

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	IT’S 1977, AND BATTLES RAGE ON SAN FRANCISCO BAY OVER ATTEMPTS TO EVICT HUNDREDS OF PEOPLE, MOSTLY YOUNG AND REBELLIOUS, LIVING IN HOUSEBOATS


	 


	In the waning days of the hippie movement, along a stretch of San Francisco Bay known as Waldo Point, hundreds of young people live in an improvised community of off-kilter houseboats, taking inspiration from their guru, garrulous eighty-four-year-old Achille Palaiologos.


	A change in property ownership threatens the community’s existence: the new owner, a developer, wants everyone evicted. The houseboaters fight back, enlisting in their cause Legal Aid attorney Rick Spenser.  Battles ensue, both legal and physical, in the courts and on land and water.  After a daring act of sabotage upends the developer’s plans, the houseboaters split into bitterly opposed factions over whether or not to propose a compromise plan.  Meanwhile Rick, though supposedly committed to girlfriend Tiffany Wong, is attracted to houseboat leader Becky Yates.  Both these conflicts culminate in a day and night of tragedy, betrayal and fear.


	In the aftermath, Rick strives to repair his relationship with Tiffany, while Rick and Becky together struggle to save the community and end the houseboat wars.


	 


	 


	"…a fun and thoughtful read…probes the ‘nobody's right when everybody's wrong’ culture clashes of the 1970s…put on your favorite old vinyl album, read and enjoy the ride."—Don Daglow, author of The Fog Seller


	“The Sausalito, California houseboat wars of the ‘70s…makes for a wild chapter in Bay Area history and an entertaining read.”—Cyra McFadden, author of The Serial: A Year in the Life of Marin County


	 “…a fascinating, fictional chronicle of…the house-boat community of Sausalito, California…suspenseful and a page turner. I highly recommend this well written book.”—Colleen Rae, author of One Sausalito Summer


	“In this thriller, a houseboat community’s legal case against developers in 1977 California culminates in murder…The attorney protagonist getting caught up in more melodrama than lawyering makes for an unusual but convincing tale.”—Kirkus Reviews
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Preface


	



This is a work of fiction. Although I was witness to and participant in the houseboat wars that roiled the waters of San Francisco Bay during the 1970s and 80s, this novel does not purport to be an accurate recounting of those years. Consider it instead a fantasy, or history refracted by a funhouse mirror
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	PARKING LOT AND TRUCK


	 


	The parking lot lay only footsteps ahead, shrouded in darkness. The sun had long since set, clouds blacked out the stars and moon. There was no overhead lighting — never had been in this converted patch of dirt. No vehicles were coming in or out with their lights on.


	In front of me ran a ragged line of cars and trucks, beyond that an aisle, then another ragged line of vehicles. My Mustang was parked in the second line, across the aisle.


	Still feeling the effects of the too-many Scotches I’d just drunk, I dragged my feet across the rough dirt surface and eased myself around a parked van. I stepped into the aisle, and just as I did, a large truck located at the end turned on its headlights and illuminated a broad swath of light in front of me.


	I halted. How nice. Was the truck driver doing me a favor? Or was it just coincidence he’d provided light exactly when I needed it? 


	I began to cross the aisle. The big truck roared its engine, lurched forward and headed straight for me!


	I froze. But only for a split-second; then I ran fast as I could, finally tucking myself into the space between my car and the one next to it. The big truck roared past, spewing dust, gravel, engine noise and hatred. 


	My heart raced, I started to sweat. What was going on? 


	There was no way around it. I was under attack. The truck deliberately tried to run me down. It wasn’t an accident, or a failure to see me. The truck clearly aimed at me. 


	Meanwhile, the truck was backing up. It passed the front of my car again, this time going the opposite direction, and came to a stop roughly where it had started, about forty feet to my right. The truck then repositioned itself in the aisle so that its headlights pointed squarely at me. It resembled an angry dragon crouched in anticipation, the two headlights its eyes, the clattery engine its growl. I tried to see who the driver of the truck was, but the headlights’ glare blacked out everything else. 


	What to do?


	I couldn’t think, my brain was white noise. I could barely breathe.


	Calm down, I told myself. Start breathing, start thinking.


	After about thirty seconds, a coherent thought took form.  There was no point standing outside. I had a car. I unlocked the Mustang’s door and climbed into the driver’s seat.


	I slumped over the steering wheel. What a day from hell this had been.  Early on, I learned that a client, whom I also considered a good friend, had been murdered. Just in the last hour, I’d betrayed the love of my life. Now, a truck was trying to kill me. What had I done to deserve all this?


	But I couldn’t waste time feeling sorry for myself. I needed to find a way out of the trap I’d fallen into.


	I tried to analyze the situation. The truck seemed to be waiting for me to pull out. When I did, would it try to hit me? It seemed completely irrational. While a big truck might be able to hit a pedestrian and get away with little damage to itself, surely hitting a Mustang at high speed would damage almost any truck. Surely whoever was driving the truck would recognize that.


	Or would he?


	Or would he even care?


	Perhaps I could simply outwait the truck. If I did nothing, didn’t even turn on my headlights, perhaps the truck would eventually get bored and go away.


	Of course, the downside to this strategy was that it would make me even later, and I was already unpardonably late. Oh Tiffany, dear Tiffany, will you ever forgive me?


	I decided it was worth a try. I sat in the driver’s seat, resolved to wait patiently and watch the problem go away.


	I couldn’t do it. I was too tense — sweating, trembling, the acrid smell of truck exhaust in my nostrils, the truck’s piercing headlights in my eyes. Five seconds seemed like a minute, five minutes like an hour.


	Nor did the truck vanish of its own accord. It remained in the center of the aisle, motor running, headlights glaring, hostility exuding.


	Time for Plan B.


	The truck was to my right. The way out of the parking lot was to the left. If I pulled out of my space and turned left, the truck, assuming the worst, would come at me from behind. I could try to outrun the truck. But that seemed a risky strategy. The truck could build up speed faster than I could, because it was moving in a straight line, whereas I had to make a left turn. Plus, the truck driver probably knew the parking lot better than I did.


	Time for some trickery. I’d noticed earlier, when the truck first barreled forward down the aisle, then backed up, and then moved forward to reposition itself, that it needed considerable time to shift gears between forward and reverse. By contrast, since my Mustang was an automatic, I could shift between the two directions rapidly. Could I take advantage of that pair of facts?


	Actually, the question was could I take advantage, given my current condition? I’d felt slightly drunk leaving Becky’s boat; now I felt gripped by fear. At least the fear seemed to have flushed out the alcohol.


	I began to creep out of my parking space, left hand on the steering wheel, right hand on the gearshift, ready for instant action. With my left eye I looked to where I was going; with my right, I watched the truck.


	Creep, creep, creep — 


	The truck’s engine let out a guttural roar, its tires buzz sawed on gravel and dirt, and the malevolent shape catapulted forward. I yanked the Mustang’s gearshift back to reverse and zipped back into my parking space. The truck rushed past me down the aisle, missing the front end of my car by only an arm’s length. The truck came to a halt further down the aisle.


	The truck was now to my left, facing away. On the one hand, it was blocking my only way out. On the other hand, I was behind the truck; it could no longer attack me without making another move. And I was no longer staring into its headlights.


	I felt better. The ball was now in the truck’s court. I could revive the wait-it-out strategy.


	But I didn’t have to wait. The driver gunned the truck’s engine again and began to back up. He passed my parking space, still in reverse gear. 


	As soon as the front of the truck cleared my space, I charged out, turned left, and sped down the aisle toward the exit. In my rearview mirror I saw the truck’s headlines recede into the distance, and I knew the driver was, as I’d anticipated, struggling to shift from reverse to forward.


	I exited the parking lot and came to Bridgeway. The light was red, but there were no other cars nearby. I shot across. Then, I raced up the access ramp to Highway 101, accelerator pressed to the floor.


	Once I felt confident, I’d escaped the parking lot and the evil truck, a question coiled itself around my frazzled brain, my stiff neck, my sore, tense shoulders. It was a really good question.


	How had I gotten myself into this mess?
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	INTAKE DAY


	 


	It all began on a warm, seemingly routine afternoon in October 1977.


	I worked as a staff attorney at Marin Legal Aid, where my duties included handling intake — interviewing new applicants for our free legal services — one or two afternoons a week. I was on intake duty that October day when three individuals walked into our offices. 


	They were from Waldo Point, a spot along Richardson Bay just north of Sausalito, they told me. They lived on houseboats, as did virtually everyone else at Waldo Point. And they had come on behalf of an organization called Save Our Waterfront — SOW for short.


	Why was SOW coming to Legal Aid? Because the houseboat community at Waldo Point was being evicted. For many years, an eccentric landlord had owned Waldo Point.  He followed an anything-goes philosophy in managing his property, and the houseboat community grew up under his neglectful watch. Now, under pressure from county authorities worried about health and safety conditions, the eccentric landlord had sold the property. The buyer was a real estate development group out of San Francisco that planned to evict everyone now living at Waldo Point and redevelop the area as a luxury houseboat marina aimed at the high-end market. To add insult to injury, the development group planned to rename the area from Waldo Point to Strawberry Point Harbor.


	SOW wanted Legal Aid to bring a lawsuit to stop it all.


	I didn’t know what to tell the Houseboat Three. They were asking for a large, complicated lawsuit against at least two defendants, one a sophisticated real estate developer that probably commanded enormous financial resources, and the other the County of Marin, which generally won when sued in local court. And to be honest about it, the various houseboat communities along Richardson Bay enjoyed an unsavory reputation. To us outsiders, the name “Waldo Point” conjured a mysterious netherworld. 


	On the other hand, I couldn’t simply say “no.” The Houseboat Three estimated there were around 115 boats at Waldo Point, housing roughly 160 people, almost all of them low-income. Marin Legal Aid’s sole reason for existence was to provide free legal assistance in civil cases to the low-income residents of Marin County. Were we going to stand aside while 160 of our supposed beneficiaries were evicted?


	I told the three I’d have to get back to them. Then I went to see my boss, Sam. When I told him about my meeting with the houseboaters, he laughed and shook his head. “Want to hear about my one experience representing somebody from Waldo Point?”


	“Sure.”


	“It was an eviction case, and the client’s name was . . . Sandra something-or-other; I don’t remember her last name. Sandra was tall, thin, dark-haired, and if you really want to know, slutty-looking. I don’t remember much about the case — other than the fact we lost — but I do remember a couple of things about Sandra.


	“First, in her application, she listed income but gave her occupation as ‘hitchhiker.’  How did she make money as a hitchhiker? I asked — in retrospect, naively. 


	“‘I’m a prostitute,’ she answered nonchalantly. ‘There’s a group of us. We pick up our johns by hitchhiking on the access road to 101 North. So we call ourselves hitchhikers.’


	“Then, at her trial, just as our case was definitively crumbling, she leaned over, pulled on the sleeve of my suit coat, and whispered in my ear, ‘You don’t happen to have any Percodan on you, do you? I’m really having withdrawal.’”


	Sam gritted his teeth and again shook his head.


	I remained silent a few seconds, to give Sam time to exorcize the memory of Sandra something-or-other. Then I reiterated what I regarded as the crucial fact, that roughly 160 low-income Marin County residents were facing eviction.


	“I hear you,” he said, his brow furrowed.


	“Let me propose something. They invited me down to Waldo Point to take a look and see what their community is all about. I could take them up on their offer.”


	“That sounds like a good idea. At least it’s low-budget.”


	“Okay. Will do.”


	That was it. That’s how my unsuspecting journey to the dark parking lot and the murderous truck began.
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	THE TOUR – GATE 6


	 


	Massive, grey and thoroughly rotten, it walled off the seaward side of the Waldo Point parking lot. It was the long side of an enormous wooden boat. Or more accurately, the remains of an enormous wooden boat, for although a skeletal paddlewheel still adorned the behemoth’s side and a tall black smokestack tottered on top, the poor boat’s rectangular hull was so decrepit it was collapsing onto itself, well along the road to becoming simply a 300-foot-long pile of rotting wood.


	Mysteriously, the boat rested entirely on dry land. It was not beached — that would imply an ocean lapping at one edge — but instead simply grounded, dry land in all directions. A sign on the boat read “CHARLES VAN DAMME.”


	Welcome to Waldo Point.


	I gingerly stepped out of my Mustang onto the parking lot’s rough dirt surface. Three individuals were heading my direction — the same Houseboat Three who’d appeared at our offices earlier that week. Since they’d filled out lengthy application forms, I knew quite a bit about each of them.


	My eye went immediately to the lone female of the trio, Becky Yates. She was twenty-five — two years younger than me — the secretary of SOW, and by occupation a retail clothing salesgirl.  She was also, I couldn’t help noticing, quite the fox, with a cascade of long curly blond hair, oval face, flawless complexion, large sensual green eyes, dimpled chin, suntanned arms and legs, and round, firm breasts untethered by bra.


	Becky Yates seemed to favor splashy, sexy clothing. When she’d visited our offices earlier in the week, she’d worn a light summer shift that resembled a patchwork quilt — differently patterned squares of colorful cloth arranged haphazardly. Today her dress was fuchsia — an intense, psychedelic fuchsia — with a pattern of small yellow flowers. You would have noticed her from Seattle.


	At the opposite end of the pulchritude spectrum stood Hank Foster — fifty-six years old, an auto mechanic by trade, and a member but not an officer of SOW. Gaunt and weathered, he seemed all hollows, with a head long and bony like that of an old horse and a suspicious stare emanating from sunken eyes. His grayish hair extended long and lank to his shoulders, and he wore an aged grey T-shirt and much-dripped-upon jeans. 


	The third member of the trio — Kevin Cassidy, age twenty-eight, vice-president of SOW — looked much like me. Average height, slender build, light complexion, sandy hair. He wore a collared shirt and clean jeans, and when he’d visited our offices he’d even carried a briefcase.


	Kevin Cassidy’s one negative was that on his application form he said he was unemployed with zero income. This was normally a red flag for Legal Aid eligibility purposes; when a potential client reported zero income, we were supposed to ask, “If you don’t have any income, how do you eat?” But since Kevin was coming in on behalf of a group and not himself, I’d let the matter slide.


	Becky, Hank and Kevin greeted me with smiles and handshakes. “Today we’re going to start by giving you a tour of Gate 6,” said Kevin, who generally acted as spokesperson for the trio. “Then we’ll go down to Gate 5, and there you’ll meet the president of SOW.”


	I hadn’t met the SOW president yet. I’d been told he was eighty-four years old and had difficulty getting around, but was eager to meet me at Waldo Point.


	 “Fine,” I said. “But first, what’s that?” I pointed to the huge, collapsing boat.


	Hank stepped forward to answer. “That’s the Charles Van Damme, an old bay ferryboat.”


	“Why is it here?”


	“Don Arques bought it and moved it here.”


	Don Arques — Donlon Arques, to use his full name — was the eccentric landlord whose laissez-faire management of Waldo Point had allowed the houseboat community to flourish.


	“Why did Arques do that?”


	Hank shrugged. “He liked old ferryboats. He bought several of them.”


	“Did he ever use them for anything?”


	“He didn’t. But our president, Achille Palaiologos, lives on one of Arques’ old ferryboats, the San Rafael.”


	I pointed at the rotting hulk facing us. “The president of SOW lives on something like that?”


	“Yup.”


	This is going to be weird.


	My attention returned to the fact the Charles Van Damme sat wholly on land, no water in sight. “How did Arques get a boat this big onto dry land?”


	“He dug a channel and floated the Charles Van Damme in. Then he filled in the channel and all around the boat.”


	“Why was it so important for him to have the boat here on dry land?”


	Again Hank shrugged. “I guess you’d have to ask him.” 


	I continued staring at Arques’ dubious achievement. Hank’s explanations weren’t very satisfying. But then, how would you explain a spectacle so bizarre?


	“We better get started on our tour,” Kevin said, obviously trying to get off the subject of quirky Donlon Arques. “As I was saying, we’re going to start by giving you a tour of Gate 6. Then we’ll go down to Gate 5 and you’ll meet the president of SOW on the San Rafael.”


	We headed toward the south end of the Charles Van Damme. “Those names — Gate 5, Gate 6 — they go back to the old shipyard, right?” I asked as we walked. I was vaguely aware the entire northern Richardson Bay waterfront had been the site of an enormous shipbuilding enterprise during World War II.


	“Exactly,” said Hank. “It was called Marinship. There were 20,000 people working here at the peak. The whole area was fenced in, and you had to enter through one of the gates. That’s where those names — Gate 3, Gate 5, Gate 6 — came from. The shipyard’s long gone, but the names of the gates still live on.”


	Hank seemed to be the group’s historian. “How long have you lived here?”


	“Since 1942. Thirty-five years. I was one of the workers at Marinship.”


	“Wow.” Turning to Becky and Kevin, I asked, “And how long have each of you lived here?”


	Kevin didn’t seem pleased by the question. He looked at Becky.


	“I came here in 1971, so six years,” she said.


	“And you?” I said to Kevin.


	“I’ve been here about four years. Shall we get started?”


	Quite a difference in seniority, I thought. No wonder Kevin seemed eager to get off the subject. On the other hand, if Kevin was vice president of SOW, he had to be an accepted member of the community.


	Circling the south end of the Charles Van Damme, we came to a makeshift gate. On top, multi-colored, cartoonish letters on a wooden board spelled out, “NO TOURISTS BEYOND THIS POINT.”


	“You have a problem with tourists?”


	“Do we?” said Becky. “One morning I was just getting out of the shower, and there were these three guys, German tourists, on my boat. On my boat!”


	Lucky German tourists.


	Beyond the gate the path turned into a downward-sloping bridge three or four weathered planks wide, with no handrails and supported by only a few rickety posts. With trepidation, I stepped onto the bridge, keeping my eyes down to watch my footing.


	The bridge connected to a dock floating in water. It also was constructed of much-weathered wood and lacked handrails. I continued to keep my eyes down as I hopped from the bridge to the dock, then adjusted to the bobbing up and down of the dock. 


	When finally I looked up, I realized I’d fallen through the rabbit hole. All around me were the houseboats of Gate 6.


	All principles of order, symmetry, coherence and pattern had been repealed. No line was plumb, no two corners aligned. All shapes imaginable — circles, squares, rectangles, rhomboids, trapezoids, triangles — coexisted cheek to jowl. Concepts from Snow White and the Seven Dwarves competed with concepts from Buckminster Fuller. Water lapped, a scent of bacon and eggs wafted, and a one-eared dog trotted along the dock. Shifting from leg to leg to keep my balance on the swaying, floating dock, I tried to form a concept of the whole, but there was no whole, not even a sum of the parts, only a thousand crazy, mismatched pieces.


	“Can we stop here for a moment, so I can get my bearings?”


	“Sure.”


	On second look, I realized there was in fact a unifying theme. Wood. The shear woodiness, unpainted woodiness, of the place was astounding. Wooden docks, wooden ramps, wooden boats, wooden decks, wooden walls, wooden shingles, even, in the distance, a wooden totem pole. And with wood came the ills to which wood is subject — weathering, bleaching, rotting, breaking.


	I narrowed my focus to a single nearby houseboat. Architecturally, it looked like three wooden boxes perched precariously on top of a rowboat. Or maybe not a rowboat, the vessel looked larger — and very rusty. The three boxes, windowless and arranged in a row, consisted of a taller box in the middle and shorter ones on either side.


	The taller box was emblazoned with what looked like a Grateful Dead concert poster — a swirling mass of curlicues, flames and dots centered around a goddess face, all painted in psychedelic shades of pink, orange, purple and blue. The decoration of the two smaller boxes, on the other hand, consisted simply of wide vertical stripes painted in pastel colors — yellow, orange, robin’s-egg blue. One side of the vessel bore an inscription in an exotic script I couldn’t decipher. Sanskrit? Tibetan? The spears of a yucca plant peaked out on top.


	While trying to make sense of the three-box boat, I started to notice the smell of raw sewage in the air. “How do people here get rid of their . . . waste?” I asked.


	My three guides looked at each other sheepishly. Finally Becky said, “A few people have composting toilets. Unfortunately, most people just do it in a jar and then open a window and throw it overboard.”


	I stared at Becky, unsure what to say. She had a low, breathy voice I found extremely sexy. Her golden locks and fuchsia dress glowed in the afternoon sun. Yet she was talking about people tossing their crap into Richardson Bay. 


	Taking my silence as requiring a fuller answer, Becky continued. “It’s terrible. We know it’s terrible. And we want to work with the county to get the area sewered and everything cleaned up.”


	After another pause, Kevin said, “Shall we move on?”


	“Sure”


	The Gate 6 dock plan was a maze. No dock continued in a straight line for long. Instead, a dock would split, turn right, turn left or simply end. Without a guide, any outsider would be lost.


	Running alongside most of the docks were poles supporting a tangle of unruly, exposed wires. “Is that your electrical system?” I asked.


	“Electrical and telephone.”


	I waited for some sort of acknowledgement of the safety issue. None came.


	“Doesn’t look terribly safe,” I said.


	“We definitely recognize all the wiring and electrical down here has to be upgraded.”


	“And we would like to work with the county to do just that,” added Becky.


	“Have you tried? Have you gone to the county?”


	“We have. But they say they’ve already issued a permit for redevelopment of Waldo Point, and because of that, they can’t consider or even talk about any other plan.


	“You see, three years ago, the county forced Donlon Arques to submit a plan for redoing the entire Waldo Point area, with regular straight docks extending out into the bay, sewer lines running along the docks, and all the boats tied up to the docks and hooked up to the sewers. A lot of us at Waldo Point were aware of this. But Don assured us the only reason he’d submitted the plan was because the county had forced him to, and as far as building out the plan was concerned, he intended to move very slowly, if at all. He said nobody would be displaced, everybody would be taken care of.


	“But now this new group is intending to do just the opposite — build out the plan quickly and displace everybody. And when we talk to the county, they say that in buying the property, the new group, Strawberry Point Harbor Associates, inherited the approvals for the old Arques plan, and therefore the new group has, quote, vested rights, unquote. I’m not sure I understand exactly what vested rights means, but in any event, the county won’t even talk to us.”


	I looked at Becky sympathetically, but said nothing. It was hard to know what to make of the houseboaters’ complicated legal situation.


	We continued to hop from floating dock to floating dock. At one juncture three young men worked on a carpentry project, apparently a dock extension. The three looked like clones of each other — each shirtless, deeply tanned and muscular, and topped by an oversized shock of frizzy blond hair.


	Around another bend in the docks, a teenage girl — long straight yellow hair, clad in a sleeveless white shirtdress — stood on the deck of a boat, smoking a cigarette, a vacant look on her face. Opposite her, a rangy orange cat lay on a railing, soaking up the sun. Rock music sounded faintly in the background. Another dock beyond, a cloud of marijuana smoke overcame even the pervasive odor of raw sewage.


	We came to a boat consisting of an L-shaped structure wrapped around a wooden deck. The deck was packed with colorful potted plants and quirky bric-a-brac — a pumpkin, a pair of moose antlers, a carnival mask, a tall pole hoisting wooden disks on which were painted mysterious geometric shapes. The façade of the L-shaped structure was part Japanese-style vertical wood slats, part boards painted turquoise blue, and part multi-paned windows that didn’t quite fit. A smokestack popped out of the structure’s roof. 


	A large reddish-brown dog lay on the deck, its front paws hanging over the edge. A turquoise-blue rowboat floated by the side. Wind chimes rang softly. Everything seemed cozy, homey.


	“That’s Becky and Kevin’s boat,” said Hank.


	I felt a jolt. Were Becky and Kevin a couple? Somehow I’d never thought of that possibility.


	I looked at the two of them. “Are you two . . . together?”


	They sheepishly nodded and mumbled yes.


	The news of Becky and Kevin’s couplehood threw me off balance. But why?


	Was it because I was worried about the credibility of SOW, if half of its leadership came from a single household? Actually, since I hadn’t yet met the group’s president, it was too early to judge.


	Or was it because I’d been attracted to Becky? Had I subconsciously hoped my meeting her might somehow lead to something more?


	If so, I needed to clean up my act. In the first place, a male lawyer hitting on a female client was a gross violation of legal ethics. 


	Even more important, wasn’t I supposed to be in love? Tiffany Wong and I met three months earlier, and our relationship had progressed rapidly. We were now both starting to think this might be it. I was going to be seeing her in only a few hours. I shouldn’t be mooning over someone else.


	Becky, Kevin, Hank and I resumed our walk through the Gate 6 maze, heading generally away from land, out toward the middle of Richardson Bay. I noticed, rising high in the distance over a cluster of low houseboats, a bizarre wooden something-or-other. It looked like an African mask, or maybe a blown-up detail of a totem pole. “What’s that?”


	“That’s the Owl,” Kevin said. “Chris Roberts’ masterpiece.”


	“What is it? A boat?”


	“It’s a houseboat.”


	“Whose masterpiece?”


	“Chris Roberts. He was a sculptor and boat builder. He built several boats, or more accurately boat sculptures, around here, but the Owl is definitely the most noticeable.”


	I could now see that the bizarre something-or-other did somewhat resemble an owl. The narrow-set eyes. The beak. The wide, pointed ears. “Very impressive,” I said.


	“We love it,” said Becky.


	The next turn led to a most pleasing sight, a well-built young woman with a smiling face, long curly auburn-colored hair and ruddy sun-kissed skin. Her gypsy-style dress, a vivid mix of reds, oranges and purples, was full of pleats and fabric but left her arms and shoulders bare. She sported a profusion of glittering necklaces and bracelets, so many in fact that when she moved, she jingled. 


	Becky and Kevin greeted the young woman enthusiastically, and Becky said to me, “Mr. Spenser, we’d like you to meet one of our most loyal members. This is Montse. Montse, this is Mr. Spenser.”


	“I’m so happy to meet you, Mr. Spenser,” Montse gushed. “I heard all about the meeting on Tuesday. And after all the good things Becky and Kevin said about you, I couldn’t wait to meet you in person.”


	“Well, I’m flattered. What did you say your name was?”


	“Montse. It’s short for Montserrat.”


	“Montse. Okay.”


	Kevin retook his role as tour guide. “The boats around here are the furthest out into the bay of all the boats at Gate 6. Montse and Ryan, her old man, live in that boat” — he pointed to one at the end of the dock — “and they have a float beside it. We thought we’d take you out to the float, and from there you can see the open bay.”


	“Great.”


	We took a ramp from the floating dock to Montse’s houseboat, then another ramp from the houseboat to the float. Eventually all five of us were on the float, including Hank, who hadn’t said anything in a while. The float rocked and swayed, but eventually settled down. 


	The view took my breath away. Above, a cerulean sky, unblemished by smog or fog, host to a few small, white puffy clouds. In the distance, the high ridge of the Tiburon Peninsula, patches of green trees alternating with swaths of brown grass. Closer in, sunlight shimmering on the sapphire waters of Richardson Bay.


	The loudest sounds were the cries of seagulls and the lapping of waves. A gentle breeze touched the skin. The only snake in this floating Eden was the ever-present smell of human waste.


	“Ryan and I love this view,” said Montse. “Absolutely love it. And I’m sure you can see why.


	“But you know, this view isn’t what we like best about Waldo Point. What we like best is the sense of community. Here at Waldo Point people help each other. People are always there for each other, through thick and thin. There’s no fighting or competing, no backbiting or petty resentments. It’s all positive energy, nothing negative. When something needs to be done, people volunteer. Nobody asks for money. People work together, and take joy in what others are doing, and are happy to see other people succeed. I know it sounds corny, but here at Waldo Point, we’re like one big happy family.”


	The magic of the moment and the force of Montse’s encomium to houseboat living overwhelmed me. I felt as if I’d seen a vision. What a remarkable community.  What a fascinating challenge to the values of mainstream society.  And what a tragedy it would be if it were completely wiped out.


	But even in my intoxicated state, a small hand of doubt tugged at my mind. Was it really possible? A community of one hundred plus people functioning as one big happy family? With no conflicts, no backbiting, no power struggles, no petty grievances? Montse’s description of the Waldo Point houseboat community made it sound like paradise on earth. Did such a thing exist?


	The gruff voice of Hank brought us all back to earth. “We’d better get going. Achille’s expecting us down at Gate 5.”
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	GATE 5 - ACHILLE


	 


	We threaded our way back through the Gate 6 maze, walking single-file on the narrow floating docks. Montse joined us; she wanted to be part of the meeting with SOW’s president. The jingling of her bracelets and necklaces joined the creaking and sloshing of the docks.


	Back on land, we turned south onto a wide dirt road, accompanied by the fragrances of salt, seaweed and sewage. As we walked, Hank positioned himself beside me. “Sir, there’s something here I’d like to show you.” He unfolded a sheet of paper and handed it to me.


	It was a Xerox copy of a page from an 1873 decision of the California Supreme Court. About a third of the way down the page a sentence was underlined in red: “All navigable waters of this State are held subject to a public trust for commerce, navigation and fisheries.” About two-thirds down another sentence was underlined: “The right of navigation includes the right of anchorage.”
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