went past down to Balboa. I used to turn there when I was taking Dad to the Tail of the Whale.”

      Frank’s head jerked. “Hey, Stevens? It’s Frank Pounds. You’re not looking for the gray van. He was driving the 1959 Nomad parked up on A Street. If you can’t find any keys on Mary—” He waited. “Okay, go ahead and slim-Jim the locks. We can bring the keys back for the two guys if they need it.”

      He rolled around until his back was against the bar. “Nah, we’re up at his bar. His van is here, but we were just getting into that.” His eyes sparkled from the wet and the tiny twinkling Christmas lights woven in a fishing net hanging from the ceiling. “Yeah, we’ll get with you after roll call in the morning. Have a good night.”

      He closed his phone and rolled back around. “Fuck it.” He looked at Mickey and then at Pussy. “I don’t wear a uniform. Give me a couple of fingers of Fiddish.” They looked at Mickey.

      He held his hand up. “I’m driving… Club soda.”

      “Ice?”

      He looked at the bar and thought. He looked up. “Nah. I’m a man. I’ll take it straight up.”

      She looked at Frank, who rolled his eyes and shrugged.

      She poured two sodas and the scotch. She softly touched her glass to Frank’s.

      He nodded and growled. “To one hell of a guy.”

      They moved to the office once the other bartender arrived. The office wasn’t what Frank had expected from Mary. There were a few photos—a beat-up poster of a surfer on a giant wave, the skeg trail drawing a white line straight down the black face of the wave. He had seen the photo elsewhere. The wave off Portugal hit the record of well over six stories high. Scrawled on the top in Sharpie philosophy: Do Epic Shit.

      There were photos with Mary in a tuxedo standing with musicians. Frank recognized Yo-Yo Ma, only because of the cello. He had to lean close to figure out the signature of another: Leonard Bernstein. He had addressed it to his good friend, Mary.

      The photo closest to the desk was a black-and-white photo of four young soldiers leaning against a blown-up tank. Frank guessed it was Vietnam, and the tall guy with the long 50-caliber Barrett rifle was Mary. It almost looked like a toy in his hands.

      There were only a few pieces of paper not related to running the bar. Even there, the paperwork was sparse. Frank fluffed the thin stack of receipts. “It appears he ran the business a little loose.”

      Pussy shrugged with a slow blink. “I think there was mostly cash flowing around. The credit card machine could be working one minute and break the next. Most nights, it never worked.”

      Frank nodded. He understood what sort of business a less-than-Main Street bar could be. The Shack was a cash-only business. The sign by the door of the Shack was large: Order what you can afford. Eat what you order. We don’t have any plastic for you to take home, and we don’t take plastic.

      Frank only had three people resort to washing dishes, floors, windows, and the deck with all the chairs and tables. The last one, Danny, still worked for him.

      “So who takes over the business now?”

      She leaned against the desk. “I never heard him talk about any family, and his only relationships were surfing and here at the bar. I don’t even remember any buddies from the army coming by, and I’ve been with him since ’93.” Her face froze, and then, as her eyes got large, she sat down heavily.

      Frank knew the look. “Yeah. Time hits ya hard sometimes.”

      She looked up, dazed. “You aren’t kidding. I’ve been wiping a twat so long I’ve forgotten what it feels like to hold a cock.”

      Mickey started to say something but leaned back against the doorjamb. As he looked down the short hall, he folded his arms.

      Frank frowned. The penny for the young Italian had finally dropped. He was sure there would be a question about his father down the road. He turned back to Pussy. “They found a set of triple tanks rigged for gas—had Mary mentioned any deep, long diving lately?”

      “I know he dived occasionally, but mostly he just surfed.” She pointed at the photo of the blown-up tank and men. “He mentioned a few times doing diving in ’Nam. But I don’t know much about it. I just always thought it had to do with him being a sniper.”

      “Any other pictures lying around that you know of?”

      “Just the one out by the register. He was particularly proud of it.” She pointed at the photo of the giant wave in Portugal. “It was taken just after he pulled this stunt.”

      “What’s it of?” He couldn’t remember seeing a photo by the cash register.

      “It’s just a snapshot of him and a buddy in Tangier getting arrested as they walked out of the sea. They swam across the Strait of Gibraltar with paddleboards and fins. They were getting arrested for unlawful entry.”

      Frank raised an eyebrow. “It wasn’t prearranged?”

      Pussy shrugged. “I guess not. But the reporter had intervened and told the police it was a publicity stunt by the guy who’d just surfed the tallest wave in Portugal. Luckily, the surfing was televised and popular with the police chief, so they put them on the ferry the next day and sent them back.”

      “Who was the buddy?”

      “One of his BRO buddies.”

      Frank stood. “So what happens to the bar now?”

      She cocked her head. “I guess I just keep carrying on.” She waved her hand at the desk. “How hard is it to pay the bills and throw beer?”

      He looked at Mickey and back at Pussy. “I’ll stop by in a few days. We’ll see if we can figure this out.”

      The ride back down to Crystal Cove was silent. Frank let it go. He knew Mickey had a lot to think about.
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