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			Prologue

			Can’t blame the crew for being such slackers. Might as well let ‘em sleep it off. Tis the worst time o’ year to be makin’ a milk run. In this Catalina Eddy, can’t make out a damn thing. Fog’s so thick cun barely see a boat’s length beyond the bow, and the Betsy Mae’s be only an 80-footer. Somewhere to the east lies San Pedro Bay and Wilmington. Just gotta hold her to this bearing and hope none of those hotshot Navy boats runs me down. Should clear up by this afternoon for the return. At least the sea’s calm. Gives me time ta think. Maybe I should jump into the war and sign on with the Navy. President Roosevelt would like that…and it be better than steering this garbage scow. But they’d probably think I’m too damn old…and ma wife would have a fit.

			What the hell is that? White water approachin’ astern from port. It’s gonna pass between us and the first barge and…CHRIST, what the hell…our stern’s under…we’re goin’ down… gotta get on the horn…could be a whale or…
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			It’s Christmas Day, and the San Pedro’s Pride slides across the smooth Pacific towards Santa Catalina Island. As the ferry nears Avalon Harbor, Captain Sanchez cuts the throttle. The boat coasts to a stop, almost motionless on the flat sea. He kills the engine.

			“Jonas, set the sea anchor,” he orders, then descends to the cavernous main salon and the Pride’s two-dozen passengers…island folks returning home and the few winter tourists.

			Sanchez clears his throat. “May I have your attention? On behalf of all of us who work for Island Transport, welcome to Santa Catalina Island. Please join my crew and me for a holiday dinner…a tradition we’ve been doin’ for more than a decade. But remember, talk all ya want, but eat all ya take, heh, heh.”

			He motions to his crew, who erect a long table and cover it with platters of tamales, rice, tortillas, green salad, and two roasted turkeys wrapped in aluminum foil. The passengers edge forward hungrily, all except Blair Morrison, a seasick teenager from Liverpool. 

			Blair escapes upstairs to the stern deck. He clutches the rail, stares at the horizon, and sees the soft glow of the Southern California coast. The San Pedro Channel is only 22 miles wide, but… this damn little boat has taken forever to cross it…and now, within pissing distance of land, they’ve stopped to eat! 

			He holds his cramping stomach and mutters, “I’m bloody well not leaving Catalina by boat.” Boisterous laughter from below drowns his complaint. Blair shifts his attention to Long Beach and the giant containerized cargo ships silently plying the channel. A new wrinkle appears in the sea and advances toward the ferry. At first, it’s only a thin crease on the water, like the wake from a large ship. The line becomes more defined and gains height. Blair squeezes his eyes shut, then opens them. The line continues its charge. He scrambles below and grabs Captain Sanchez’s arm. 

			“Captain, you must check this out, quick.”

			“What is it, son?” The captain looks annoyed, his plate filled with food. The smell makes Blair gag.

			“Come on, will you?”

			The two clamber upstairs. Blair points at the wave, now just a few miles away, a thick blue-green fold on the smooth ocean.

			“Holy shit!” Sanchez croaks and spins, then disappears below, leaving the teenager to grip the rail and wait.

			“All right, everybody move to the side of the boat and hold tight,” the captain orders. The passengers stare at him blankly.

			“DO IT NOW!” he bellows.

			The sound yanks them from their lassitude. They scramble to comply. The wave hits. The Pride’s stern tilts wildly upward. The serving table skids across the deck and smashes against a bulkhead, splattering everyone with Christmas dinner. Suitcases and knapsacks fly from their racks, smack into screaming passengers, and bowl them over like tenpins. But after a long moment, the ferry settles down.

			“Will ya look at that?” Sanchez says to his first mate. They watch a set of waves roll toward Avalon. “When them suckers drag bottom, they’ll be in for it.”

			Sailboats and motor yachts clog the town’s harbor. A twelve-foot wave flings small craft into the air, some heeling over on the descent. It smacks the seawall and the side of Armstrong’s, shatters the restaurant’s windows, and hurls foaming water onto its roof. The following waves rip across the beach and swamp Crescent Avenue. Seawater surges through open shop doors to tear boutique clothing from racks, clear the shelves in the Sugarloaf Bookstore, and flood Luau Lenny’s, as if they needed more water in their drinks. In a few minutes, the surge recedes and leaves Avalon dripping.

			“Where the blazes did they come from?” the mate asks Captain Sanchez. 

			“Beats the hell outta me. You, Becker, and Mendoza tend to the passengers. I’m gonna inspect the ship then take ‘er in.”

			“Will do, Captain.”

			───

			Blair clutches the Pride’s bow rail, having barfed the remnants of his breakfast when the tsunami struck. He wipes his mouth and stares down into the murky water. The ocean to starboard explodes with a huge belch of air, like some little piker farting in a bathtub, he thinks. Strange debris floats on the surface. Bubbles continue to rise. Their released air smells like a pub’s loo at closing. A piece of something stretched over a splintered wooden frame floats to the surface. It’s painted tomato sauce red with distinctive black markings. Blair grabs a long gaff from its rack and carefully maneuvers the piece to the side of the ferry. Straining with outstretched arms, he hooks the frame and pulls it upward.

			“Whatcha doing?” Captain Sanchez demands from behind, and Blair jumps, almost losing his prize, a foot-square chunk of something that’s free of algae or sea gunk. Sanchez takes it from Blair and frowns.

			“Where’d ya find this?”

			“The ocean burped, and it came up.”

			“It looks almost new,” Sanchez says. “Mustn’t have been down there long.”

			“Can I keep it?”

			“Nah, better let me get it checked out. Why don’t you– “ A howl from the main salon cuts Sanchez short. He disappears below, the red flotsam tucked under his arm.

			Blair moves to the bow and gazes toward Avalon. Clots of people hug the shoreline. A 50-foot ketch lies over, its port side awash and taking on water. He imagines himself inside the sinking ship, feels the sting of the cold sea, then the panicked gulping as he tries to swallow the Pacific. Ah, bloody hell. How am I ever going to get off this island? I can’t even swim!
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			Sergeant Paul Saldano has drawn the short straw. He’s pulled watch duty that separates him from Jamella and Lisa on their first Christmas together. At least it’s quiet, Saldano thinks. He rolls the chair back from his desk and gazes out the window onto an empty palm-shaded plaza. Not even the Monarch of the Seas has put into Avalon. Sunday is the cruise ship’s regular port call, and Crescent Avenue should be crowded with American, German, and Japanese tourists. But alas, most things close for Christmas—except the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Station.

			After downing one of Lisa’s PB&J sandwiches, Saldano pours himself a cup of cold coffee and leans back in the chair. The desk vibrates, and the coffee sloshes back and forth, but doesn’t spill. The shaking stops in a few seconds. Saldano stares outside. Fat pigeons continue pecking at breadcrumbs.

			Saldano waits for the radio or telephones to start squawking. But minutes click by, and nothing happens. He phones Jamella at the other end of Catalina Island. 

			“Hola, mi dulce amiga. Did you guys feel the earthquake?”

			“You call that a quake? You and I cause more shaking when we—”

			“Yeah, yeah. I get the picture. So what’s going on? Is Two Harbors quiet?”

			“Oh yes,” Jamella says. “The cove’s only a quarter full, mostly local boats. When will you be home to receive your holiday present?”

			“Have I had this present before?” Saldano grins to himself.

			“Yes. But I’ve thought of a new way to, ah, present it.”

			“What about Lisa?”

			“She went up the hill to the Banning House to be with her junior high friends. Won’t be back until dinner.”

			“I’ll try to make it before then,” Saldano says.

			“You always do.”

			“By the way, could you wear that purple outfit you… JEEEESUS!” Saldano bolts to his feet. A three-foot wave races up Sumner Avenue—not a usual sight, since the Sheriff’s Station rests a half block from the shoreline.

			“What is it, Paul?” Jamella yells into the phone.

			Saldano recovers quickly. “Look out your window. Is there anything unusual happening in Isthmus Cove?”

			Jamella stretches a smoky brown arm and pries apart the Venetian blinds on a window that overlooks the leeward side of Catalina. “Praise be to Allah, I’ll say! There’s at least three boats heeled over. I’d better get down there. They may need a diver.”

			“Yeah, something happened here, too, some kind of wave. Check in with Deputy Randolph before you get wet, promise?”

			“Yes, yes, I will.” Jamella rings off.

			The Sergeant clears his mind of his beautiful companion, steps out onto Sumner Avenue, and heads toward the bay. The storm drains have cleared the water. The contents of overturned trash cans litter the street.

			“Control 1 to Satô, over,” Saldano speaks smartly into his radiophone.

			“This is Satô…man, did you see that thing? Over.”

			“That’s affirmative. What’s your 10-20? Over.”

			“I’m at El Galleon. I was drinking coffee with Conrad when this wave crashed through the arches. It swamped the place. Over.”

			“Was anyone hurt? Over.”

			

			“I don’t think so, I’m still checking. Over.”

			“When you’re finished there, go to the east end of Crescent and check every building within a block of the harbor. I’ll work it from the west end. If you need med assist, call County Fire. Do you copy? Over.”

			“Roger that. I’m effing soaked, but no biggie. Satô clear.”

			Saldano keys the County Fire Department, located a half-mile up Avalon Canyon. “Control 1 to Control 2, over.”

			“This is Control 2, Phillips. What the hell y’all want? Over.” The groggy voice makes Saldano smile. The Fire Chief has also drawn the short straw.

			“Have you heard about the tidal wave that smacked us good? Over.”

			“Quit screwin’ with me, Saldano. What tidal wave? Over.”

			“About five minutes ago, some kind of wave rolled into Seven Moons Bay. It also hit Two Harbors—probably the whole leeward coast. Over.”

			“How bad is the damage. Any injuries? Over.” The Chief’s voice has lost its soft Georgia accent.

			“Don’t know. Satô and I are checking out Crescent and everything within a block of the water. Randolph can handle Two Harbors. Could you recon Pebbly Beach and the power plant? Over.”

			“We’re on it, Sarge. Let’s meet at the Metropole in a couple of hours and compare notes. Over.”

			“10-4. We’ll call if we need med assist. Control 1 clear.”

			Saldano sighs with relief when he reaches Crescent Avenue. Because most of the shops are closed for Christmas, the downtown escaped major damage. Only the enterprising few have taken it in the shorts—actually, a sodden mound of shorts lies on the esplanade outside the Sea Horse Boutique. A frightened salesgirl stares at the mess.

			“Were you injured, Alita? Are you okay?” Saldano asks.

			“I’m fine, I’m fine. But what am I gonna do with…” she points inside the shop. It’s full of clothes that stink of seawater.

			“You should call the owner—then probably inventory the damaged goods.”

			Alita groans and returns to her stool behind the counter.

			Saldano finds the same kind of mess at the few other open shops. At Luau Lenny’s, patrons line the bar, their pants and skirts soaked from the waist down, but their glasses full. DeVito, the bartender, has concocted a new drink called the “tidal surge,” and the crowd happily tests its potency. Christ, if it weren’t for Jamella, Saldano thinks, I’d be in there getting plastered. I’m not gonna fall off the wagon, fallen far enough already.

			In less than two hours, Saldano completes his rounds and sits with Fire Chief Phillips at a table in Metropole Plaza. They work on their written reports.

			Captain Sanchez approaches. “Feliz Navidad, mi commandante,” he cracks and executes a smart salute.

			“Same to you, buddy.” Saldano grins. “Any damage to the Pride? Anyone hurt?”

			“We got ashore without problems. The taxis took a British woman to the hospital. Looked like a broken ankle.”

			Saldano stares at the seamed hulls of capsized boats attended to by the Harbor Patrol. “The seawall took most of the impact. It’s those boats I’m worried about.”

			Sanchez nods. “If we’re lucky, nobody’s aboard. What really pisses me off is that damn wave spoiled our Christmas dinner.”

			“I’m afraid you’re going to stay pissed. The El Galleon is trashed, and it was the only restaurant staying open tonight.”

			“Just effing great. Another night of bar food at Lenny’s.”

			“Go easy on the sauce,” Saldano warns. “I don’t want to bust you for sailing while intoxicated. But what’s that you got?” He points to the colored piece of metal or cloth tucked under Sanchez’s arm.

			“Oh yeah, I almost forgot.” The Captain hands the prize to Saldano. “Right after the waves passed under us, this thing floated to the surface.”

			

			Saldano inspects the flotsam. “Did you record your position?”

			“It’s all in my log. We were just off Pelican Point. My GPS should be accurate within a couple of feet.”

			“So what do you want me to do with this?” Saldano turns the piece over and examines the splintered wooden frame.

			“Hell, Sarge, I don’t know…stick it where the sun…” Sanchez grins and saunters off toward Luau Lenny’s and a long night of swatting at barflies, but never connecting.

			“Satô to Control 1. Over.”

			“This is Saldano. Over.”

			“I’m about finished my recon. No significant injuries to report. But a lot of folks are pissed. The wave really clobbered Armstrong’s, ripped the place a new one. Over.”

			“Roger that. I’ll contact Public Works and have Morales send a crew. Over.”

			“10-4. Satô clear.”

			Saldano and Phillips sip strong coffee and watch the procession of curious tourists and townspeople walk the streets and point out watermarks on the faces of buildings. The Sergeant’s stomach growls, and he remembers to shop for groceries at Vons before driving home. But the grocery store luckily shut its doors at noon, right before the wave hit. I’ll have to settle for some of Jamella’s Saudi leftovers. Saldano smiles to himself. A perfect meal before opening my Christmas present. Now if I can only finish this damn report…
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			Jamella hovers six fathoms down at the bottom of Isthmus Cove. In the clear water, the brilliant sand reflects sunlight and illuminates the Caliente. She’s a 28-foot coastal cruiser out of Newport Beach that lies deck down in a tangle of fouled rigging. Her engine compartment leaks diesel fuel and oil. Pieces of mast and boom sway in the tide.

			After swimming around the wreck several times, shining her light through black portholes, Jamella adjusts her buoyancy compensator, floats to the surface, and spits out the mouthpiece.

			“Any luck?” Deputy Randolph yells from the wildly pitching boat.

			“Can’t see a bloody thing inside. Have a bad feeling.”

			“What do you want to do?” Harbormaster Wilson asks.

			“Can’t wait for the Coast Guard,” Jamella says. “There could be air pockets. She landed soft. Her hull’s in one piece.”

			“You’d better go in,” Randolph says. “I couldn’t locate the couple onshore, and nobody’s seen ‘em.”

			The deputy struggles to stand. But the swell sits his keg-shaped body down. The Harbormaster stumbles aft, clicks on the compressor, then passes Jamella a hydraulic chainsaw. 

			“You sure you’ll be okay if you find them?” Randolph shouts.

			She scowls. “I’ve seen dead people before.”

			“Don’t take any chances, Jamella. Saldano will have my ass if anything happens to you.”

			She smiles at the men, inserts the mouthpiece, and dives, eager to escape the waves and noisy equipment. She adjusts her buoyancy compensator and gently sinks, coming down almost on top of the Caliente’s slender keel. Moving to the bow end of the cabin, she cuts an opening in the hull at deck level, staying clear of where air pockets might have formed. The saw makes a ragged hole. Jamella wears a small air tank and slides inside easily.

			Her halogen flashlight cuts a tunnel through the darkness. All manner of junk suspended in the upside-down cabin undulates in the afternoon current. She moves toward the top of the overturned hull, but finds no air pockets. The cabin door is shut tight. If anyone was in here, they’re still here, Jamella thinks and shudders. She stops to let her vision improve. At the end of the black space, blades of sea grass dance in and out of her light beam. But this grass is blonde. Jamella slows her breathing, then moves aft. The woman looks to be in her early thirties, with a butterfly tattoo across a freckled shoulder. The man lies beneath her. His open, pale eyes gaze at Jamella from an eternally surprised face. Except for wedding rings, they’re naked.

			I hope he rocked her world as much as the Tsunami, she thinks. Jamella searches for the couple’s belongings and finds crumpled jeans holding the man’s wallet. A pink belly pack contains the woman’s ID. There’s something beautiful about them, gliding with ease in the water, free from the continuous effort to breathe. She pulls a camera from her waistband and rapidly depresses its shutter. The strobe illuminates the boat’s interior. Silver anchovy dart inside to investigate this new addition to their world. Retracing her path, she slips from the Caliente, jams the piece of cut hull into the opening, and with chainsaw in hand, floats toward the light.

			“I found them…they’re both dead,” Jamella shouts before either man can ask. “Turn off that bloody compressor!”

			The Harbormaster hustles to comply. They help her clamber aboard and remove the scuba gear. She huddles inside the wheelhouse, shivering. Wilson passes a towel. When she rips off her hood, a thick braid of sodden black hair falls to hip level. She blots at it with the towel, then scrubs her pale face. The men wait.

			

			“They were locked up tight in the cabin,” Jamella begins.

			“But they should’ve had a chance to– “ 

			Jamella cuts Randolph off. “They were busy doing what couples do. They’re both naked.” 

			The men stay silent.

			“I’d have tried to bring them up, but we’re not equipped for recovery. They are secure for now. Better let the Coast Guard handle it.”

			“You’re right, Jamella,” Wilson says. “I’ll set a marker buoy. Let’s get you out of this wind.”

			“I’ve got some brandy back at the Station,” Randolph offers.

			“I hope the bottle is full.” Jamella tries to smile. “Dead naked people at the bottom of the sea are not my idea of a holiday.”

			“It’ll take the Coast Guard a couple of days to get here,” Wilson says. “They’ve got their hands full with disabled craft in LA Harbor…and a stack of containers spilled off the Shanghai Doll and sunk a tug.”

			“I don’t care how long it takes,” Jamella says. “I won’t dive that part of the ocean any time soon.”

			When the trio reaches the pier and solid ground, Jamella begs off the brandy. She shoulders the scuba gear and picks her way across a beach littered with debris from the boats. The promise of a hot shower a block away draws her onward. Lisa meets her at the door of their Cape Cod-style cottage.

			“Did ya see it, Mom, did ya see it? The wave was huge, totally awesome, totally. Me and Sherry were on the porch of the Crow’s Nest. When it hit the cove, those boats went over like toys—I mean, ya should have seen it, it was…”

			“Slow down, Lisa, take a breath,” Jamella says. She dumps her equipment on the kitchen linoleum and puts a kettle on for tea. Her beanpole 13-year-old daughter hangs at her elbow; she wears chartreuse shorts and a purple tank top and jigs from one bare foot to the other.

			“I can’t slow down. It was so cool. Sherry and me were with Mrs. McKenzie. But I saw it first and let out a yell. The wave rolled right over Bird Rock and up the beach to the snack bar.”

			“Was anyone on the beach?” Jamella asks.

			“Nah, I didn’t see anybody—but the wave was so cool, it was amazing, I mean scary, you know what I mean.”

			“That wave killed two people in the harbor.”

			Lisa stops jigging and stares. “Ah, Mom…I’m sorry.” She hugs her mother’s trembling back. “Was it…anybody we know? I hope not.”

			“They were tourists, a man and his wife.” Jamella’s face cracks, and she buries it in her hands, shoulders jerking.

			“It’s okay, Mom.” Lisa hugs her mother tighter. “Here, better drink some tea.”

			The kettle sputters on the gas range. On tiptoes, Lisa reaches into a cupboard and takes down tea, a mug, and a dusty bottle of Myers Rum.

			“Paul’s not here, so drink a little of this with your English Breakfast.” Lisa sloshes dark liquid into the mug and prepares the tea ball.

			Jamella manages a weak smile. “So how old are you, anyway? Thirty?”

			“Ooooooh, gross, not even,” Lisa says.

			“I’m sorry, honey, I had to stay focused and do my job. But it was hard. Didn’t mean to get upset.” Jamella swipes at her eyes and slumps onto a kitchen chair. Lisa joins her at the table.

			“That’s all right, Mom. By the way, Paul called and said he’s stuck in Avalon doing paperwork. He said not to wait dinner, and he’ll open his holiday present when he gets home. What’s that about? We’ve already exchanged Ramadan gifts.”

			Jamella smiles. “You may be thirty, but you’re still my little girl. I’ll explain it later.”

			“I’m not that little.”

			That night, they heat up leftovers and wait in the darkness for the lights of Sergeant Saldano’s Explorer to wash over their cottage and his smile to brighten their home.
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			It was actually better when it was only Satô, Phillips, and me, Saldano thinks. He stares at his desk and the mounds of paperwork that wait for attention. It’s taken three days for the last of the Sheriff’s officers to make it back on the island. Frank McCloskey, the Station Commander, returned the night before after bouncing across the channel in a friend’s catamaran. According to Frank, the boat sliced through the waves on a single hull the entire crossing, which probably explains the Commander’s foul mood. 

			“Damn it, Saldano. I’m over town for four days, and the entire island is turned upside down.” 

			“We’ve got it under control, chief,” Saldano says. “I’ll have my report on your desk by tomorrow afternoon.”

			“I don’t want all the gory details, man. Give me the highlights.” He slumps into a chair at the Sergeant’s desk.

			“Six shops along Crescent and a couple more on Sumner got pretty much trashed. The El Galleon got messed up. But Armstrong’s took the worst of it. I had Public Works put up some temporary partitions. The whole seaward side of the structure is gone.”

			“Yes, yes, but what about injuries or incidents?”

			“Satô and I got everything secured by sundown. So far, there’s been no reports of looting or break-ins. As far as injuries, I think we lucked out. Jacinta at the Sugarloaf got knocked around a bit, scratches mostly. And a British woman on the Pride spent two days in the hospital with a broken ankle. No one in Avalon was out on the water, so when four boats capsized, nobody got hurt. They weren’t so lucky in Two Harbors.”

			“What da ya mean?” 

			“A Newport Beach couple was aboard their sailboat moored in Isthmus Cove. The wave rolled them over, and they drowned.

			“Where are the bodies?”

			“Still in the boat, on the bottom. I contacted Coast Guard San Pedro, but they haven’t sent a recovery team yet.”

			“Who’d ya talk with at CG?” McCloskey demanded.

			“Hang on, Frank. I can’t remember—some Ensign, I think. All hell broke loose here, and it sounded like the same thing happened on the mainland.”

			“Are you sure the bodies are on the boat?”

			“Oh yeah!” Saldano slides a half dozen digital prints across his desk to Frank.

			“Jesus, who took these?” Frank stares at blue-green photos of the naked couple. His mouth hangs open.

			“Jamella took ‘em. She’s still upset about it. But that ‘stiff upper lip’ crap she picked up in England gets her through.”

			“Why didn’t Randolph get Stedman to go down? This island is crawling with scuba divers.”

			“He was off island, just like you, Frank. We did the best we could. Jamella got in the water twenty minutes after the wave hit.”

			Frank surprises Saldano. “Well, tell her thanks from me. It’s a hell of a thing.”

			“I’ll tell her to send you a bill.” Saldano grins, pushes his tall body up from the desk, and grabs a coffee cup. “I’ll be back in a minute.” He knows Frank will head for the Plaza Café, where he’ll spend the morning gabbing with the locals and sipping strong espresso.

			After Saldano returns to his desk, Deputy Satô enters. “I’ve got a draft of my report. Could you take a look at it and tell me if I’ve missed something?”

			“We need to get all the details. If anybody ever applies for federal relief, they’ll want to see the record.”

			“But I hate writing these damn things,” Satô says.

			“Take your time—walk through your patrol in your mind and record what you see, hear, smell—the who, what, when, where, and why of it. Get it down. It doesn’t have to be Hemingway.”

			“No chance of that.” Satô stares at the typed pages in his lap. “Yeah, this definitely sucks.”

			“Have it to me by tomorrow morning so we both can keep the Commander happy.”

			“Will do.” Satô stands. “Where’d you get that thing?” he asks. Saldano follows the direction of the deputy’s finger that pointed to the red flotsam propped up on the credenza.

			“Oh yeah, that. Captain Sanchez was anchored just outside the harbor. Said it floated up right after the wave rolled under him.”

			“The numbers are western,” Satô says excitedly, “but those symbols look like the Japanese phonetic alphabet, and the curved red swatch could be part of their flag. My great uncle in Santa Monica still has a flag tacked up in his bedroom. He never really got over the war, ya know.”

			“Can you read Japanese?”

			“Heck no. I was born in Whittier and have never been to Japan. My father’s only been once. My grandpop’s been back—but it’s a long journey.”

			“Hell, I’m from Cuero, Texas, and it feels just as far. Do you think your grandfather could tell me what this is?”

			“If you honor him with your presence at his restaurant, I’m sure he can be persuaded. He respects people in uniform.”

			“Tell him Jamella and I will be there tomorrow night for dinner.”

			“He’ll enjoy that—but you’d better phone for reservations. Avalon is filling up with the New Year’s Eve crowd. Tsunami or no tsunami, this place will be rockin’.

			“What a way to end a year,” Saldano grumbles.

			───

			“Thanks for wearing my favorite dress,” Saldano says. 

			“You’re welcome. I don’t get much of a chance anymore. This outfit would get their knickers in a bind at The Isthmus, and we don’t come to Avalon as often.”

			Saldano bends and kisses Jamella on her sculpted lips. “I still remember the first time you wore it for me and what we did afterwards.”

			“Hold on, mister. The night is young, and we have things to do.”

			The couple stands in the foyer of Harada’s Japanese Restaurant. Jamella wears a flowing Abaaya; its royal purple silk sets off finely-tooled silver jewelry. But she’s left the veil and headscarf at home. Her thick black hair flows like a burnished mane down her back. Tourists stare, and even the stone-faced Japanese waiters grin and bid them a good evening.

			How did I ever find such a beauty? Saldano thinks. And why is she still with me?

			“This way, please.” The maitre ‘d interrupts Saldano’s reverie and leads the couple to a booth partially hidden behind a bamboo and rice paper screen.

			“Do you mind if I order some sakē?” Jamella asks.

			“No, please go ahead. Staring at you will be enough for me.”

			“Please, I’ll blush if you don’t stop. I’m already on display.”

			Jamella dips her head and sips green tea. They study the menus and discuss what dishes to order and which ones they’re willing to share. Saldano has brought the piece of flotsam wrapped in brown paper. He scans the restaurant but fails to locate the elder Satô. They are almost through their dinner when a small man with crow’s-feet eyes, thin silver hair, and a broad smile approaches.

			“Saldano-san, so glad for you to honor my restaurant. And Jamella-san…” The old man’s black eyes gleam as he unabashedly ogles her. She stares back, smiling.

			“Satô-san, I am glad you are here,” Saldano replies. “Please sit with us. I have something to show you.”

			“Yes, my grandson, Hiroki, has told me about what you have.”

			

			Saldano unwraps his treasure and lays it on the table. “Can you tell us what those symbols mean in English?” 

			The old man picks it up, turns it over. “Yes, but I do not know their, ah, importance. The red part is definitely a piece of the Japanese rising sun. The color is unmistakable. But these black symbols must be some type of serial number.”

			Saldano takes out a notepad. “So what are they?”

			The old man stares at the flotsam for a few moments, then recites: “E9W1.”

			“Is that it? No other meaning?” 

			“I am so sorry, Saldano-san. As I said, it could mean anything. But this item looks new, and Hiroki said it came up from the ocean with the tsunami?”

			“Yes, quite strange, Satô-san. But thank you for your help.”

			The couple chats with the elder Satô about his family, business trends, and island politics until the old man stands, bows deeply, and disappears.

			“So what do you think?” Jamella asks.

			“Looks like we have another mystery to solve.”

			“What do you mean WE?” Jamella smirks and tries hard to hide her excitement.

			The lovers clasp hands under the table, sip tea, and savor the remnants of their meals. Afterwards, they stroll along the moonlit harbor’s edge, catch a movie at the Casino, and make out in the darkness while nearby teenage girls whisper “Oooooooh, gross,” and “get a room.” On the cross-island drive home, they stop often and laugh when Lisa meets them at the door, scowling, her arms folded across green pajamas with peace symbols.

			“Where have you two been? I was worried.”

			“Don’t worry, mi mamasita. We won’t do it again,” Saldano says. “But you should know we have a new mystery to solve.”

			“What, what is it? Can I help?” Lisa asks and yawns.

			“Yes, you may,” Jamella says, “but not now. We’re going to bed.” She tugs at Saldano’s arm. “I’ll explain it all in the morning.”

			“Yeah, yeah, that’s what you always say.”

			“And don’t stay up too late, Lisa. Tomorrow’s a school day, and you’re getting harder and harder to wake up.”

			“I won’t, m-o-t-h-e-r.” 

			───

			Lisa frowns and stretches out on the sofa to finish watching a cheesy horror film on the SYFY channel. The roars from Mothra and Godzilla drown out any sounds from the bedroom—but Lisa knows and smiles to herself. This is still way better than before…she thinks before she drops off to sleep.

		

	
		
			

			– 5 –

			The gray Pacific winter has arrived in Avalon. The last of 3,000 drunken revelers who attended the Casino’s New Year’s Eve bash have disappeared. The ferries have gone back to their sparse cold-season schedule, and school is back in session. A glacial pace of activity envelops the Sheriff’s Station.

			“Now would be the time to take a vacation,” Deputy Barbara Hansen grumbles. She tucks wayward strands of dishwater blond hair behind an ear and stares unseeing at a Woman’s Day.

			“Next year you can take the Christmas shift,” Saldano says. “I’ll even throw in another tidal wave to make it interesting.”

			“Did they ever figure out what caused that thing?”

			“Don’t you watch the news?”

			“I’ve been too busy fending off the mainland geeks my mother sets me up with.”

			“Well, on behalf of all geeks, Cal Tech labs recorded a 5.8 earthquake on the Palos Verdes Fault.”

			“We’ve felt bigger quakes than that, but they’ve never caused tidal waves. And aren’t tsunamis supposed to roll across the Pacific?”

			“Yes. But they’ve discovered a bend in the fault offshore of Dana Point. When it moved during the earthquake, it pushed up a big chunk of the ocean floor. That caused the waves.”

			“Since when did you become an expert?”

			“Before Jamella, I studied everything about the Channel Islands. I…I couldn’t drink, so I read a lot…and watched the Discovery Channel.”

			“I remember your pre-Jamella days.” Hansen grins. “So how are things goin’? You can tell me, but skip the x-rated parts.”

			“Jamella is doing great at the Science Center—although I get nervous about her being around those college studs.”

			“Relax. It’d be tough for them to hit on her when they’re five fathoms down and wearing scuba gear. Besides, Jamella can take care of herself.”

			“I know, I know.” Saldano smiles. “I’m not used to good times lasting.”

			“What about Lisa?”

			“So far, we get along great. But I’ve never been a…a father to a teenager, and everybody warns about, you know, raging hormones.”

			“Hey, my son only grunts at me. Getting a complete sentence out of Brian is impossible…and John hates sharing custody.”

			Saldano nods and returns to gazing out the office window, not wanting to talk about their respective divorces. Memories of the last time he saw his two young daughters wash over him… their pink, tear-stained cheeks, sad eyes, tiny hands that waved weakly as he drove away in a drunken stupor. 

			The feeble winter sun barely burns through the fogbank that engulfs Catalina. It’s mid-afternoon before the sky clears. Deputy Hansen and Saldano flip a coin to see who gets to do rounds. Hansen wins. She smoothes the rumpled uniform over her slender body, slides the 9 mm into its holster, and steps outside. Hansen’s pretty hot, he thinks. If I wasn’t with Jamella…

			The telephone’s buzz jolts him back to reality, and he yanks it from its cradle. “County Sheriff, Sergeant Saldano speaking.”

			“Ah…Paul?”

			“Lisa? Is everything all right?”

			“Yeah, sure, why wouldn’t it be?”

			“Why’d you call?”

			

			“I…I missed the bus, and I need ta ride home with you.”

			Saldano chuckles. “I thought you didn’t like being seen in a cop car?” 

			“Yeah, yeah. I’ll hide under the seat till we’re outta town.”

			“I don’t get off work for two hours. What will you do until then?”

			“Hang at the library.”

			“Okay, I’ll come get you after five. Since you’re there, why don’t you work on that mystery for us?”

			“Well…yeah, okay, I mean, it’ll be more fun than homework. I almost forgot about …that thing?”

			“You’d better call your mother and let her—”

			“Already did…she’s cool…I’ll see ya in a couple hours.” 

			“So why did you miss the bus?”

			“Ah…ya know, got talkin’ with friends.” She hangs up before he can ask any more questions.

			───

			Inside the living-room-sized library, Lisa waits for one of four computers to become available and daydreams about Aaron Stratford. He’s so cool…in ninth grade…got his own scooter. I better watch it, or I’ll miss the bus more often. Little kids giggle in the children’s section, and old geezers read the daily newspapers and chat it up with Señora Estella and the other librarians. Finally, a guy checking his online stock portfolio leaves. Lisa logs on, adjusts her iPod, and Googles E9W1. She’s never done a search like this one and doubts whether she’ll get any hits.

			The Internet produces pages of websites. Some are unintelligible—in languages that use long words with lots of Ys and Zs in them. As Lisa works through the sites, she notices a common element—pictures of a strange-looking plane with two wings and a round spot on its side. She exhausts Google and tries Yahoo, Lycos, Ask, and a few other search engines. Some additional websites appear, but produce nothing new. She gets engrossed in reading. Someone touches her shoulder, and she jumps.

			“Are you ready to go?” Saldano asks.

			“Don’t do that,” she barks. “You scared me.”

			Señora Estella frowns at them.

			“I’m sorry, didn’t mean to…” He takes a step backward.

			“It’s all right…I was in the middle…I’ll finish at home.”

			───

			On the ride to Two Harbors, Lisa stays quiet, which is fine with Saldano. He’s seldom alone with her and now gets only monosyllabic responses to his questions about school, homework, or classmates. Jamella welcomes them into their cottage filled with the aromas of Arabian food. Lisa spends the evening doing homework and Internet research. She stares at the screen intently and mutters to herself. 

			The next night, when Saldano steps from the darkness into their brightly lit living room, Lisa pounces.

			“I think I’ve got it, Paul. Here, check this out.” She thrusts a thick manila folder at him.

			“What are you talking about?” Saldano sighs. He’s tired and could kill for a bourbon and water, or even a beer.

			“I researched our mystery, and I think I have an answer.”

			“Her material looks legitimate,” Jamella says.

			“Can’t we eat first?” Saldano complains. 

			Over a meal of Al-Kabsa, highly seasoned rice with chicken, the adults chatter about their workdays. Finally, they’re through with dinner. 

			Lisa explodes. “All right, already, do you want to see my stuff or not?” 

			Jamella beams. “Okay, honey, let’s take a look.”

			Lisa retrieves her folder and passes pages to Paul.

			“It was actually pretty easy. Google led me right to it, but I had ta, ya know, check out dozens of sites before I, ya know, got clued in. Look at this.”

			Saldano stares at a line drawing of a stubby biplane with a round red spot on its side and black symbols painted next to it.

			“So you think my piece of debris is from a biplane? How did it get to the bottom of the ocean?” Saldano rubs his chin.

			Jamella hands him another sheet. It’s a copied photograph of the same biplane. Two uniformed Asian men work on the engine. The plane rests on some type of deck grating surrounded by water. The photo’s caption reads: 

			“A Japanese crew readies a Watanabe E9W1 for launch.” 

			Saldano’s mouth drops open. “Wow, a Japanese plane…looks like an antique. But wouldn’t we have heard if something like that crashed near Catalina?”

			“I thought the same thing,” Lisa says, “so I kept, ya know, digging.” She hands Saldano another photocopy. It shows the plane, its pontoons resting on wooden blocks. The caption reads:

			“The Watanabe floatplane was used during the early part of the war, but by mid-1942 was replaced by the E14Y1.”

			“Hum, curious,” Saldano says. “Why would a piece of an eighty-year-old Japanese relic float to the surface? My piece of junk looks new.”

			Jamella grins: “Wait, there’s more.” Lisa hands him a photograph of the plane with the following caption.

			“The Watanabe E9W1 or ‘Type 96’ was widely used by submarine commanders as a scout plane during the early part of the war.”

			Saldano stares at the photo. “I never heard of such a thing. How could a submarine launch a plane?”

			Lisa slides another photocopy toward him. It shows a wingless aircraft being dragged from a tube-shaped hangar on the deck of a low gray ship. The crewmen are Asian and wear white bandanas. The caption reads:

			“An I-boat crew removes a Type 96 floatplane from its airtight hangar in preparation for launch.”

			Saldano studies the photograph and tries to piece the puzzle together. 

			Jamella glares at him impatiently. “Come on, Paul, can’t you see it?” Her cheeks are flushed. She grabs the photo from his hands and points. “Your piece of debris was part of a Watanabe floatplane, stored in an I-boat’s hangar, that lies somewhere on the bottom of the San Pedro Channel. When the tsunami hit, its hangar door must have popped open, and your piece of plane floated to the surface.”

			Saldano sits in stunned silence, his mind flooded with scenes from old submarine movies: Das Boot, Run Silent Run Deep. “I…I suppose you’re right. But wrecked submarines are big deals. Somebody should already know about this. And if the wreck has been down there for eighty-plus years, it’s probably been picked over long ago.”

			“Not necessarily,” Lisa chimes in. “I found some sites, both Japanese and American, that talk about I-boat operations off the California coast. There’s no mention of a submarine being wrecked. A few were spotted and depth-charged, but no confirmed kills.”

			“You found all that on the Internet?”

			“Of course, silly,” Lisa says. “You should try it sometimes.”

			“That’s why I have you. But couldn’t it all be a hoax? I would think the Japanese or U.S. Navies have accounted for all of those old subs by now.”

			“We don’t know that,” Jamella says. “It will take more research.”

			“Yeah, I…I can see that. Jesus, this is huge…a submarine…what the hell was it doing off Avalon and…” Saldano’s voice fades as a movie clip from Gray Lady Down flashes through his brain—the dead guy floating in the flooded compartment. As a kid in parched Cuero, Texas, he loved submarine movies.

			Jamella almost giggles. “You’re right, Paul, this is huge news…and…and if something is down there, I want to find it.” 

			“You want to dive for it?” Saldano asks soberly. “Do you realize how dangerous that can be?” 

			“Ease up, Sergeant,” Lisa says. “My Mom’s a pro, remember?”

			

			“Yes, a beautiful one who I want to enjoy living with, not worrying about on deep sea adventures.”

			Jamella takes his hand. “Paul, I would never take chances that would take me away from…from you or Lisa. But…”

			“But what?”

			“I’m a professional diver, Paul. It’s what I do.” They stare at each other, unsmiling.

			Saldano sighs. “Well, you’ve got to let me help, and promise you’ll wait until spring. The winter sea is too rough.”

			Jamella kisses him full on the lips. “Don’t worry, we have plenty to do before I get near the water.” She looks at Lisa. “But we need to keep this our secret—so NO BLABBING at school, understood?”

			“Why do you always think I’m the one that’s gonna screw up?” Lisa complains.

			“Because you’re the one who missed the bloody bus, probably chatting up some boy.” Jamella laughs and hugs Lisa, who wrinkles her face.

			The three settle back for a quiet evening in front of the TV. Jamella stares at the flickering screen, unseeing, already laying plans for the dive—this could be the big one, she thinks. I can now show my family that it was all worth it. 
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